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For the 9.30 crew,

thank you for the motivation – and the friendship.
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Sunday. I’ve forced myself to get up at a reasonable hour, even though I haven’t got anything to be up for. I can hear the couple upstairs listening to Radio 2’s Sunday Love Songs, shuffling about their kitchen laughing, and, depressingly, at one point, even indulging in a quickie. I miss that. I miss slobbing about and suddenly ending up on the living room floor. I find myself looking forward to tomorrow, which is pathetic. Wishing away the weekend because I feel lonely? I don’t think I could admit that even to India, and she knows everything about me.

Stoke Newington is a hive of couple activity at weekends, so I don’t want to go to Clissold Park to see everyone holding hands and sipping takeaway coffees. Nor do I fancy brunch for one surrounded by loved-up pairs with sex hair reading the Sunday supplements. After showering and getting ready, I look at myself in the mirror: my messy bronde bob and dark eyes could do with a little TLC – it wouldn’t kill me to get the GHDs out and pop on some mascara – but instead I flop down on my bed and stare at the ceiling. What have I got to get ready for? Holding hands with myself?

It’s a bright, sunny morning, so I positively force myself to lace up my trainers and walk. Headphones in, podcast on, I’ll go and practise some gratitude. Acknowledge being able to pick and choose what I want to do, bask in the sun, give thanks for my friends, and family, and my job and the gym and …

Oh, who am I kidding? This all sucks.

The most I can muster enthusiasm for is buying the ingredients for a lemon and orzo chicken dish I’ve seen on Pinterest. I like Pinterest. I like how you can curate a magazine for yourself of all these calming, organised images so that a sleek wardrobe and sunny holiday destination feels within reach. Sometimes it’s almost like watching a video of a girl with nice hair and sensational eyebrows making an adrenal-soothing smoothie or evening meal for less than five hundred calories but with thirty-eight grams of protein is the same as doing it yourself. But on this occasion I won’t just think about making something tasty and then order Uber Eats. I’ll actually do it. I need to accomplish something today.

I make my grocery list, walk through the sun to Whole Foods, and try to enjoy the experience of selecting the best organic poultry and largest citrus fruit possible. It becomes meditative, taking my time and looking at the elderflower cordials and weird face creams. By the time I get to the checkout I’ve almost forgotten to be miserable. But then the fire alarm sounds. It’s a deafening screech that I hear over my podcast and feel in my bones. I pull out my AirPods.

‘Dear shoppers,’ somebody announces over the tannoy. ‘Please be advised that this is not a drill. Exit the building at your nearest opportunity, and meet at the fire assembly point. I repeat, this is not a drill, please leave your shopping where it is and meet at the fire assembly point.’

I’m next in line to pay, but the person serving closes down the till and steps away from the checkout.

‘Can I just grab these?’ I say to their back, even though I know they won’t help me. It’s not like flames are licking at our toes; the oven in the bakery probably just got too hot, something like that. But there’ll be a ‘procedure’ in place, no doubt, and ‘rules’. My dinner plans are ruined without this chicken breast.

‘I feel the same way,’ a low, smooth-as-silk voice behind me says. ‘All I want is some apples and this quinoa.’

I go to answer, to say something glib and self-effacing to this stranger about my happiness resting on what I eat for supper. But as I turn around and make eye contact, I’m stunned into silence, swallowing my words. I don’t know what to say at all. The comment has come from a dark-haired, stubbled man, with these kind, crinkle-at-the-corners, somebody-just-told-him-a-joke eyes. He’s in gym shorts and Nikes, socks pulled up to his calves. His shoulders make suggestive waves out of his sleeveless workout top and I just … well, feel like I’ve been punched in the stomach. He is sensational. I’m sure that I know him, that we’ve met before. The way he cocks his head and issues half a smile, as if he can’t place me either … it’s crazy. I know him, but then also, I definitely do not know him. If we’d met before I’d remember him. I’d know his name, and be able to actually speak instead of thinking, on a loop, fuckmeheisgorgeous fuckmeheisgorgeous fuckmeheisgorgeous.

I pull a what can you do face, because it’s all I’m capable of. It makes him smile fully, with a breathless exhale of a laugh, and I can’t help but smile too, as if an understanding passes between us. Everyone around us is filtering out, but the two of us? We stand looking at each other so long it’s stupid.

I see our whole lives at that checkout. I swear to god, I really do. I see us buying groceries together. I see us barefoot and dancing in the kitchen, cooking something on the stove that burns as we distract each other with kisses. I see him making my friends laugh. This man with the silky voice and massive biceps has me thinking how I’ll charm his mother, how he’ll get on with my dad. We could work out together, be the kind of couple that runs a 5k before Saturday brunch, takes the Eurostar to Paris for a casual half marathon before a shag-fest in some bijou little B&B. Life will be easy for us, because we have each other, and it will all have started here, in my local shop, just like that. This is the moment, I think. Pay attention.

‘I think we go that way,’ I croak, eventually, pointing to the back of the store. My seduction game is on point, as ever.

‘Yeah,’ he says, looking at where I’ve gestured to and then down at my basket. ‘What are you going to do with your shopping?’

It’s a relief that his chat-up lines aren’t any better than mine. It’s a relief that it doesn’t even matter.

It’s my turn to look around. ‘Abandon it?’ I suggest, unsure. ‘I mean … what else can we do? I don’t think there’s time to put it back …’

The man nods, running his tongue over his thin but perfect lips as he considers this, then he holds out a paper bag. ‘Granny Smith?’

I look at the bag, and then at him.

‘That’s stealing,’ I say, surprised. It’s only apples, but still. The man of my life should be no thief.

He reaches into the hidden pocket meant for your house key in the waistband of his shorts, and pulls out some money, presenting it to me with a flourish.

‘My emergency two-pound coin,’ he announces, placing it on the till. When he’s done, he holds a hand over his heart and says earnestly: ‘I’m a law-abiding citizen, after all.’

‘All right then,’ I counter, loosening up. ‘In that case …’ I put down my shopping on the conveyer belt to take an apple, and he nods, satisfied. ‘The superior apple genre,’ he comments, gesturing for me to go ahead and eat. I take a big bite whilst holding his eye, and it occurs to me that the fire alarm is still blasting. I’d stopped noticing. This whole time we’ve been conducting a conversation with sirens blaring, acting like it’s totally normal. Have we been shouting? I honestly hadn’t realised.

‘Come on,’ he says, grabbing my hand and tugging me towards the exit. ‘I don’t want to be responsible for getting you into any trouble.’

My hand fits in his perfectly.

At the empty expanse of uncovered asphalt at the back of the store, the twenty or so of us who were shopping are gathered, as well as a handful of employees in fire safety vests, one with a mullet and a megaphone.

‘Please wait here until we can verify everyone’s safety,’ they say, clearly relishing this moment of power, the moment their entire half-day’s fire safety training was leading up to. ‘We will try not to keep you long, but it is of great importance that you stay here, at least for the time being.’

‘I should have stolen more snacks,’ Apple guy says. He is beside me, finishing off what is, admittedly, a very tasty apple. I’m already down to the core of mine. The man is tall – imposingly and commandingly so. Lean. And he’s also no longer holding my hand, now we’re out in the open. I flex it at my hip, running my fingertips over my palm like I miss him already. If I sound absolutely bonkers, that’s because in this moment, I am. I can’t explain my magnetic pull towards him, except to say it’s there, and killing me. I’m so aware of the nearness of him, of this crackle of electricity spanning the distance between his arm and mine.

‘But you didn’t steal them. You paid for them,’ I find myself saying, because it is either that or I think I love you, shall we get married? He gives me a look that makes it clear I’ve been duped. ‘… didn’t you?’ I clarify.

He holds out his hand, two pounds in the palm.

‘Couldn’t surrender my emergency coin,’ he says, pulling an uh-oh face. I sigh and shake my head, both impressed and shocked.

‘Middle-class shoplifting is on the up, I’ve heard,’ I reply, coolly, watching as the fire safety marshal looks panicked, listening to something on a walkie-talkie. Perhaps it’s the romance police, issuing a report for my arrest because my flirtation skills are seriously lacking.

‘It’s one of the few highs we’ve got left,’ the man says. ‘Everyone is meat-free, dairy-free, booze-free, drugs-free …’

‘So we’re nicking stuff, just to feel something?’ I supply.

I wonder what he tastes like.

‘It’s that or skydiving,’ he laughs, and it makes me laugh, too.

Love me. Choose me. Pick me.

‘Does that taste better because you didn’t pay for it?’ I ask, as he reaches the core. He looks shiftily from side to side.

‘Shhhh!’ he implores. ‘What are you, a cop?’

‘A concerned citizen of the world,’ I reply. ‘And also genuinely curious. You’ve made me a criminal accessory. Before today I hadn’t stolen anything since I was six.’

‘Oooooh, now we’re getting to the good stuff,’ he says, awkwardly rubbing his hands together – the apple core is cramping his style – with glee. ‘What was it?’

‘A Mother’s Day card,’ I say, pathetically. ‘That somebody else had made. But hers was prettier than mine and so, shamefully … I took it.’

‘Did you get caught?’

‘Yes.’

‘Is that why you’ve never stolen again?’

‘Yes.’

‘If you hadn’t got caught, do you think you’d be a criminal on the run by now?’

‘No,’ I say, and the man tips his head like, Oh? You’re not playing our game? ‘I’d hide in plain sight,’ I continue. ‘A criminal on the run suggests having been caught, but if I’d never been discovered, I wouldn’t have anything to run from. So if stealing Gemma Jenkins’s card and hiding it in my bag had worked … I mean, I could be stood here talking to you whilst also emptying your wallet.’

He pats down his thighs, like I really could be helping myself to his money. He sees me notice and then does a comic frown.

‘I don’t even have a wallet.’ He shakes his head self-deprecatingly.

The noise of a fire engine blares, and a hush falls over the crowd. You can tell everyone is put out at having their shop interrupted, but also varying degrees of curious at what the heck is happening. If there is a fire truck, I was wrong about it not being a big deal. But then, who cares what’s happening in there, when out here is this man, tall and dark and handsome, a dizzy whirlwind of a cliché.

‘Do you think there’s really a fire?’ I ask.

‘Maybe,’ my soulmate says. ‘Or maybe it’s all just a precaution. Makes sense that they’d have us all stay here in one place, though, if the fire is real. Don’t want anybody dashing back inside for more apples, say.’

‘No,’ I agree, and for the second time since we’ve been talking, this stranger and I lock eyes and my insides explode. This has never happened to me before in my life, this … feeling. It wasn’t like this with Craig, my ex, or any of the guys at uni. I’ve never had it on a night out or when I was a teen. If this man I have known for all of eight minutes took my hand again and led me away, to his house, to his life, to our life together for the rest of all time, I would go in a heartbeat. I’ve half a mind to lean in for a kiss, to get irrefutable proof that this isn’t all a sad-girl hallucination and I’m really sat on the top deck of the 149 with a bucket of chicken from KFC and tears in my eyes at how lonely I am.

‘This might be forward of me,’ the man says. ‘But bloody hell – you’re beautiful.’

Thank god. It’s really there, then, this connection. This instant connection.

Dare I say it?

I think this might even be love at first sight.
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Look. I know this isn’t really real. I know this is all in my head. I know it cannot be that eyes meet across a crowded room (or crowded back entrance at Whole Foods), et cetera.

And yet.

‘Cal,’ the man says, offering his hand after a beat longer than polite has passed. He has to be feeling this too. His eyes roam my face and I actually believe what he’s just said – that he genuinely thinks I’m beautiful. I flush pink, unaccustomed to such forthright flattery. I take his hand and second contact is established. He shakes it, and I think we both realise it’s strange to shake hands after a hand-held walk.

‘Jessie,’ I say, and then we laugh, about what precisely I have no idea, but we’re both doing it, and urgh, this is so embarrassing, but later, when I tell India about all this, I’ll say and everything else just melted away into the background. Like, those words will actually leave my mouth. Mortifying. It’s just me, and him, looking and trembling and smiling and falling. Until a staff member booms out a thanks for our cooperation over the megaphone, anyway.

‘The firefighters are at the front of the building dealing with the situation,’ they yell, forcing Cal and I to release one another so we can cover our ears. They talk loud, man. ‘It’s a small fire in one of the waste-paper bins, nothing serious. It shouldn’t be much longer before you’re free to go.’

‘Quite the original hostage situation,’ I say to Cal, when it’s safe to lower my hands.

‘I’d have preferred being held against my will in, say, a spa,’ he replies. God, his voice is sexy.

‘The man likes a spa, does he?’

Cal laughs. ‘Who doesn’t?’ He answers his own question with a wag of his finger: ‘A liar, that’s who.’

I nod, conceding his point. ‘I am partial to a massage.’

‘Hot oil, Swedish or Thai?’

‘Sport.’

He nods, digesting this. ‘Bit of an athlete then?’

I shrug, feeling the most self-aware and self-conscious I’ve ever felt in my life, like everything matters: the bow of my head, how I’m stood, all of it. ‘I’ve been known to lift a weight or two, yeah,’ I say, my voice sounding more confident than I feel. ‘Makes me channel my inner badass.’

‘Something tells me you don’t need weights to feel that way.’

‘You’d be surprised.’

‘Would I?’

We look at one another again. I’m feeling things, loads of things, all at once. Animated and bold and like I want to throw caution to the wind and just talk. Not entertain, not banter, but really talk, in a way that feels so impossible in my dating life normally. Cal has appeared out of nowhere and it’s nice chatting with him. So, sod it. I have to trust this connection, have to believe I can be my full self in front of another person and it be received well. I want this man to know me, all of me, as soon as possible.

‘It’s been a long weekend,’ I admit. ‘It’s feeling like a long … life? Don’t get me wrong, I’m doing my best. It’s just the trying of it all, if that makes sense. But I don’t have to try at the gym. Not in the same way. I go in, switch off my brain, and push my body to do these awesome, cool things. And that’s …’

‘Badass,’ he supplies, looking impressed. ‘I get that. I work out as well. Running mostly. Some cycling. I wonder – not to sound too “Women 101” – if you feel badass lifting weights because it’s subversive, too? I like exercising, and get glimmers of what you’re talking about, but nowhere near as strongly.’

‘Perhaps you’ve not found your thing yet,’ I say. ‘Have you tried pole dancing, perchance?’

‘There’s a stag weekend in Amsterdam with video evidence of such an occurrence, as it happens. I have tried to destroy said evidence, but my so-called friends have a master copy. I suspect it’ll come out at my own wedding, if that ever happens.’

‘Ever come close?’ I ask. I don’t know why. It just slips out. It’s the sort of information other women might wait months for.

‘Once.’ He nods. ‘But I was twenty-three, and although I couldn’t see it at the time, I have the benefit of hindsight to say: thank god she didn’t say yes.’

‘Oh no!’ I say. ‘You proposed and got turned down?!’

‘Not very badass at all, huh?’ Cal says. His eyes twinkle naughtily, letting me know he’s totally fine with how it all turned out. ‘File me under “loser” if you must.’

I pull a face, jutting out my bottom lip like I feel sorry for the poor little baby.

‘Pity.’ Cal laughs. ‘The sexiest of all emotions.’

‘I find anguish quite sexy myself.’

‘Lots of crying in the shower and eating the whole pack of biscuits?’

‘Have you been spying on me?’ I ask.

‘Unfortunately I speak from experience.’

‘The jilted lover,’ I say.

‘Can’t say I don’t own it,’ he replies.

I narrow my eyes at him, assess his face. Okay, so the lad has banter. Interesting. A face like that, easy to talk to, comfortable with his emotions and his vulnerabilities … My eight minutes with him have become fifteen, and I am more and more intrigued.

‘You ever been told you’re funny?’ I ask.

He nods. ‘Funny-looking.’

‘Hardly,’ I say, before I can stop myself. He bites down on his lip and my lower pelvis jolts awake. Jesus Christ.

‘Right back at ya.’ His lips curl upwards like he knows he’s being cheesy and he ain’t sorry about it.

‘Ladies and gentlefolk, boys and girls, both and neither – you are cordially invited to our show!’

‘What the …?’ Cal says, as three men in waistcoats and bowler hats cartwheel through the tarmacked car park where we’re waiting. They move into the middle, with one guy jumping on the shoulders of another, and the third guy doing flips around them.

‘Just across the way, you can prepare to be amazed,’ says one of them. ‘We have jokes! We have pathos! We will reset your paradigm with stories we have been workshopping for months! All for free, as we prepare to tour!’

‘Awww,’ I say, watching these men try to rally support for their performance. ‘That takes balls, rounding up strangers to watch your show. God bless.’

Cal inhales sharply. ‘Yup,’ he says. ‘Especially when I’d bet most people just want to get on with their day.’

‘I guess.’

Cal looks at me. ‘You don’t have wild plans you’re itching to shoot off to?’

‘Not really,’ I admit. ‘Truth be told.’

‘Truth be told, me neither.’ He shrugs.

Ask me to hang out.

‘You’ll come along, won’t you, you beautiful people?’ One of the actors has appeared beside us, all but physically manhandling us in the direction of his show. ‘You’ll be sorry to miss it once you see us collect our BAFTA this time next year. Come on!’

‘I don’t think we’re allowed to go yet,’ I say, panicking. Do I really want to get bamboozled into hours of amateur theatre and risk Mr Handsome Whole Foods here slipping through my fingers? No, I do not.

Right as Cal starts agreeing with me, it is announced by the fire marshal: ‘Friends! You are now free to go!’ Cal stops, mid-sentence. He snaps his mouth shut and smiles at me.

‘I tried,’ he says, apologetically.

‘And failed,’ the performer adds brightly. ‘Come on, follow me, this will be the best hour of your life! Or at least in the top five hundred!’

I start to object, but I know for a fact this is exactly the kind of random event I am supposed to embrace. Do it for the story. That’s what India would say right now. I just really do not want to go alone …

Ask me to hang out!!

‘I don’t actually have anywhere else to be,’ I say to Cal. ‘So … I’m gonna go, I think …’

Say you want to come too!!

Cal looks impressed. ‘Really?’

‘Yeah, why not?’

‘Is it weird if I come?’

BINGO!!

‘Yes,’ I say, tongue firmly in cheek. I give him a wink for good measure. ‘But a good weird.’

He chuckles, shaking his head like he never planned for his afternoon to unfold this way, but is happy it has.

‘I can live with that,’ he decides, and we follow the performer.

The show is in a small basement theatre across the road from the supermarket, and the actors have managed to half fill the hundred or so seats. Cal and I are forced into the front row, and sit in curious silence, no idea what’s about to happen. I want to grab his arm, to nestle into him. We have centimetres between us and I can feel the heat radiating off his bare skin. He smells sweaty, but not putrid or stale. He smells sexy, in that way I imagine a man chopping wood in the great outdoors smells, or Paul Mescal in Gladiator II. Pure man.

The theatre is plunged into darkness with no warning, and it scares me so much I gasp.

‘You okay?’ Cal whispers, and it’s only when I tell him I’m fine and he looks pointedly down at his arm that I realise I have actually grabbed him. Any excuse, I suppose.

‘Sorry,’ I whisper back, but he puts his hand over mine to encourage me to keep it there, so I do, and he is hard and firm to the touch, and then there’s a man on the stage, in a spotlight, who starts screaming.

The next hour is a largely inexplicable mix of chanting, acrobatics and full-on nudity that, whilst brave, doesn’t seem to add to the story – on account of there not really being a story. It is more designed to shock, I think. God bless that, instead of getting awkward about it, Cal simply leans over and whispers, ‘Christ. That’s a massive cock, isn’t it?’ I have a coughing fit trying to hold in my laughter. 10/10 response, that. I add it to my mental list of reasons why this bloke is a keeper.

By the time we stumble back out onto Church Street sixty minutes later, into the mid-afternoon sun, all I can say is: ‘That. Was …’

‘Insane?’ Cal supplies, and I half agree.

‘Yes? But also kind of amazing?’

‘I feel you were swayed by the scene with the naked dancing.’

‘Mesmerised is the word.’

We’ve laughed in the past hour, and at two different points I almost cried too. Once, when one of the performers gave a monologue about missing his mother, and the second time at a poem about love. Now I think about it, whilst there wasn’t a plot, the show was most definitely about sex and longing and trying to soothe the ache we all feel, at one point or another, as humans. One of those things that the more you think about it after, the more it affects you. Maybe they really will win a BAFTA one day.

‘It’s left me feeling quite raw, I think,’ Cal says, as we linger outside the basement theatre. ‘Does that make sense?’

‘Same,’ I say. ‘That was a lot of feelings.’

‘A lot,’ he agrees. His face is solemn, reflective. The show has touched him as much as it touched me, I think. I want to ask him why, to ask him if a monologue about missing a mother, and a poem about love, affected him like it affected me. I want to know what makes him sad, and happy, and everything in between, so we can feel those things together. Something has begun. This is fact.

People are milling around, some outside the pub opposite, drinking pints and Aperol Spritzes under the blossoming pink hanging baskets and crawling ivy. Others saunter in and out of restaurants, most of which have their front windows open for that al fresco feeling. I don’t want to go home, but I don’t know what happens next. It’s 3 p.m., and I’ve not eaten since breakfast, but I cannot, will not, break this spell. Cal is … interesting. Interesting, with his jokes and his confidence and his smile and his smell.

‘I’m pretty starving, after such an eventful afternoon,’ he says, looking at me with what is absolutely hope in his eyes. I think I’m supposed to get the hint. I feel like I’m in a TV show – and, finally, I’m the leading lady with her own plotline. I’m a Bridgerton about to get her own season. Thank god! It’s my turn to be happy! PRAISE BE!

‘I was gonna have to order something from Uber Eats,’ I say. ‘I never did get to check out my shopping …’

Cal laughs. ‘Because you wouldn’t shoplift,’ he reminds me, and I throw up my hands, my superior moral compass evident.

‘We could …’ Cal starts, and I look at him. A kaleidoscope of butterflies takes flight in my ribcage, my heart beating the two-step. He seems flustered too, unsure. I hold my breath as I wait for him to finish. I need him to be the one to say it, to give me the proof we are in this together. ‘Grab a bite? Together?’ he settles on, and relief flushes through me. He wants to keep this going too. It’s happening!!

‘Sure,’ I say, a bit too quickly. ‘I’d like that,’ I add, for the avoidance of doubt. ‘I did not expect today to turn out this way, but I’m glad it has.’

Cal grins. ‘Me too. Come on. I know a place.’

We end up in a small-plates bistro in Lower Clapton, where Cal seems to know everyone.

‘Do you come here a lot?’ I ask, once we’ve ordered a couple of beers and settled in to look at the menu. The woman on the door knew Cal by name, as did our waiter. Mr Popular.

‘I know the owner,’ Cal says. ‘I helped him with some permits so, not that he owes me but …’

‘He owes you?’ I supply, eyebrows raised playfully.

Cal laughs. ‘Something like that,’ he says. ‘He makes sure I’m well looked after, put it that way.’

It’s a lovely place, sleek black and white floor, big tables with gingham tablecloths and tiny vases of sweet peas. The staff are casually dressed but matching, in Canadian tuxedos of blue jeans and denim shirts, short red aprons tied at the waist. It’s a relaxed vibe, making me feel right at home. A selection of small plates are brought over even though we haven’t ordered.

‘Good, right?’ Cal says, when I make a noise of approval: a sort of mmmmomgyeswhoa grumble at the whipped goat’s cheese with local honey.

‘Heavenly,’ I say, going in for another bite. Cal looks at our waiter and says to bring whatever the chef’s choice is. I like it – I like that he’ll take the gamble and trust what comes. It bodes well. Not to read too much into it or anything.

Okay, fine, I’m reading into everything. If I could press these moments like flowers to keep forever, I would. I feel it in my bones: what is happening is important, and I will want to remember it all.

‘So then, after six weeks of this, going back and forth that way, it turns out that the fucking thing is his lawnmower, and all this time mine has been at Dave’s house gathering dust!’

We’re an hour in, and Cal is telling me a story about when he moved house and accidentally made an enemy of his eighty-six-year-old neighbour. He has me laughing so hard I am gripping my stomach.

‘Oh my god,’ I say. ‘That’s brilliant. Whoa.’ Cal’s gaze lingers on me as I wipe away a tear of laughter, but when I glance back up he looks away quickly. Then he sneaks another glance, and our eyes lock, making us both turn the colour of aubergines.

‘I can’t believe you’ve literally made me cry with laughter.’ I take a deep breath and fish in my bag for a tissue. ‘Oooooft!’

‘Well, there’s no crying in baseball,’ Cal says, fiddling with his napkin. ‘Or lawn maintenance.’

‘I’ve heard that saying before,’ I say, trying to place it. ‘There’s no crying in baseball. Where’s that from?’

‘A League of Their Own,’ Cal says. ‘Tom Hanks?’ He puts on a movie-announcer voice. ‘During World War Two, Dottie and Kit are drafted into a baseball league with several other women. Jimmy, an alcoholic and a former star, struggles to manage the team as they try to win games … Basically, one of the players gets upset after Tom Hanks criticises her play, and he pops off. I use it far too much, and often in the wrong context. It’s annoying after a while, trust me. It’s just something my dad always says, and I guess it’s stuck.’

‘There’s no crying in baseball,’ I repeat, and Cal says, ‘Yeah. We use it as like, buck up, get on with things …’

‘Ah!’ I say, suddenly remembering. ‘Tough Mudder! I was doing an obstacle at an event, and the guy helping said it to me when I tried to wuss out.’ Cal cocks his head at me. ‘You know,’ I prompt. ‘Tough Mudder? A bunch of idiots get together to wade through rivers and climb in massive muddy trenches?’ I sigh at the memory – the gym lot persuaded me to do it, and I had bruises for weeks afterwards. It was good, though. Tough, but then the clue was in the name there, I suppose. ‘What was I thinking?’ I add. ‘But I enjoyed it, actually, once it was all over.’

‘It wasn’t at the castle, was it?’ Cal asks, brow furrowed with curiosity. And the way he looks at me, kind blue eyes sparkling with mischief, it hits me.

‘Nooooo!’ I say. ‘You? Are you the guy who helped me?’

‘I think so?’ he says, not quite sure of himself. ‘This is only a few months ago, right? I helped at the ice tank bit.’

‘It was you!’ I search for the pieces of his face I can put together to fit with the image of the kind stranger in my mind. ‘You had on camo make-up …’

‘And you were muddy, even after an ice bath,’ Cal says, genuine marvel in his voice. ‘That’s mad.’

We sit in a startled silence, both shaking our heads and half smiling, half frowning as we try to establish how it’s possible we’ve randomly met for the second time during a Whole Foods fire alarm thirty miles away from a sporting event that happened months ago. Fate really is a determined thing.

A happy warmth spreads through me. They write songs about this kind of stuff – everything changing in a heartbeat and all that.

‘This is weird, right?’ Cal says. ‘What’re the chances?’

‘Like, a trillion to one.’

‘Eight trillion to one.’ He laughs.

‘Well.’ I lift my glass to cheers him. ‘Here’s to the random ways of the universe, and to never crying in baseball.’

We get into it all: Cal’s job at the council, his parents’ perfectly happy and loving marriage, what I do at the gym, and my work, too. Plus, my dream.

‘Basically,’ I explain, as we linger over pudding, ‘I love being a career nanny and it’s all I’ve ever known, but this idea I have, it feels bigger than me. And … oh god, I don’t know. Every few months I think I’ll apply for funding, but then I don’t. I lose my nerve, I suppose.’

We haven’t stopped talking. There hasn’t been a pause in conversation since we realised we’d crossed paths at Tough Mudder. Every time I worry he might be about to say he needs to head off, another topic of conversation comes up and we’re off again. It’s honestly a totally instant, deep connection. All those weddings I’ve been to where the groom proclaims in his self-written vows that when he met his partner he just knew … In this moment, on this afternoon, I get it. It’s a fairy tale. And you can’t hold back from giving your all to a fairy tale. I know I’m really into him, because Stray Kids is something exactly two other people have ever been told about. I trust India and Dad with my life, obviously, but for some reason I trust Cal, too. I feel like he’ll get it.

‘So it’s … a kids’ club?’ he asks.

‘Kind of, but kind of not. Basically, what I’ve observed in my nannying, and in line with what I studied at uni – childhood development, for those keeping score – I really think it’s vital for kids to have more independence than we give them. My dad talks about how, when he was a kid, he’d be out all day and only come home when it got dark. He’d be in the woods, making dens – making mistakes, come to that. And that’s just it. Millennials as caregivers, we’re so … careful. Understandably, considering we grew up with the bloody Soham murders in the headlines.’

Cal shudders. ‘Mum stopped me playing outside without supervision after that. We always had to be in somebody’s garden in the summer holidays.’

‘Mum and Dad had the same rule,’ I say. ‘We could play outside on the street in the cul-de-sac if we were directly outside our house, but we couldn’t go to the shop without an adult or anything like that.’

‘I see what you mean about that being detrimental, though. If somebody is always watching you, how do you figure out who you are?’

‘Exactly.’ I’m pleased he understands. ‘And I am so anti-screens for kids. But if they don’t have screens, what else can they do, you know? So, Stray Kids would be supervised unsupervised play. You’d have a secure outdoor area crawling with volunteers at the periphery, but the kids would be left alone. So, if little Jonny decides to jump in puddles and gets wet feet, he can learn for himself that that’s what happens. Because otherwise, we tell little Jonny he’ll get wet feet, but he doesn’t have a concept of why that’s bad. He needs to learn it for himself.’

‘Five minutes with soggy socks will teach him that …’ points out Cal.

‘Right?’ I say. ‘Let them learn for themselves! We’d brief them on safety – don’t pick up anything that looks dangerous, always stay in groups of three or more, stand still and yell loudly for help and somebody in a high-vis vest will come immediately. All of that. But then, for two or three or four hours, whatever, the kids can fend for themselves: make forts, climb trees, play in the mud kitchen, decide when to eat their own snack even. So if you eat your snack at the beginning and get hungry later, next time you know to save your snack. Even kids being mean to each other – you see it in playgrounds all the time, caregivers intervening before kids can figure out a disagreement between themselves. But it’s because nobody wants to be accused of not caring, of not giving enough attention. But kids need to practise being brave with each other! All that interpersonal relationship stuff, give them room to discover it.’

Cal strokes his chin. ‘I’ve never thought of it like that before, but you’ve got me sold. Will parents – caregivers – go for it? If they’re really that risk-adverse?’

‘I’ve thought about this,’ I say. ‘But Stray Kids isn’t actually dangerous, it’s not like we’re giving children knives and hoping for the best. It’s a real-life environment that we make as safe as possible, and I reckon all it takes is for a few parents to lead the way before everyone sees the magic. First session free, and a discount for kids on their own, so they understand it’s designed for children hoping to make new friends, too, not just groups of existing friends.’

‘You know,’ Cal says, ‘your face lights up like crazy talking about this. I don’t think you should sit on the idea for any longer. If something captures your heart, I believe you have a moral imperative to go for it.’

I blink. What he’s saying makes my stomach do flips, but more than that, the way he’s looking at me undoes me. He’s stopped being shy about his eye contact. I don’t mean to look down at his mouth but I do, and in return he looks at my mouth too. Is he thinking what I’m thinking? Is he wondering if we’re going to kiss, that we should kiss, that we should melt into one another and surrender to this, whatever this is?

‘Yeah,’ I say, smiling shyly. ‘I think you might be right.’

When we’ve paid our bill, we take a walk along the river. I don’t know whose idea it was – both? Neither? All I know is, this is the best date I have ever been on, and I didn’t even know it was going to happen. The sun is low in the sky, making pretty patterns on the water, bouncing and reflecting to give the air a romantic glow. Cal looks out over the river, but I look across at Cal. He’s so handsome in the golden hour of the day. His muscled neck slopes into his T-shirt, and it’s everything I can do not to reach out and smooth down the label poking out. He looks solid as marble. To be held in those arms would be to feel safe.

‘Best city in the world, isn’t she?’ Cal says, when we stop to admire the view.

‘I’m born and bred London, so I’ll give that a hearty yes,’ I say.

‘You must have seen some change in your time,’ he muses.

‘In my time?’ I squeal. ‘I’m not eighty!’

‘You know what I mean,’ he says, knocking his shoulder into mine.

‘Where were you raised?’ I ask.

‘All over. Dad’s job kept us on the move. Nothing fancy, he was an engineer. Surprising how often he changed jobs though. This is the longest I’ve settled anywhere. I came for uni at Goldsmiths and never left. I never would, especially now I’m in Lower Clapton. I love it.’

‘You must have seen some change in your time,’ I say, and he bites his lip to stop smiling too much.

‘You’ve got quite the mouth on you, don’t you?’

‘Yes, sir. And proud of it.’

Cal looks at me, licks his lips. It is … loaded. It robs the breath from me. I think it’s going to happen. At some point, we’re going to kiss.

‘Hmmm,’ he says, and then – and I’m not even making this up – a goddamn violinist sets up beside us and starts playing.

‘Jesus,’ Cal says. ‘This light, this music … you … This is so unexpected.’ He holds out a hand, as if he wants me to take it.

‘Dance with me?’ he asks, eyes big and vulnerable. ‘When is something like this ever going to happen again?’ And he’s got a point. This could be the last first date of my life, and so why not make it one to truly remember, cringey dance by the river and all.

‘I’d be delighted to,’ I say, stepping towards him so he can pull me in close.

My head rests on his reassuringly broad chest, one hand in his, the other on his waist, and we sway, gently, slowly, gorgeously, to the achingly lovely notes of the violin. It’s perfect. Strange, and cheesy, but perfect.

Remember this.

We don’t speak, just dance, and for the briefest of moments I even close my eyes, breathe in the manly scent of him, and start to believe that maybe I can have a happy ending, too. Or, at the very least, a happy beginning. I’m willing to work for the rest.

My eyes flutter open, gaze unfocused. We’re alone, just me, Cal and the violinist. As my eyes readjust to our surroundings, I spot something up ahead. In the distance, there’s a woman leaning over the wall separating the path from the Lea. It’s not very high this side – it comes up to her mid-thigh – but it’s a steep drop down to the water on the other side. I watch her, unsure of what I’m seeing until it’s painfully obvious. She climbs up, her energy frantic, and stands on the wall, looking down.

I stiffen. Surely she isn’t going to jump. Surely not.

The woman is very still, staring into the distance. Dread creeps up the back of my neck, my body telling me to pay attention.

‘Cal,’ I say, and he murmurs a response. ‘No,’ I say, lifting my head off him. ‘Cal. Look at that woman.’

He stares where I’m pointing. His mouth parts as he understands what he’s seeing.

‘Shit,’ he says, walking towards her. I follow for the ten paces or so it takes to stride over.

‘Beautiful night, isn’t it?’ Cal says to the woman once we’re close enough to her to talk. He doesn’t shout and there is no sense of panic in his voice. Meanwhile I’m physically shaking and couldn’t sound normal if you paid me. This is bad. This woman looks beside herself. She’s young, and she has her black hair slicked back in a low bun, hooped earrings, a nice manicure. She looks normal. But hanging over the edge of the wall that way is anything but.

Cal says, ‘I’m going to step forward towards you, if that’s okay. I’d like to see the water too.’

The woman looks to her side – not all the way back, but enough for me to see she’s younger than me, maybe late twenties, and totally gorgeous. Beautiful. She’s got tears in her eyes and her nose is running. She’s crazed. Panicked.

‘Fuck off,’ she says, loudly, and for a split second I think we’ve got this all wrong. We’re not wanted. She’s fine, she just wants to be alone.

‘No,’ says Cal, firmly. ‘I’m going to stay here. I’m going to stay here, with you, all right?’

‘Fuck. Off!’ the woman says. ‘Fuck off, fuck off, fuck off!’

And then she starts crying, a big-gulp-of-air sob and then lots of little ones and she whispers, ‘I hate this.’

Cal takes a breath. I don’t know how he’s so calm, how he knows how to handle all this. I’m shitting myself, frankly. I wonder if I should call the police. But the sirens might spook her. What if she jumps and we’re the only ones around …

‘I’m coming to the wall,’ Cal says. ‘I’m Cal, by the way. What’s your name? You look like somebody I used to know, actually. She was called Clarissa.’

‘That’s an awful name,’ the woman says, as Cal reaches the wall and hovers about six feet from her.

‘Yeah,’ he agrees. ‘We called her Riss, for short. It suited her, somehow.’

The woman nods.

‘So … what’s your name?’ Cal presses.

A beat. But then, ‘Naomi,’ the woman replies.

‘Naomi,’ Cal repeats. ‘It’s nice to meet you. Are you having a bad day, Naomi?’

She gives a hollow laugh.

‘I’ll take that as a yes,’ Cal says.

‘I’m having a bad life,’ Naomi tells him.

‘Do you want to tell me some more about that?’

Naomi looks at him, and he gives her an encouraging nod.

‘I’m listening,’ he says, kindly.

She considers this, looking back out to the water and closing her eyes to inhale deeply. When she opens them again, she whispers, ‘It feels hard. Everything just feels so hard.’

‘In what way?’ Cal asks, and he’s doing an incredible job of keeping her talking. I barely move a muscle – I’m transfixed. I don’t know if Naomi knows I’m here, and I’m scared that if I even breathe too loudly, I’ll break whatever influence he’s having.

‘Work. Family. My life,’ she says. ‘I’m in some shitty copyright job earning sod all. I have, like, two friends, and they always seem to be busy. None of my dates work out. My landlord is putting the rent up, and I don’t know how I’ll ever afford it. I’m probably going to have to leave London. But to do what? To go where? I hate all this thinking.’ Naomi covers her eyes with her hands. ‘I just want somebody to sort it all out for me, you know? Or to fast-forward ten years to when everything is better and it doesn’t all hurt so much …’

‘I understand that,’ says Cal. ‘London can chew you up and spit you out, can’t it?’

‘Yeah,’ says Naomi, sadly.

‘Would you like a hug?’ he offers. ‘If I hold out my hand you can climb down, and we can have a hug. I’m not a creep, I promise. You’re not alone, Naomi, do you hear me? Those two friends love you, and there’ll be people at your job who care about you too. You’ve had bad dates because they weren’t your person, okay? Your person is looking for you, and they need you to step down off that wall and be safe so that they can find you. Can you take my hand, Naomi?’

Cal reaches out, and in a blur of motion Naomi grabs hold, gets lifted to the ground, and falls to a heap, crying uncontrollably, with Cal wrapped around her.

‘It’s okay,’ he says. ‘You’re okay. I’m here, I’ve got you.’

I don’t know how much time passes. I sit on the path about ten feet from them, waiting. Naomi cries and cries, loudly at first, and then the noise dies down into a soft whimper. It gets dark. Cal doesn’t rush her, doesn’t push her, just lets Naomi sink into his lap so he can soothe her. I could almost fall asleep myself, until eventually, after about forty-five minutes, he motions to me and I perk up. Naomi has stopped crying. Cal points to the main road off from the towpath and mouths cab, so I get up and wait for a black taxi with its light on to approach, so I can wave it down.

Cal gently lifts Naomi up and, as the taxi pulls up to the kerb, Cal says to the driver, ‘The nearest A&E, please, mate.’ The hospital. He’s taking her to the hospital. Instinctively, I know I shouldn’t get in the taxi too – it would be too much, too claustrophobic for this poor, poor woman – so I stand there, mute, Cal looking at me and me looking at Cal, hoping he can read my mind. I want him to know he’s a hero. A total hero. I cannot believe a man like him exists. Thank goodness he was here.

He guides Naomi into the car, following close behind. I shut the door and Cal lifts a hand to wave through the window. He looks heartbroken, and sad, his skin wan and his eyes surrounded by dark circles, as if this past however long has drained the lifeblood from him. I wave back, watching them go. It’s only when I get home, numbed by worry for Naomi, and climb into bed, that I manage to emerge from my daze and realise: I don’t have Cal’s number, or know what his surname is. Nothing.

I’ve had the best day of my life with the man of my dreams, and now he’s gone without a trace.

Dammit.
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Did you get any sleep?

India, my best friend of fifteen years, is almost more invested in what happened yesterday than I am. Case in point, she doesn’t wait for me to text her back before adding: Because I didn’t!

I FaceTime her from bed.

‘Honestly,’ she says, instead of saying hello. Her cotton-candy-coloured bangs fall across her doll-like face, and she uses her delicate fingers to push them out of her way. Imagine a sparrow made human: that’s India. ‘I just can’t get over this. My conclusion is this: you deserved a great date. After everything – your dad and Simone, Craig – you deserved that day, with that man.’

‘Thank you,’ I say, getting out of bed and putting on a pot of coffee. I don’t have work until school pick-up, because Henry – the seven-year-old I nanny for five days a week – spent the weekend at his dad’s. ‘But what now? I just … forget it ever happened? Use it as a sign to get back out there because good men and good dates do exist? Because that doesn’t seem right. Honestly, India, this man. This man! It was just right. We were like peas in a pod. A hand in a glove. It just worked, you know? And to think I nearly didn’t leave the house. Not forgetting we already met at Tough Mudder! I can’t give up on this. I have to find him again. I just really have no idea how.’

I take a breath, my monologue over.

‘We’ll figure it out,’ India says consolingly. ‘We’re going to come up with a plan. I don’t know what plan, but there’s got to be something proactive we can do …’

‘Right?’ I say. ‘But I’ll be damned if I can figure it out.’

‘Leave it with me,’ is all she says.

I spend all day thinking about my Whole Foods man. I think of him as I get off the phone with India. I think of him as I throw open the windows and dust my shelves and change my bed linen. I think of him when I go to get coffee, wondering if the universe could ever be so kind as to have me bump into him again. He said he lives in Lower Clapton. Should I spend some time there to increase my chances? Is that weird? Go back to the restaurant he took me to? If I saw him and he said he’d been roaming the streets of Stoke Newington hoping to see me, would I think that was sweet or deranged? Hmmm. Deranged, probably. But how else can we cross paths?

I’m so lost in my own thoughts I’m almost late to pick up Henry. I can’t help but smile when I think of him. He’s so smart, and funny, and curious. I’ve known him since he was born. I work for Ali O’Hara, the newly single TV actress who most people know of but can never quite place, because she’s in a lot of programmes but never as the lead. She’s currently going through a divorce and is, not to put too fine a point on it, absolutely bonkers. We’re talking 3 a.m. phone calls, commandeering me as her cleaner, grocery shopper, style consultant, friend-for-hire, et cetera … I’d like to think that in other circumstances I’d put my foot down more, establish some boundaries. But with Ali it’s impossible, not least because she is a tour de force. But also, I owe her so very much. When Dad received his brain tumour diagnosis, she connected us to the best surgeons in the country, and gave me all the time off I needed to support him. When you add that to the fact that I would take a bullet for Henry – truly, I could not love him any more if I tried – I’m basically part of the family. A high-maintenance, dysfunctional family. And it’s not like I have a family of my own, no matter how many affirmations I write. My five-year relationship ended when Dad was sick, because Craig ‘couldn’t handle it’. Lucky for him he had a choice – I had to handle it whether I felt capable or not. He lives in Margate now, and is seeing a twenty-two-year-old. A twenty-two-year-old won’t ask much from him, which is how he likes it.

At thirty-five, I’ve resigned myself to probably never having my own children – not with the romantic trajectory I’ve been on – so I don’t know if it’s pathetic to latch on to Ali’s, or resourceful. But I write my daily positive affirmations, just in case, penning my dream life as if it already exists, because Oprah says that’s how to do it. I want my own family, a loving husband and someone to call me Mummy, and a house that isn’t in a basement. But if it doesn’t show up for me, I’ll be okay. Dad has his health, India is the best friend a girl could ask for, Ali and Henry add colour and unpredictability to my days …

If this is all there is, I think, climbing up to the top deck of the bus to see the front seat is free – well. It’s more than a lot of people get. Isn’t it?

I wait outside Henry’s private school in Finsbury Square, amongst the yummy mummies – and the odd daddy – sporting their caramel highlights and expensive leather, and the fellow nannies weighed down with snacks and rucksacks. There is a dividing line between the two camps, never to be crossed. We nannies nod and smile at one another, and resign ourselves to being ignored by the parents. I once spent a whole sports day afternoon talking with one of the dads, and when he said, ‘So, which one is yours?’ I answered by saying, ‘Henry, over there. I’ve looked after him since he was a baby.’ The bloke’s penny dropped so hard I was surprised his head didn’t crack open. Once he realised I was paid-for help, he suddenly had to go to the loo, and he hasn’t met my eye at the school gate since.

There’s a moment, every single day, when Henry comes out of school and I put my arms in the air to silently cheer at the sight of him. He breaks into a grin so wide and sincere I could bottle the feeling it gives me and sell it for millions as the best legal high going. He’s tall for his age, all legs and arms, and has two ‘grown-up’ teeth at the bottom of his mouth, which stand out because the rest of his teeth are still baby ones. His red hair and green eyes and smattering of freckles remind me of a children’s story with a cheeky lead – a boy who never quite does as he’s told. But Henry does. He’s a dream. He’s my best friend, basically. Just don’t tell India.

‘Jessie!’

He throws himself into my arms and I squeeze him tight. ‘How was your day?’ he asks, which is how I’ve trained him. He used to come out of school and the first words out of his mouth would be ‘Do you have a snack?’ Now he knows he at least has to feign politeness. To be fair, often his first words are ‘How-was-your-day-do-you-have-a-snack?’, so I consider this pause after his enquiry a win.

‘Stupendous,’ I say, brushing down his hair with a hand and holding out a zip-lock bag with a suckable yoghurt and some sliced apple. I see his face search for the treat I normally include: a biscuit or sliver of cake. ‘M&S café?’ I ask him. ‘I’ll give you a pound.’

‘Yes!’ he says, clenching his fist in victory. ‘I’m going to get a gingerbread person!’

Nannying victory number two: gender-neutral gingerbread.

‘Come on,’ I say, and his hand slips into mine. ‘Tell me all about your day, and don’t leave a single detail out.’

We linger in the café because Ali is out with her new fella, Vinnie, so there’s no rush to get home for dinner. As we walk through the store and down to the café, I think I see Cal about twelve million times. Wishful thinking is one hell of a drug! I hear all about the invite Henry has got for Octavia’s party at the trampoline park, and how in the Victorian times if you were naughty you had to wear a white coned hat with a ‘D’ for dunce on it and stand in the corner. Apparently it was vegetarian meatballs and lemon cake for lunch, and Penelope B (not to be confused with Penelope K) was sick on the carpet and had to go home.

‘Can I tell Mummy about my spelling test?’ he asks, when he’s done with his snack. He loves to play on my phone, and knows my pin to unlock it, how to get to messages and how to press record. Ali is very much about a smartphone-free childhood, except when it comes to Henry staying in touch with her. He unlocks my phone to record the voice memo.

‘Mummy, I got nine out of ten on my spelling test and Penelope B threw up on the carpet! I fell over at lunch but didn’t get a bump note because it didn’t hurt. Can we have pizza for tea? I love you, Mummy! You’re the best mummy in the world!’

Henry looks up at me, and adds, ‘And Jessie is the best nanny in the world, bye!’

‘You’re a sweetie,’ I tell him. ‘That makes me feel really nice inside, when you say a kind thing like that. Thank you!’

Henry loves to be told how he’s made you feel – that he’s been a good boy. Punishments and negative consequences don’t work on him at all, but incentivise him with a reward or a compliment and he’d not only go get the moon for you, he’d go back up for the stars, too.

‘On y va?’I say, because yes, this seven-year-old does speak French. A little, anyway; they have lessons at school. I must admit it’s quite nice to dust off my rusty français from school.

‘Oui,’ says Henry. ‘Merci!’

Before I slip my phone into my bag, I see a row of unicorn and heart emojis from Ali – presumably as a reply to Henry’s missive – and a text from my dad.

Still on for tomorrow?

I send back a yes! with a smiley face. I haven’t seen him as much as I used to, lately, and I miss him. A wee daughter-and-dad brunch is just what I need. Some him-and-me time. I’ve got loads to fill him in on, not least the business plan I finally polished off this morning for Stray Kids. After talking to Cal about it, I’m feeling like I need to get a shimmy on and maybe, actually, finally … go for it. Maybe that’s the reason I had to cross his path: for inspiration to follow my dream. Perhaps that’s all the universe had in mind for me.

No. No! Cal and I are meant for more than that. We have to be! THAT CONNECTION!

Urgh. As much as I try to be rational about him, that little voice in the back of my head is determined to be heard.

On the bus home it’s busy because we’ve hit peak commuter traffic, but Henry is such a Londoner, hopping aboard and finding a spot near the doors with ease.

‘You sit,’ I tell him, when we spy there’s only one free seat. The woman at the window looks up and smiles.

‘I’m getting off at the next stop,’ she says to me, and then, turning to Henry, adds, ‘I’ll let you sit with your mum, darlin’. Excuse me.’

‘She’s not my mum,’ Henry says, cheeks flushing. We’ve had this before: he loves me, but naturally he loves his mother more. He has no patience for anybody getting my role confused.

‘I’m the nanny,’ I explain, letting the woman pass. She nods.

‘Well, he’s lucky to have you,’ she says. ‘Kids are your purpose in this world. I can tell.’

I watch the woman descend the stairs, thinking how nice it is she’d say so, and then turn my attention back to Henry. We share AirPods and listen to Henry’s special ‘Taking the Bus’ playlist on the way home, watching the world go by on the pavements on the other side of the glass. The Toy Story theme tune and Avengers: Endgame song wash over us as I give his little hand a squeeze. Henry looks up at me, giving me his biggest smile and squeezing my hand in return. Love for him courses through me. He’s special, and being his nanny is an honour.

I meant what I said: if I can’t have my own family, at least there’s this.

‘Me and Rex and Albert and Lily have decided that since ancient Egypt is so far away,’ Henry says as we walk hand in hand from the bus stop to the park, ‘we’ll have to go overnight. We’ll go after school but then come back the next morning.’ Henry has bartered getting twenty minutes’ play instead of going home to do reading homework immediately, since it’s nearing the end of term and this is England, so making the most of the weather is a must.

‘Right,’ I say. ‘And how long does it take to get to ancient Egypt?’

‘Four hours.’ Henry nods, matter-of-factly. ‘So ages. Can I go on the slide?’

I take his backpack off him. ‘Put this on,’ I say, handing him his cap. ‘And you can do whatever you want. I’ll be sat right here if you need me.’

Henry shoots off, running up the climbing frame and delighting in seeing another child he knows. They engage in a spirited discussion that results in them taking their shoes off and throwing them down the slide, then going after them on their bellies to save them. Meanwhile I perch on a rock under the shade of a sycamore tree, and pull out my phone to let Ali know where we are.

India has texted. Been thinking, it says. We need to make wanted posters for the mystery man!! If the only thing we know about him is that he shops at Whole Foods, then we need to print off a plea for him to text you, so when he’s there next he sees it!

That’s so India. There’s no way she’d do that for herself, but she’ll champion the notion to the extreme for somebody else. I can’t put up wanted posters in Whole Foods! Every Tom, Dick and Harry will end up reaching out – it’ll be dick pic central, and not in the nice, solicited way either. And it’s pretty full on, too. Cal could see it and decide not to text because it’s too … too … brash.

No! I text back. ABSOLUTELY NOT!

‘Jessie, watch!’ Henry calls, showing me his super cat speed running from one end of the park to the other.

‘Whoa, whoa, whoa, speedy!’ I say. ‘You went so fast then, sparks were coming off your shoes!’

‘Really?’ Henry says, proudly.

‘Don’t catch fire. Or else you’ll get a burned bum.’

‘Watch me again,’ he instructs, and he does some more fast running, which I applaud with gusto. Every kid needs at least one person to act like the world revolves around them; one person who is totally delighted by them. I try to be that for Henry. Ali is too, obviously, but with her being away for a few weeks a couple of times a year, and then having long days closer to home on set, I think I wouldn’t be doing my job if I didn’t act as proxy.

‘That was even better!’ I yell.

Oh god, what am I going to do about Cal? Are wanted posters really the best way forward? I’m doubting myself now. India hasn’t texted back, which means either a) she has taken my word as gospel or b) she has ignored me and is pinning up posters right this second. Maybe I should get my tarot done or something, see if somebody with a third eye or a sixth sense can read my future and tell me what to do to get what I want. Which is, for the avoidance of any doubt, the chance to see Cal again as soon as possible, so I can put my number in his phone and have him put his number in my phone, and also to establish a date on purpose and/or potentially a plan for the rest of our lives.

No biggie.

After Henry’s twenty-eighth fast run he puts his hand on his knees and says, ‘That was hard work. Can I have an ice pop as a starter at home? For cooling me down?’

Henry has recently learned about courses in restaurants, and insists on having his tea served as starter, main and pudding. When we get home he’ll make a menu, and I have to take his order.

‘Ice pops aren’t really a traditional starter,’ I tell him. ‘But you can have one for dessert. And maybe do a glass of milk with ice for starter? To get cool that way?’

‘Good idea,’ Henry replies. ‘With a straw, though.’

‘Oh, of course,’ I say, with all the seriousness he deserves for such negotiations. ‘One glass of milk with ice and a straw, coming right up.’

We amble home, both sweaty from the early summer heat and ready to relax for a bit. Once we’re through the front door, Henry kicks off his shoes and puts away his bag, negotiating an episode of Hot Wheels to ‘help my brain relax’. I give him his iced-milk starter, and then get on with supper.

As I’m prepping, my phone lights up. Weirdly I think, Cal? But obviously it can’t be. I look at the screen. It’s Dad. I know he’s going to be cancelling brunch tomorrow, just like he aways does. I can feel it. I open up the message.

Can’t make tomorrow after all, it says, sure enough. Rain check?

I sigh and tell him sure, no worries, because I’m a coward who can’t stand up for herself. I’ll bet his new fiancée, Simone, is back early from Cardiff, and so he’s chosen her. Still. At least he’s let me know with some warning. Once I sat in a restaurant for forty-five minutes waiting for him before he texted, so this is progress. I guess. I wish I had a guy to go home and complain about him to, who could take me out instead to cheer me up. Urgh. I wish that guy was Cal.
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The week passes in the usual routine of Henry, gym, setting up coffee dates with Dad only for him to cancel, and continued encouragement from India to put up wanted posters for Whole Foods man, which I insist she forgets about because I am flip-flopping on the hour, every hour, about what it all means. Sometimes, the more I think about it, the more I really do think mystery man was simply a push from the universe to set up Stray Kids. I’ve pulled up the planning documents on my laptop a few times this past week, looking through all the notes I’ve made over the years, editing them into something more cohesive, all because he made it seem possible with his enthusiasm for it. And then other times, like now, as I walk to the butcher’s, I pass men on the street mentally scanning their faces into ‘Cal’ and ‘Not Cal’ categories, feeling a wave of disappointment that they are all ‘Not Cal’. It’s so frustrating, and makes me feel pathetic. But it also makes me feel like I have to fight for what I want and not give up. I don’t know. Like I said: it’s confusing.

‘Look what the cat dragged in!’

This is how I am greeted by Leo, my butcher. He stands behind the shop counter, chef’s whites and blue-striped apron smeared with meat juice, and offers me a smile that makes me blush from how genuine it feels. He’s a flirt, Leo, all short sandy-blond hair and greeny-blue eyes that remind me of a puppy’s. He always – but always – leaves me in better shape than he finds me. I like to keep my banter skills sharp with him, with the added bonus of getting a little special extra slipped into my bag. It doesn’t mean anything. He’s a good time, a ray of sunshine. And very good at his job too – behind him a row of trophies and medals gleam, reminding us all that his meat is award-winning. So to speak. Anyway. He flirts with everyone, even my dad.

‘How do,’ I say, slipping in behind the bloke Leo is finishing serving.

‘Thirty pounds and eighty pence,’ Leo tells him, handing him a bag. ‘In fact, let’s just call it a straight forty, shall we?’ He looks over at me and winks before returning his attention to his customer. ‘Just kidding. A level thirty is golden.’

When we’re alone Leo asks: ‘Right then, gorgeous. You here for me, or my wares?’ He spreads his arms out, whether to show off himself or the meat counter I’m not sure.

I sigh with a smile. ‘Bit of both?’ I say. ‘I don’t really know what I want, to be honest.’

I put my forearms on the counter to lean against it, and Leo cocks his head sympathetically.

‘That bad?’ he asks.

‘Not bad,’ I say. ‘Just …’

‘Not good.’

I nod. ‘Great company today, aren’t I?’

‘With a face like yours, darlin’, you don’t have to be any kind of company.’

I laugh. ‘How many times have you used that line?’

Leo gives me his cheeky-chappy face. ‘Enough times to be a very satisfied man,’ he shoots back, and this is exactly why I wandered in here today. Leo is just … Leo. Easy. Fun. Uncomplicated.

‘What you up to this weekend?’ he asks.

‘Me?’ I say. ‘A quiet one. Cooking for one. Bit of TV. Reading. Maybe I’ll meditate. All very rock ’n’ roll.’

Leo pulls a face, and I know what that face means: I need to get a life.

‘I’m prescribing you a fillet steak,’ he tells me, grabbing something and moving to slice it. ‘If a beautiful woman like you is having her Saturday-night tea alone, you should have the very best Stoke Newington has to offer.’ He fusses about, grabbing this and that. ‘You know the drill by now, but just so we’re clear …’

I know exactly what he’s going to say. ‘Oil the grill,’ I say. ‘Not the steak. Season after, not before. Wrap it in foil to settle for five to seven minutes after cooking. Use the juice in my salad dressing. Serve it with chips from the Co-op, because nowhere else does them right even though the packaging looks the same.’

‘So you do listen to your old pal! Good girl!’

‘You’ve never steered me wrong yet,’ I tell him. ‘In fact, I’ve been meaning to say, those Cumberland sausages you gave me a few weeks ago? Truly phenomenal. Thick, juicy, flavoursome …’

‘Is that the punchline?’ Leo winks.

‘Ha ha. A sex joke from Leo Thornton. Who’d have thought?’

A woman with her toddler slinks into the shop then, and Leo says to me: ‘Stay here.’ He switches on a blinder of a smile and serves the woman, jabbering on, talking easily and happily, making jokes with the little kid too. I watch him work with something not unlike fondness. I’ve known Leo what? Three years? Four? Bumped into him in the pub a few times too, at first to say hello to and then recently a more lingering conversation before we peeled off back to the people we came with. I always enjoy seeing him, talking to him about anything and everything. Fine. Flirting with him. He’s cute and funny, and his eyes remind me of the greeny-blue waters of foreign holidays. He has just enough stubble to make you wonder if he slept in his own bed last night. So what he says next, once the woman has taken her order and left the shop, doesn’t really surprise me.

‘You’re gonna have to ask me out one of these days, you know. Put yourself out there and that.’

God, he’s brazen. It makes me laugh.

‘Am I now?’ I say, smiling, because the lack of seriousness with Leo means I don’t feel nervous or embarrassed. I mean, I have no idea how to respond, but more because there must be a funny retort, I just can’t find it in my mental filing cabinet.

He holds eye contact, refusing to let me wriggle out of the moment. He’s enjoying it, being upfront and watching me struggle to find what to say. I suspect he knows that his brash confidence is part of his charm. Who doesn’t want to be flirted with? We look at each other, and I arch an eyebrow.

‘I’m just pushing your buttons,’ he says, waving a hand and laughing. ‘It’s not that serious, Jessie!’

I pull a face. Was he joking, or has he just backtracked because he mistook my hesitancy for lack of interest? Am I interested? I mean, it’s not like Whole Foods guy has turned up, but I ‘did it for the story’, went out with him that day, and it was great. Maybe I should ask Leo out for the story, too. He’s hot, and we get on. Hmmm. Would going out with Leo send the wrong message to the universe, i.e. I am not bothered about Cal after all, or the right message to the universe, i.e. I am open to any and all things. Let a man find you busy, et cetera. Not that I would use Leo in that way. But he’s right: life shouldn’t be as serious as I make it half the time. I should be out having fun!

‘My band is playing tonight,’ he says when I don’t come up with a response. ‘If you decide being home alone is a waste of your good looks and outstanding sense of humour, you should come see us play. Give me your phone, I’ll put my number in. It’s about time you had it, anyway. Text me, and I’ll send you the details.’

None of what he’s saying is a question, so I do as instructed. When he hands me back my phone I text him a waving-hand emoji, and hear his phone beep at its receipt.

‘Diamond,’ he says. ‘Maybe I’ll see you later, then.’

I take my steak and wait for the card machine to tell me how much I owe.

‘It’s on the house,’ he says. ‘Buy me a drink later and we’ll call it even.’

I bite down on my bottom lip and shake my head.

‘Bye, Leo,’ I say, because anything else feels far too loaded. I am flattered by his attention all the way down to my bones, but I’m cautious, too.

He laughs.

‘I drink Peroni!’ he shouts after me.

Leo sends me the details as soon as I’ve left the shop – he’s performing at 10 p.m., not far from my flat. I could go, in theory, but Jesus Christ: being a single girl, alone, dressed up, hoping to spend time with the drummer of a band … I don’t know. I like to do things for the story, but something tells me this story would be a tragedy. Leo has a different girl on the go every time I bump into him in the pub. He’s a player! But then, that makes me feel less bad about hanging out with him when it’s Cal I’ve got on my mind.

It’s not that serious, Jessie.

I stop at the bakery on the way home, for my favourite double-chocolate fudge cake (four layers, so rich you need a lie-down afterwards), and for good measure call in at Whole Foods for some double cream and a bottle of organic wine. Of course I don’t see Cal, though I can’t help but look for him. As I wander through the aisles, I’m thinking: should I go tonight? Can I really say I want love, and then turn down the chance to be out and about to brush up against it? I’m hardly going to find romance in my bedsit, unless I want the love of my life to be a Rampant Rabbit and the last of a tube of KY Jelly. If only I’d asked for Cal’s number earlier in the afternoon, at the restaurant maybe, I wouldn’t be in this position!

This is what I’m thinking as I turn the corner out of the shop and see Simone up ahead, sat outside one of Church Street’s many cafés, talking to the person opposite her as she chugs an Aperol Spritz. Her tight brunette curls bounce around her round face as she gesticulates wildly, the beaded shawl around her back slipping off one bony shoulder. I can see her massive turquoise earrings shimmying either side of her head; matching turquoise rings on every finger. Before I can think to duck into a shop and pretend I’ve not seen her, she looks up and catches my eye. Dammit. This is the thing about Stoke Newington – I bump into people I know all the time. It’s a small place! And Dad only lives around the corner. I realise the man she’s with is my bloody father, and he must sense she’s spotted somebody because he turns around, and that’s it, I’ve been caught. I now have to go and talk to my dad and his twenty-three-years-younger-than-him child bride when they are in the middle of a romantic Saturday afternoon aperitivo for two and I’m shopping for my sad and loveless night in.

‘Hi!’ I say, securing my nomination for best actress by summoning up a sense of delight at seeing them. ‘What a nice surprise!’

As ever, Simone remains seated as Dad gets up to hug me. He’s in green chinos with a matching green shirt, his rounded tummy straining the buttons. He’s bald, the sun bouncing off his bright head, but it suits him, with his sunglasses and big smile. He looks his age, and happy with it. Simone’s dark eyes stare at me blankly, and she flicks a lock of hair over her shoulder dismissively.

‘I can’t stay long,’ I say, before we can get into it. I hold up my bags. ‘I’ve got a friend coming over and I’m doing a Béarnaise from scratch!’

If in doubt, give detail to your lie. Right?

‘Oh, lovely,’ Dad says. ‘We were just talking about what to have for tea, weren’t we, Simone? We might try that Vietnamese place in Newington Green, the one you can’t book in advance. Then get ice cream on the way home, like the Italians do. Best thing to ever come to Stokey, that gelateria. It’s changed my life!’

‘Let’s hope it doesn’t change your waistline,’ Simone says, and if it’s supposed to be a joke it isn’t funny. The man is sixty years old! Let him have his pistachio ice cream and wee paunch, you money-grabbing harlot! Because, let’s be very clear, we all know Simone loves my father’s money. Not that he has an awful lot of it, but what he does have she’s good at commandeering. Clothes, meals out, all of it gets paid for by my dad – she calls it ‘gentlemanly’. Honestly, why else would somebody her age be with somebody my dad’s?

‘Dreamy,’ I say, thinking that if I had a partner, we could do that. My dad has a better dating life than I do. Everyone has a better dating life than I do. India is out on a date tonight, and I’ll bet Ali is with Vinnie. I’m the last single woman in the world.

Except.

I could go to Leo’s gig. If I don’t like it, I don’t have to stay.

‘Okay, got to go,’ I say to Dad. ‘Let me know how the Vietnamese is.’

I don’t address Simone.

Right. The plan: a fancy dinner for one, and then a jaunt out to flirt with Leo. Why not.

Four hours later, I’m on the bus to Leo’s gig in an Islington pub, because I’m in heels and am too tight to pay for a cab. It’s taken me ages to decide what to wear. I wanted my vibe to be just stopped by and oh, I happen to always look this fabulous but also yes, my boobs do look rather good, don’t they. I try not to overthink, not to ‘borrow worry’ from the future. But as I cooked and ate and got ready, the background noise in my head was telling me that if hanging out alone on a Saturday night feels this crappy to me, then I need to do something about it. I might not be able to help my relationship status, but I have a million friends who I can organise stuff with – the trick is actually organising it. Everyone says they’re up for stuff, but few people actually sort it out, do they? Well. Let love and life find me having a fantastic time.

Whilst I’m on the bus I google London theatre events, websites that advertise free tickets for those ITV game shows, foodie stuff, live music, goings-on at the local yoga studio … you name it, I find it. Then I fire off the links to everyone I can think of – the Lunchtime Lot, India, Ali, even my dad, though I’m deliberate in my word choice to him, asking if he fancies a handstand workshop at Yogahome as a dad-and-daughter date. Read: no Simone allowed.

Ali texts back to my invitation to a food festival on the South Bank and says, Vinnie loves to cook! Why don’t we make the food festival a double date?

Gah! That’s the point! I don’t have a date! But explaining that to Ali is redundant because she wouldn’t understand the concept of not having a date.

Although.

If things go well with Leo tonight … or if Cal texts after the posters go up …

‘Excuse me, can I sit here?’

I look up, into the eyes of a man who actually, for a split second, renders me mute and void. He is tall, broad-shouldered, and sports a sprinkle of salt-and-pepper stubble on his jawline – basically, if you had me draw a picture of my ideal man, this is what I’d produce. I move my bag off the seat next to me and mumble an approximation of ‘Yes, of course’.

I press myself up against the window as he settles in the seat and says, ‘Beautiful night, isn’t it? I love summer.’

‘Yeah,’ I reply, and since we’re sat so close side-by-side it’s awkward to look at him. But I manage to steal a glance, right as he is wrangling a look at me, and we both turn away, flustered. Maybe my light is on. Whole Foods guy, Leo, and now eye sex with this bus random? Okay, universe! I see you!

‘You’re really pretty,’ he says, like complimenting women out of the blue that way is totally normal. I mean, Cal called me beautiful but that’s beside the point. Cal and I were already in a ‘moment’. ‘If that’s an okay thing to say,’ he adds. ‘Sorry. I know I should let you enjoy your bus ride in peace. It’s just, when did talking to strangers become such a terrible thing, you know?’

I nod. I like a chat with whoever as much as the next girl, but I do think unsolicited compliments is where the line is. Something in the recess of my mind waves a red flag. My body recognises it before my brain clocks on.

‘I can tell you you’re really pretty, can’t I?’ he presses, and he leans in just enough to make my internal creep alarm go off. I don’t like this. Something’s not right. This is nothing like Cal’s compliment. This feels … dangerous.

‘Pretty girl like you, bet you like the cock, don’t you?’ he says, and it’s so outrageous that it doesn’t compute that I should get out of there as fast as possible. I’m frozen to the seat, which is so not how I thought I’d respond to something like this. I’m a badass, stronger than most men, and yet in the face of this one I am visibly cowering.

And what’s more, he likes it.

He likes that I’m terrified.

‘What about that, eh?’ he says, looking down, and yup. There it is. His erect penis is exposed through the gap left by the open zip of his shorts.

‘Oh my god!’ I squeal, standing up but still hemmed in by the window.

‘Yeah,’ he says, proud of himself, and I push past him, as hard as I can, legging it down the stairs of the bus, and falling down the last three steps because of my heels. I land on my arse at the bottom, a big gash down the front of my shin.

‘You all right, love?’ somebody says, but I’m too busy yelling, ‘Stop the bus please! STOP THE BUS!’

The driver angrily roars, ‘I can’t stop until a designated spot!’

‘Stop the bus, please!’ I shout, and my voice quivers pathetically. He might follow me, I think, looking back to the stairs to see if the freak is there. He’s not.

The bus lumbers to a stop at a red light, and I seize my chance. I press the button above the door, the fire exit one you’re not supposed to ever touch, and I narrowly miss getting mowed down by a cyclist as I leap from bus to pavement, where I go over on my ankle again. I grip a lamp post in agony, and the light turns green so the bus pulls away. I watch it go. I can’t see the guy, up there on the top deck. He’s gone. It’s over.

‘Ouch,’ I say to nobody, hobbling over to a bench to inspect my ankle.

When a well-dressed man in a suit and tie approaches me to ask if I’m okay, I shout at him.

‘Fuck off!’ I say, terrified he might be about to get his dick out, too.

‘All right, all right,’ he says, holding up his hands. ‘Jesus, I was just trying to be kind.’

The people at the nearest bus stop all look over, and I must come across as drunk and combative, stumbling and yelling and crying. Yup. Tears stream down my face. I just wanted a night out, an adventure. But no. It shouldn’t be this hard, should it? It shouldn’t be this difficult to be a woman, out in the world, having a nice time and maybe even finding somebody special? I’m trying my best, I really am. Why do so many other people get to be happy with their person and for me it’s totally elusive.

I think of Cal, how magical that was out of nowhere. It was unexpected, and I need to see him again. I can’t not try to find him. I can’t sit on my butt and wish for things to be different. I must take action!

I’ve been lying to myself. I don’t want Leo, or anyone else. I want Cal. I just do. Last Sunday was perfect, and I want to believe I deserve perfection. I want to find him.

I send a text to India: Let’s do the Whole Foods posters.

She replies immediately: Yesssssssssss!!!!! You won’t regret this!
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Another week begins.

My alarm goes off at 6 a.m. Monday to Friday, come rain or shine. I work every weekday for Ali, with weekend cover when her filming schedule requires it. It’s all been a bit different since the divorce last year – Thom has his own nanny, so when Henry stays with him in Clerkenwell I get to take a day off. He’s an actor too, so it can be a bit of a mess with two ever-changing schedules, but we figure it out. It works somehow. And luckily the pish-posh of hours hasn’t affected my pay. I’m salaried, with nothing deducted if Henry is away, but extra cash if I do overtime. As it should be, I say. It does mean I always have to be available and flexible, which has pissed on my plans more than once, let me tell you. Can’t fault it for all the extra time off I get, though.

I try to give myself forty-five minutes to slide into the day, washing my face and brushing my teeth, putting on a bit of make-up, stretching, making coffee in a takeaway flask to drink as I walk the fifteen minutes to Ali and Henry’s house. I live in a million-pound Victorian terrace too … it’s just that I’m in the basement. In what is essentially a bedsit. After Craig left and we sold our one-bed flat it’s all I could afford, but honestly, it’s fine for what it is: I’ve got my bed, and the flat is painted in exactly the shades of blue and green that I like. I’ve got a little kitchen and a cosy set of armchairs and some plants. Even so, I sometimes feel like the troll under the bridge, with the bridge being the three floors above me occupied by a professional couple who are younger than me but can afford to own four times the amount of square footage. India and I call it couple privilege: house deposits, taxis home, rooms on holiday … they’re all half the price for couples. The singles tax is real.

(I’m not bitter.)

(…)

I slip out into the cool air of the morning, and set a mental intention to have a fantastic day, as per the affirmation rules. I like being up this early, getting out and about. That’s something else Oprah says: get into the fresh air, engage with the world, regulate your nervous system with some sunlight. Even when I’m not working I have to get up and go for a walk first thing. It’s better than any coffee.

When I reach Ali’s, I let myself in. It’s a smart house on a smart street, inhabited by minor celebs and experts in their field. Next door on one side is an ex-DJ from Radio 1, on the other side one of the writers for a BBC sitcom that’s made it to three series. Ali’s house is beautiful brick with glossy black paint and huge bushes sprouting bright pink flowers. She has a black and white tiled entryway outside, in proper Victorian tile, and opening her front door is like stepping into a hug. That’s the only way I can explain it. Her house is decorated to perfection. The first hallway has fabric wallpaper (fabric! wallpaper!) in a deep purply-pink, and the baseboards and cornicing are a rich red gloss. She has gold puddle-shaped mirrors and humongous Tiffany lampshades. The result is dramatic and moody and gorgeous. Off from the hallway you can either open a heavy wooden door on the left, to go through to the stairs, playroom and downstairs loo. Or, you can do what I do and carry on towards the cloakroom, a sleek set of wardrobes complete with lights that turn on automatically when you open the door. I hang up my jacket, slip off my shoes, and pad through to the open-plan kitchen/living area, a creamy white and taupe area so big it could fit about ten of my bedsits and still have room to spare. Perhaps this is a comment on the smallness of my own lodgings more than the grandness of Ali’s.

Ali is at the kitchen island, dishevelled blonde hair falling around her shoulders like she’s a goddess, silk nightrobe draped over her tiny frame and tiny matching silk PJs in a way I can only describe as artful. She’s got dark roots that manage to come off as playful and laidback, rather than like she can’t afford another trip to the West London hairdresser she adores. You know in movies you scoff at the screen when a woman gets up in the middle of the night to, say, check for intruders, and she looks like she’s ready to go to a ball rather than having just been dragged from a cave with mascara under her eyes and no bra? Well, that woman is based on Ali O’Hara. She looks perfect even at this hour, in this state. Big white teeth, full lips, perfect eyebrows … celebs really are a different breed.

‘Morning, gorgeous,’ she says to me sleepily, wrapping elegant fingers in gel-varnished pale pink around a mug of steaming coffee.

‘Morning, everyone,’ I reply, heading for Henry, who is sat at the breakfast bar with a bowl of cereal, watching his iPad.

‘It’s a Spidey and His Amazing Friends morning, is it?’ I ask, noting the cartoon he’s watching. He gets thirty minutes iPad time a day, and that’s it. He nearly always uses it wisely.

‘Mmmmm,’ he says, distracted by the antics on-screen. Ali laughs.

‘Two more minutes, bubs,’ Ali says, tapping a nail on the marble worktop. ‘You promised.’

More grumbling.

I make myself a herbal tea, and when Henry is finished with his breakfast, pick up his bowl and stick it in the dishwasher. I think Ali knows I’m waiting for the gossip from last night – her fourth hot date with Vinnie. I’ve told her all about the man I danced with by the river, so it’s only fair I get updates on her love life too. They met at a café when they were sat at tables next to each other, both waiting for other people who were late. Isn’t that such a great meet-cute? These things happen to Ali, though. The world offers itself to her regularly. I had one good afternoon with a man and I’ve officially lost my head over it, it’s that rare.

As soon as Henry has gone upstairs to get dressed – a recent development, doing it himself, and one he takes great pride in – she turns to me, her dazzling smile on full display.

‘Go on then,’ I say, gagging for it. ‘How was the big date? Still going well with Vinnie?’

Ali lowers her voice and says, ‘Very.’ She purses her lips, trying to temper her excitement. I make a motion with my hand that says, I need more. ‘He’s just a nice bloke, you know? I mean, I don’t want to rip his clothes off, and we still haven’t slept together. Heavy petting, yes. Sex, no. But, he listens to me, he’s down to earth, and so knowledgeable about food it’s unreal. We went to a tiny Filipino restaurant and ate like kings! I just get the feeling this has potential. Proper potential. He’s a good egg. And after Thom, I need it. I need a nice guy.’

‘Hmmm,’ I agree. In private I do think Ali and Thom are both as much to blame as each other for the divorce, but to say any more would be to compromise loyalties. I have chosen my side. They used to argue like hell and then make up with passion, in a cycle that got more and more frequent until it felt like monsoon season on the Indian subcontinent: one minute the sun could be shining and then, bam, the heavens of an argument would open. It was exhausting to bear witness to, so Lord knows how it felt to be a part of. Although, truly and honestly? I got the feeling they both kind of got off on it.

‘So, the sex thing,’ I probe, because when Ali is in a gossiping mood I like to roll with it. She can pull up the drawbridge to conversation with the click of a finger, leaving me feeling really freaking stupid sometimes. But when she’s chatty and happy, you have to indulge. ‘You’re good with no sex for … how long?’

‘Indefinitely?’ she says. ‘I know it’s weird, but even four dates in I’m like, okay, cool, friendship is a good place to start from. I’m not worried. After sex everything always goes horribly wrong anyway, and I lose my power, and it makes things messy. I feel in control this way. I don’t want to lose my head over a man ever again.’

I’d give everything to lose my head over a man and have it reciprocated, but I don’t say this. Ali only likes to talk about Ali, in the main. But there he is, in my thoughts again: Cal, Cal, Cal. It’s unhinged.

‘Anyway,’ she continues, wafting her hand. ‘I have to win this divorce. Thom’s been photographed with some ghastly pretty young thing that Vogue have called a One to Watch, which is irritating beyond belief. I’d kill to be married again, you know – before he is, I mean. He’s so smug, so … Urgh! Just talking about him makes me mad!’

‘I know, I know,’ I say, reaching out to put a hand on her arm. I give her a squeeze, and she looks at me gratefully.

‘I know it’s boring to bang on about,’ she says. ‘It’s just so incredibly important to me that by the time we’re doing press for Liars the headline is how I have rebuilt my life for the better. People eat that up – actresses getting heartbroken and coming back stronger – and I can spin something about it matching the trajectory of my character, too.’

Liars is a Netflix adaptation of the bestselling The Liars Are All Around Us by J. L. Keyes. Landing the lead was a major coup for Ali – I’ve never seen her want a role so badly. And she’s been in a great mood as she’s worked on it, happy and easy-going. God, when she was stuck on that period drama and her role got cut but she was still under contract, it was hell. For seven months she was moody and mean, frustrated at her two hours in make-up every morning and having to wear uncomfortable corsets to essentially sit beside a less talented actress with more screen time than her. Liars has been the polar opposite of that.

‘Well,’ I say. ‘I can’t wait to meet him. Although, you know, if you weren’t engaged to somebody else by the time you start doing press …’

I don’t finish my sentence, because Ali gives me a look, as if to say as somebody outside of the industry I couldn’t possibly understand. And there it is – for the blink of an eye she treats me like a friend, and then I’m quickly reminded of my place. I fall for it every time.

Ali slurps the last of her coffee and puts the mug down on the breakfast bar. It doesn’t ever occur to her to put it in the dishwasher herself. I don’t even think she knows I do it for her – it just gets done. Not that I mind too much. It’s not a big deal to stack a few dirty things in the dishwasher and switch it on. And I don’t mind unloading it when it’s finished, either. It’s fine. It takes five minutes. Henry helps.

As I tidy up, with Ali upstairs getting ready for her day and Henry putting on his shoes, I think about how level-headed but invested Ali seems and how much I want that for myself. A proper match. I might have pooh-poohed the Whole Foods poster idea at first, but I find myself desperately willing it to work now. India sent a mock-up over last night. It’s quite simple, just says Cal! We had the greatest date. Call me! From Jessie, and then my number. I felt sick looking at it, because it’s the biggest romantic swing I have ever taken, but I told her if she thought it was fine, she could go and put them up. I can’t go anywhere near Whole Foods, obviously, or the posters – because I am mortified at the audacity, and half think I’ll end up going viral online for being pitiful and creepy. If India does it all, I can feign total ignorance and wash my hands of the whole thing if it doesn’t work. And if it does … well. The good fortune of that is too much to contemplate. I texted Leo earlier, to apologise for not making it to his gig. He sent back a smooth no worries treacle, and that’s that. I knew he wasn’t really interested; he was just flirting because he does it so well. Oh, I don’t know. It feels so desperate to hope to hear from Cal, but what have I got left aside from hope? It’s damned rare to connect with somebody like that, and I should know. I’ve been single for three years, and only started dating properly eighteen months ago. But then, as a New Year’s resolution I took a break, because somehow I got to date four with three different blokes, all of which went great and then ended with that awful text: So, I’ve decided to get back with my ex … For the cheap seats in the back, let me repeat: Three. Different. Men. Once would be understandable, two bad luck. But three? That feels like a sign. There must be several happy couples across the capital who have only reconnected because of me, because men have gone out there to sow their wild oats and decided that, actually, the better the devil you know. Perhaps that’d be a good business as a side hustle. Send your ex to date me, and he shall come crawling back!

Terms and conditions apply.
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‘But what do the posters actually say?’ Dad asks later that morning, over a long-overdue brunch after Henry’s drop-off. I guess today is my lucky day – probably because Simone’s on tour with her band in Plymouth. I thought Dad would find the posters funny, but he mostly looks concerned. India put them up first thing and said the staff at Whole Foods were over the moon to facilitate a romance. I feel … woozy. Half hopeful, half bonkers, half nauseous. And yes, I am aware I cannot be three halves.

I shrug. ‘They’re nothing special. Just hastily assembled in a Word document in big Arial print. India has taken point on it. I’m only along for the ride.’

‘Hmmm,’ Dad grumbles.

‘I don’t know,’ I say, shaking my head and scooping up shakshuka with some crusty grilled sourdough. ‘It’s pretty harmless. Cal, call me. And then it has my number.’

Dad almost chokes on his sausage. ‘You’ve pinned your number up all around the supermarket?!’ he wheezes. ‘You’ll have every Tom, Dick and Harry ringing you!’

I take a breath and admit: ‘Well, I have had some strange texts this morning, yes. Three. Although I have a weird feeling they’re all from the same person, even though they’re different numbers, and none of them are my guy. But so what? It’s easy to block them. Easier than it is on social media, anyway. I didn’t want to give people access to that. I have actually thought this through, you know.’

Dad shakes his head. ‘I don’t know, Jessie, this is all a bit …’

‘I swear to god, if you say desperate, I’ll flip the table,’ I groan, pointing at him with my fork.

‘I just think,’ Dad says, slicing into an egg so that it oozes over his plate, ‘that if he’d wanted to give you his number he would have done. He wouldn’t have been so …’

‘Distracted by a suicidal woman?’ I say, incredulous. I’m really annoyed Dad is responding this way. It’s all right for him, with a fiancée half his age. ‘Dad, I cannot emphasise enough how magical an afternoon we had, and then in contrast how much of a bomb the woman was to it all. But what could he do? He was so amazing with her, he couldn’t blow it at the last minute by being like, Hey, I know you wanted to end it all because life is hard and you think nobody loves you, but I just have to give this chick here my number, okay? I mean, Jesus, if he had done that, he wouldn’t be the kind of bloke I’d want to date anyway!’

Dad almost retorts, but seems to think better of it. Instead, we sit and eat in silence for a beat to allow us both time to calm down. Dad has changed since Simone. Old Dad would have cheered me on with this, told me to go for it and to hell with how it turns out. Old Dad would have told me to try. But since Simone, he’s different. He’s more judgy of people, because her snooty way of looking at the world has rubbed off on him. A short list of things Simone has slagged off, disapproved of or insinuated is beneath her in the handful of times I’ve spent in her company: anything with hearts on it, takeaways, open-toed shoes outside of a beach setting, the colour green, people who mispronounce bruschetta without the hard ‘ch’ sound, so they say ‘broo-shetta’ instead of ‘broo-skeh-tah’, long fingernails, tap water, New World wines, too much make-up, too little make-up, mimes. It’s as if she thinks disliking things is a personality trait. Granted, Dad has stopped wearing dress shoes with jeans since Simone, but aside from that everything is overwhelmingly negative. She’s a happiness drain, instead of somebody who adds happiness to the world.

I finish my food and am busy attacking my face with a napkin when the door tinkles its welcome bell and Leo the butcher walks in. He’s dressed in all black: black jeans turned up at the bottom, black Birkenstocks, black vest with a black linen shirt open over it. As soon as he takes off his sunglasses he sees me, letting his equally hipster-looking friend tell the waiter they need a table for two as he stares and issues a smile-cum-smirk. He’s very handsome – that’s just the truth – with a real boyish twinkle in his eye. Dad senses he’s lost me and follows my gaze.

‘That’s the butcher off Church Street, isn’t it?’

‘Yeah, I think so.’

‘Think so?’ Dad asks. ‘I’d say you know so.’

Leo lets his friend go ahead to their table and makes a beeline for us instead.

‘I never see you anywhere,’ Leo says, when he reaches us. ‘And now I suddenly see you everywhere.’

Dad watches me blush, and I mumble, ‘Hello, you. You’re looking very dapper.’

‘Oh this old thing?’ Leo says, giving us a twirl. When he circles back he acknowledges Dad.

‘How you doing,’ he says, holding out a hand. ‘How did that brisket suit you last week?’

‘Sublime,’ Dad says, shaking his hand. ‘Best of the best.’

‘I aim to please,’ Leo replies.

‘Did you know we’re dad and daughter?’ Dad asks him, and Leo looks back and forth between us. I swear to god he’d better have clicked, and whenever we’ve been together didn’t think we were a couple or anything foul like that.

‘Yes, yes,’ Leo says. ‘I thought you were, yes. The nose. Same nose.’

Nobody knows what to say then.

‘Enjoy your breakfast,’ I say, giving him an out. ‘I can recommend the shakshuka.’

‘And the full English,’ Dad adds. ‘Are they your sausages?’

‘They are,’ Leo says. ‘Thank you for noticing. I say, before I go, could I ask you a favour?’ He’s addressing Dad, who nods and says of course he can. ‘Get your girl here to finally decide she’s ready to go out with me. She keeps blowing me off, but honestly, I could end up as the son-in-law of your dreams.’

Dad hoots a laugh and calls Leo cheeky, but I can tell he’s impressed. When Leo has re-joined his friend, Dad not so subtly whispers to me: ‘You see! That! That’s how a man acts when he’s interested. Says it with his chest, goes all in. I know you don’t want to listen to your old man about matters of the heart, but I have been around the block, you know, and as a man I can tell you: if we’re interested, you know it. We give you our number – that’s what I did with Simone. She said she loved having somebody be so upfront. I’m sure you had a lovely and unexpected time at the weekend, and that’s great. But think of that as a practice run, a way to get good at dating. And don’t look at me like that. It’s been a while for you! I know I shouldn’t point that out but facts are facts. Anyway. You could do a lot worse than going out with that fine-looking bastard,’ Dad concludes, gesturing towards Leo. ‘But I won’t badger you about it. I’ve said my piece.’

I don’t know what it is, but I find myself welling up, hot tears threatening to spill over and humiliate me. Dad hasn’t been himself with me in so long, and then suddenly, like now, Old Dad comes out in a fit of passion. It makes me emotional, because I know that Old Dad is in there, somewhere, and he still loves me – even if he is with horrid Simone.

‘Oh love, I didn’t mean to make you cry,’ Dad says, reaching out a hand. I blink the tears back. The last thing I want is Leo to see me sobbing my heart out before we leave. I slip on my sunglasses to hide my eyes and say, ‘I just appreciate you, Dad, that’s all.’

‘I appreciate you too, Jessie,’ he says, getting up to pay, and I give Leo a shy wave goodbye as we leave. How do I explain to Dad that yes, Leo is a fun guy, but the heart eyes, the immediate fireworks, the everything-around-us-melted-away-ness of my afternoon with Cal … that is romance. That’s the connection I want, that instant understanding that there is a before you knew the person, and an after. And now I’ve had that with Cal, anything else feels like a consolation prize.

As I wait for Henry outside school later, I check my phone. I haven’t heard anything since this morning from the Whole Foods posters, and I’m gutted about it. India said I have to give it at least a week, because nobody goes food shopping every day, and for all we know this guy could only go every Sunday. That tracks, what with me having met him on a Sunday. Of course, Cal could well have already been in Whole Foods, seen the posters, and not been able to believe how much of a sad and desperate loser I am. If that’s the case, I need to find somewhere else to shop, because obviously to see him ever again would be horrific. Urgh! I can’t stop thinking about him! This is nuts. At this rate, I’m going to go certifiably insane.

‘Jessie!’

Henry appears at the classroom door that opens onto the playground, smile wider than the moon.

‘My main man!’ I cry out, and his teacher dismisses him so he can run into my arms.

‘I got an over and above!’ he says, holding out a small white card with the school logo on it. On the back it says: Henry, for some seriously groovy singing!

‘Oh my gosh!’ I coo excitedly. Henry is grinning, pleased as punch with himself. ‘Can you tell what this says? Do you know what it’s for?’

‘Singing,’ Henry replies, and I’m so happy he’s happy. With it being a fee-paying school, they push the kids pretty hard. Henry doesn’t consider himself clever, though, even at seven years old, because they make it clear with his reports and the notes in his homework diary that they expect more from him than he gives, which is just ludicrous. He does his best, and what more can anyone ask for from a child? From anyone? He has this insidious awareness of the hierarchy in his class, though – of who is better at maths and scores the highest marks on spelling tests every week. When I was at school the most popular kid was simply the one who could run fastest. But Henry is kind and loving and funny and comes with the jokes, plus he’s so passionate about music. So for him to be recognised for that is a big deal.

‘How was your day?’ he asks as we walk out the gate.

I hand him a bag with a satsuma and a cream cheese sandwich as we meander to the bus stop. ‘It was good, thank you for asking,’ I say. ‘I had breakfast with my dad, so that was nice.’

‘Don’t you have breakfast with your dad every day?’ Henry asks, peeling the satsuma and passing me the discarded peel.

‘I live by myself, remember?’ I remind him. ‘When you get to my age, you don’t live with your grown-up any more. But you still get to see them loads.’

‘I’m going to live with Mummy forever,’ Henry tells me. ‘Because she makes good spaghetti bolognese.’

‘That’s a great reason to live with somebody forever,’ I say. ‘My dad can’t really cook. He used to make very good toast, though.’

‘I don’t like toast that is too brown at the edges,’ Henry says. ‘But I don’t like hot bread, either. It’s really easy to burn toast. You have to have the toaster on the exact right setting or else it’s not good and you have to put it in the bin and start again.’

‘Or save the bread for the ducks,’ I suggest, leaning against the red bench of the bus stop and noting our three-minute wait on the departure board.

‘You can’t feed ducks bread!’ Henry shouts, horrified at the thought. ‘It makes their stomach explode! You have to feed them peas!’

‘Peas?’ I say. I really try never to outwardly doubt anything Henry tells me, because I hate when people assume kids are stupid and all adults know better. It’s not my place to ever make a small person feel less intelligent. That said, feeding peas to ducks? It doesn’t track with me.

‘Mrs Harrington told us. They need the fibre. It’s the healthy choice for them.’

‘Interesting,’ I say. ‘Now. I’m not saying Mrs Harrington is wrong, but I am just going to verify this with Google.’

‘What’s verify?’

‘Double-check.’

Henry nods. ‘Let me do it,’ he says, taking my phone off me and holding down a button to activate Siri. ‘Siri,’ he says, careful to enunciate clearly. ‘Can you feed ducks peas?’

The bus arrives just as Siri confirms that I am an idiot, peas are the preferred food for ducks, and bread is indeed the worst thing you can give them.

‘I love that you teach me things,’ I tell Henry, settling into a seat on the top deck. ‘It’s pretty cool that you know so much.’

‘Did you know Mummy’s boyfriend is coming for tea tonight?’ he says, by way of reply.

‘I did not,’ I say, intrigued by this turn of events. ‘Your mummy didn’t mention that to me.’ Henry nods his confirmation as I think: Typical Ali. ‘Are you excited?’

Henry does this thing when he wants you to think one thing, but another thing might be true. He nods very quickly but doesn’t make eye contact. And that is exactly what he does right now.

‘Do you maybe feel a bit nervous too?’ I probe. ‘Or a funny feeling you can’t describe?’

Henry doesn’t say anything. He looks out of the window, but I can tell he’s listening.

‘After my mum moved to Australia and I stayed here with my dad,’ I say, ‘I felt all mixed up inside. A bit like when your mummy and daddy decided to live in different houses. That was a big change, wasn’t it? But you did so well. You talked all about your feelings, and let us help you, didn’t you, and I remember thinking, What a clever boy. There’s lots of people who can’t talk about their feelings, you know, but you can! It’s amazing!’ Henry’s eyes move away from the passing street below and focus more in my direction. ‘The thing is, when it comes to talking about feelings, most people think you can only have one feeling at a time. Most people think you can be just excited, or just scared, or just happy. But do you know what I think? I think it’s more complicated than that. I think you can feel more than one feeling at the exact same time. Which means it can be confusing! But you know you can feel excited with a bit of scared, or half nervous, half happy. Or even half happy, half sad.’ I let that notion land before I add, ‘Have you ever felt more than one feeling at the same time?’

Henry nods, slowly.

‘Excited and scared,’ he says.

‘About tonight?’ I ask, gently.

‘Yeah.’

‘Hmmm,’ I muse. ‘Well, that proves that I’m right: some people can have more than one feeling at once. Do you think you might know what bit you’re excited for and what bit you’re scared for?’

‘I’m excited because I’ve never met Vinnie before and he might bring me a toy,’ Henry says. ‘And I’m scared because I’ve never met him before and he might be nasty.’

‘Hmmm,’ I muse again. ‘Has Mummy got nasty friends?’

‘No,’ Henry says. ‘Mummy’s friends are nice.’

‘That’s good then. I hope he’s nice too. And if he isn’t, we can make a plan, if you like. That way you’ll know what to do.’

‘What plan shall we make?’ Henry asks, and he’s slipped his hand into mine, a sure sign that he’s trusting what I’m saying, that I’ve made him feel safe.

‘Well, you and Mummy could have a special word that you can say to her if you feel scared. Like banana-poo-head or something like that.’

Henry giggles.

‘So, if you say banana-poo-head to your mummy, she’ll know she has to kick him out of the house immediately!’

‘Yeah!’ he says. ‘Because I’m her number-one boy, nobody else!’

‘Exactly! And maybe we could draw him a picture, and give it to him when he arrives as a way to say you’re a nice kid and you’d like to be friends, so he should be nice too.’

Henry considers this.

‘All right.’

I decide to leave the conversation there, and not to push it any further. He’s told me the problem and we’ve come up with some solutions – I feel that’s enough for now.

Out of nowhere Henry says: ‘Did you know if you hold money up to a light you can tell if it’s real or not?’

God bless kids.

We get off the bus and play two-steps-forward-one-step-back to get home. As soon as we open the front door we’re hit with the succulent smells of Ali’s bolognese sauce, an all-day affair that stinks out the whole place with its aroma. It’s an old family recipe, and one I’ve tried myself: it’s amazing. If she’s making this for Vinnie she must really like him – she doesn’t normally cook. I find myself thinking, I’ll cook for my guy one day. I’ll cook for Cal, if he ever sees those bloody posters.

Henry finds Ali in her walk-in wardrobe, deciding what to wear for the evening, after she shouts down a hello.

‘Jessie?’ Henry yells once he’s had his mummy cuddle. ‘Can you help me find my party clothes?’

I trek up the stairs and past Ali’s room, where she’s stood in matching underwear, hair in a low messy bun, make-up immaculate.

‘Tonight’s the night, then,’ I say, and she looks up with a smile and a big in-breath.

‘I just want it to go well,’ she says, voice low so Henry can’t hear. ‘I didn’t think it was a big deal, but all day I’ve been thinking, What if Henry doesn’t like him? I really need them to click, you know?’

‘I do know,’ I say. Over my shoulder I shout to Henry’s room that I’ll just be a minute, and I slip into Ali’s space. ‘Wear high-waisted jeans and a sleeveless T-shirt. You’ve got an arse to die for and a waist that makes men melt. It doesn’t need to be any fancier than that,’ I counsel. ‘And Henry wants to like this man. We’re going to put him in his party clothes and draw a picture. Everyone wants the same thing, Ali, and if you vouch for this man I’m sure he’s perfect.’

Ali digests this. ‘Okay,’ she says, exhaling a big breath and shaking her arms, ridding herself of the doubtful feelings. ‘Thank you. Will you stay? Just until the ice is broken? He’s coming at five-thirty, so we can eat at six. Can you stay until I serve? We’ll be okay once everyone starts eating, I’m sure.’

‘Of course I’ll stay, Ali. I’m normally here until that time anyway. Now. You look amazing, get dressed and I’ll go see to Henry.’

‘You’re an angel,’ she tells me. ‘Thank you.’

I stick my head into Henry’s bedroom to see he’s gelled his hair and put on his ‘party shirt’ – a green corduroy thing he wears over a T-shirt, doing up the top button and letting the rest hang open, exactly as his (very well-dressed) dad does. When we get downstairs, Ali has beaten us to it, lighting some candles out on the garden table and leaving a red wine open to breathe. Inside the house there’s a Spotify soul mix playing. It’s lovely. At least somebody out there is living their best life, with their 2012 Tignanello and Cleo Sol beats at a garden supper. The weather is perfect too: early evening sun lowering in the sky; gentle breeze flowing coolly through the aromatic lavender bushes.

Henry gets to work on his picture, as Ali adds the finishing touches to her sauce. When the bell chimes, I offer to get it, since her hands are covered in little bits of basil.

‘Make him feel welcome,’ she says, tasting what she’s made and going to wash her hands.

‘Of course,’ I say, in my most upbeat way. I’m very about this promising man myself. Thom was, in so many ways, such an absolute perfect match for Ali, despite the arguments and fights, that seeing who this level-headed, nice man is for myself – not to mention he’s a ‘normie’, and not an actor – satisfies my most nosy parts. Who has got Ali this excited? Because Thom, with his easy banter and megawatt smile, his salt-and-pepper cropped hair and bright blue eyes … Well. He’d be hard to beat …

I fling the door open with the friendliest face I can muster, and my brain instantly short-circuits.

There, stood in the doorway of Ali’s house, is Cal. My Cal.

‘What …?’ I say, in awe. He’s holding a huge bouquet of flowers. I can’t believe he’s tracked me down. This is beyond anything I could have even dreamed!

‘Hi,’ I say, beside myself, trying again at a welcome. I have vague thoughts in the back of my head about being in a baggy dress that doesn’t really show off my best assets, and it was hot today so I probably look a bit worse for wear. But … who cares! He’s here!

‘Vinnie!’ Ali says, over my shoulder. ‘Sorry, I was just finishing the cooking. This is Jessie, Henry’s nanny. Come in, come in!’

My vision is suddenly a blurry, stodgy mess. Why is Ali calling him Vinnie? Why is he smiling at Ali and giving her the flowers? He looks at me awkwardly, eyes bulging and then darting around him like he’s looking for clues. Why has he brought a Guardians of the Galaxy Lego set with him? None of this makes any sense.

‘Jessie, it’s not like you to fall mute,’ comments Ali, as she laces her hand through Cal’s. She chuckles awkwardly, as if she’s mad that I’m not playing my role better. ‘Are you okay?’

As we move out of the doorway my eyes can barely focus, but I manage to somehow blink, and swallow, and lie.

‘Yes,’ I say. ‘It’s just still so hot outside.’

Ali pulls Cal down the hallway, and he shoots a sad look back at me that I can’t read.

Cal is … Vinnie. Ali’s Vinnie. This doesn’t make sense. Why did he tell me his name was Cal? Or has he got some sort of charismatic and charming twin brother?

‘Jessie can hang up your jacket,’ Ali says, my cue to be of better assistance than I currently am, gawping and processing. ‘Jessie?’ she prompts.

And then my confirmation comes: Cal knows exactly who I am. As he hands me his jacket he says, in a low whisper, sounding totally mortified, ‘I can explain, okay?’

‘You’d better,’ I hiss back, stuffing his coat in the closet.
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In the kitchen area I get a good look at Vinnie-slash-Cal through the window, where he’s playing Ali’s dutiful boyfriend on the outdoor sofa, pouring their wine. God! He didn’t even tell me his real name! I’m such a mug. I wanted so terribly to have a romance that I just went ahead and invented one out of thin air. Not that this is all my fault. Who the hell does he think he is, spending random Sundays with girls from the supermarket and making them think love at first sight could exist? What a pig. This ‘nice guy’ Ali thinks she’s found is absolutely not good enough for Henry, or Ali. It’s all there, isn’t it; the writing is on the wall: this spells disaster, for all of us.

I busy myself tidying away Henry’s craft supplies as Vinnie-slash-Cal is introduced to him outside. Obviously I’d normally expect Henry to clean up after himself, but I’m thankful for the distraction.

Henry rushes back in. ‘Vinnie got me Lego!’ he says, excitedly. ‘Jessie, look!’

‘Oh my gosh, you love Guardians!’ I say, taking the box and giving it all my focus. I can feel ‘Vinnie’ staring at us through the open patio door but if I look up and meet his eye I might burst into tears. I’m angry, but I’m sad, too, heat rising in my chest like the lava of a volcano. I have to be smart about this: Ali will shoot the messenger if I try to make a scene and out him here and now. She’ll be embarrassed, and somehow it will be my fault for ruining her grand plans of ‘beating’ Thom at the break-up. Instead I silently seethe and try not to cry.

‘Dinner is in twenty minutes,’ announces Ali, coming back through. ‘Jessie, would you mind putting a pot of salted water on for the pasta? I’m going to show Vinnie the garden properly.’ She doesn’t wait for my answer, instead turning her attention to ’Vinnie’ and saying, ‘It’s my little haven out there, as you might have guessed’ as she leads him off by the arm.

I put the water on to boil and then lean against the breakfast bar. ‘You good?’ I ask Henry.

‘Yeah,’ he says, not sounding hugely convinced. ‘Will you stay in here with me and help me build this?’

I smile. ‘We can open it, but I don’t think there will be time to build it before dinner. How about we get all the bits out and sort them by colour, so it’s really easy when we come to play with it later?’

Henry nods. He takes Lego assembly very seriously, and loves the system Thom insists on for building.

We open bags and make piles of pieces, and I don’t encourage conversation because I am desperately trying to eavesdrop on what’s being said outside. What I don’t get is why Cal lied to me about his name in particular. That’s psycho behaviour. Ali has invited an actual psychopath into her home. Part of me worries if he’s even safe to be around, pulling crazy shit like that. Once the water is boiling I stick my head outside to let Ali know.

‘I can do a lot of things,’ I say, deliberately not looking at Vinnie. ‘But I cannot risk my life interfering with your spag bol.’

Ali laughs her flirty laugh, putting on a show.

‘Excuse me,’ she says to Vinnie, getting up from the couch. ‘I won’t be a moment. Jessie, will you keep him company for me?’

She’s gone before I can object, but at least it gives me chance to sit in the garden chair opposite him and hiss, ‘Vinnie? Really? Why did you tell me your name was Cal?’

He leans forward in his seat, forearms on his thighs, eyes annoyingly dark and cute. I deepen my scowl as protection.

‘My name is Cal,’ he says. ‘Calvin. Ali started calling me Vinnie as a joke after our first date, and it’s kind of stuck.’

I roll my eyes.

‘Pathetic,’ I say, right as Ali reappears.

‘What is?’ she asks, coming to stand behind her man, hands fondly on his shoulders.

‘I can’t build Lego,’ Cal says, quickly. ‘I was just saying it’s good Jessie can help with Henry’s Lego, because I’m absolutely useless. Always have been. Just don’t have the patience.’

‘Calling him pathetic is a bit harsh!’ Ali laughs. ‘I can’t do Lego either!’

I don’t want to play along, but I don’t see what choice I have. ‘Good job you keep me around then, isn’t it? Although I will have to duck out soon, if that’s okay, Ali? So the rest of the Lego building will have to happen tomorrow, if you don’t mind the bits staying out.’

‘Of course not,’ she says. ‘And yes, you get off. You’ve been a lifesaver, sticking around.’ She turns to yell inside: ‘Henry? Jessie is going!’

Henry comes outside and gives me a hug, and I whisper in his ear: ‘Do you need the special code word or is it all going to be okay?’

‘It’s okay,’ whispers Henry. ‘But can banana-poo-head be our code forever? For everyone?’

I look at Cal/Vinnie as I whisper back, ‘Of course it can. Some people are banana-poo-heads, aren’t they?’

Henry giggles, and I leave them to their evening as I slip out the front door, where I have to lean against the railings to catch my breath.

Unbelievable.

Absolutely un-fucking-believable.
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India is incensed.

‘You have to tell her,’ she says, on a 6.45 a.m. phone call before work the next day. I’m walking down to Ali’s and my stomach is doing flips. I’ve barely slept. Ali said she thinks Cal is marriage material, and I know she’s hell-bent on getting her ducks in a row before she gets into doing press. But also: Cal is bad news. He’s the worst news.

‘I don’t know how to tell her,’ I counter. ‘You know what she’s like. I love her, but she lives in her own world, has her own rules. I’m worried I could somehow lose my job over this.’

India scoffs, ‘I think you say, Hey, you know that magical date with the handsome stranger I told you about? Well, turns out, he has a girlfriend. And the girlfriend is you.’

I pinch the bridge of my nose. I always get a migraine if I don’t sleep, but this one is compounded by trying to solve the problem of how to tell my boss her boyfriend nearly cheated on her with me, without making her mad. None of this is my fault, I can see that, but I’m in a pickle here, no two ways about it. Ali gets hurt no matter what.

At least I don’t feel sad any more. That lasted about two hours, and then I got home, stared at the ceiling all night, and got madder and madder. How do men like him get away with pulling such shit?

‘Maybe he’ll out himself as an arsehole,’ I say. ‘And I won’t have to get involved.’

India gives a hmmm. ‘There is that,’ she says. ‘To be fair. Arseholes gonna arsehole.’

‘I think you should get that printed on a T-shirt,’ I quip.

‘Plenty of women need the warning,’ she says.

We let that sink in.

‘Okay, well, I’ve got to go, I’m here now,’ I say, the house in view. ‘See you at the gym later?’

‘Yeah,’ India says. ‘Good luck.’

I let myself in and am immediately cornered by Ali in the pantry.

‘Well?’ she says, and she’s so perfect, even with coffee breath and in her pyjamas, that I wonder why on earth Cal would so much as look in anybody else’s direction, let alone mine. Maybe he needed somebody average to pander to his charm and good looks because Ali’s charm and good looks make him feel less-than? Could that be it? The more I ponder it, the less I have answers. Thinking about it only leads to more questions.

‘Well what?’ I ask, popping Henry’s bagel in the toaster.

‘Vinnie!’ she says. ‘What did you think?’

‘I thought …’ I begin, but then Henry yells out, ‘Jessie! Can I do the toppings?’

I grab the jam and butter dish, and leave the pantry to get the cream cheese from the fridge. I put down a chopping board and a couple of kids’ knives in front of Henry, and give him a wink. When I scoot back into the pantry to get the toasted bagel, Ali has her hands open in a shrug-like gesture I take to mean: well?!

‘He’s nice,’ I say non-committally, because I’m a coward. She beams.

‘Isn’t he?’ she agrees. ‘He got on with Henry, too, and this morning when Henry came for a cuddle he said he liked him. But, you know, if you get any intel, pass it on, will you?’

‘Absolutely,’ I say, with a fake smile, before escaping to give Henry his breakfast.

‘We’ll make a start on this after school, shall we?’ I say, gesturing to the left-out Lego. ‘After languages club?’

‘Mrs Harrington says we need to save our yoghurt pots and toilet paper rolls,’ he says, by way of a reply, like talking about school has activated the part of his brain labelled ‘tell your grown-up’.

‘Okay,’ I say. ‘Did she say why?’

‘I think it was Nun-ya …’ Henry grins, citing his favourite joke from Disney’s Moana. ‘Nun-ya business!’ Then he dissolves into giggles, thrilled with himself for the sick burn.

I shake my head and pretend to be mad. ‘Horrid child!’ I say, joking, ruffling his hair.

‘You think I’m cute,’ Henry says, and I point at him and say, ‘Stop making such good points, you, and eat your breakfast.’

Whilst Henry is upstairs brushing his teeth, Ali broaches the topic of Cal again.

‘I need more from you,’ she says. ‘You’re the first friend to meet him. I need a proper debrief!’

I sigh, as if to indicate there’s not much more to say than he’s nice. I don’t really think I can endorse a man who would go off and have a magical date with somebody else, but then – oh, shit. Maybe Dad was right. Maybe Cal wasn’t interested at all and that’s why he rushed off and didn’t leave his number. Maybe this whole ‘magical date’ is a figment of my imagination that I’ve read way too much into because I’m desperate-dot-com.

‘Why do you call him Vinnie?’ I say, pulling a face. ‘He told me he actually goes by Cal …’

‘Yeah.’ Ali shrugs. ‘But Ali and Vinnie, it works better, I think. He’s a Calvin, so I figure either/or. Plus it’s cute having a name only I call him, don’t you think?’

Only Ali could decide to rename somebody and have them go along with it.

‘You ready, Henry?’ I yell up the stairs, because I can’t have this conversation, I can’t give Ali what she wants, which is squealing girl talk and a gushing testimony about how handsome and smart and funny and wonderful her new guy is. I have to tell her the truth. I can’t lie to her face by omission.

‘Ali,’ I say, and oh god, the way she looks at me, the way her eyes are so wide and filled with hope and, urgh, Ali when she’s vulnerable is something else. She can really melt your heart. Honestly, if you ever watch her in something, she really does command the camera, know how to make you feel anything she decides to make you feel. Off camera is no different. I find myself turning into a puddle. I can’t do it.

‘Yeah?’ she asks.

‘If he makes you happy,’ I say, ‘then I’m happy for you.’

‘Oh, for god’s sake,’ India says in the middle of a glute bridge at the gym. ‘I can’t believe you! I’ve half a mind to go knock on her door and tell her myself!’

‘Now, now, India,’ Rain, our instructor for the session, cautions. She’s all tiny Lycra hotpants and extreme thigh muscles. ‘It might be worth seeing how this plays out. At the end of the day, the nanny dishing out bad news is probably only going to hurt the nanny.’

‘Exactly!’ I say, switching to some band dislocates. ‘That’s what I’m saying.’

The Lunchtime Lot at the gym all know I’m a nanny for a rich woman, but they don’t know that the Ali I occasionally mention working for is Ali O’Hara, off the telly. I’ve never signed an NDA or anything like that, but it seems prudent and generally good manners to protect her identity. Can you imagine if somebody listened to my stories and went to the papers? The Daily Mail would have a field day!

‘The name thing is wild. I don’t know in what universe you can just rename somebody, even if it did start out as a joke,’ says Bear gruffly. Our resident fifty-something bearded and tattooed gentleman has been listening intently as I’ve got everyone up to speed on my personal drama. ‘And what kind of a man lets that happen? I never bloody would, I can tell you that.’

I sigh. ‘I just worry for Henry,’ I say. ‘That poor little love has already had his heart broken by the divorce, which obviously couldn’t be helped – I mean, I am team whatever-makes-the-parents-happiest. I just don’t want him to fall for Cal, or Vinnie, or whatever the hell we’re going to call him, and lose him too.’

‘You can’t take that on,’ says Zoya, a thirty-five-year-old sock designer whose products have just got stocked by John Lewis. She’s got swishy black hair tied back in a long ponytail and an arse you could park a bike in it’s so juicy. She collects all our bands to put away. It’s deadlift day today, and we’re lifting at 97.5 per cent of our capacity. That’s how we train, with progressive overload. Every twelve weeks we test ourselves on what our three-rep maximum is, and then use that as a benchmark to get stronger. It means that this lunchtime there’s going to be a lot of grunting, because we’re shifting a massive amount of weight. ‘I know you love that little boy,’ Zoya continues. ‘But that’s his mum’s responsibility. All you can do is be there for him. And from the way you talk about him, it’s so obvious you’re amazing with him.’

‘Thank you,’ I say. ‘That’s good advice, I appreciate it.’

‘Go out with Leo!’ India says, as she rolls out weights for her barbell. ‘I saw your dad yesterday, and he said Leo flirted outrageously with you at brunch or something? I didn’t quite understand, but your dad insisted I put in a good word.’

‘Ewww,’ I say. ‘Dad playing matchmaker. Cute, but also he needs to sort out his own love life first.’

‘I thought he was engaged now?’ Rain asks, keeping a watchful eye as we all start a warm-up set.

‘He is,’ India deadpans, shooting me the side-eye. She’s met Simone, and 200 per cent agrees with me vis-à-vis her awfulness.

‘She’s foul,’ I explain. ‘Like … practically half his age, in it for the money, I think. She’s just … not who you want as a stepmother-to-be.’ I shudder dramatically. ‘That’s the first time I’ve said that,’ I say. ‘Stepmother.’

‘I had a friend at school who shagged his stepmother,’ Bear says.

‘Well,’ I reply. ‘I definitely don’t want to do that.’

After our workout, I make India come with me to Whole Foods so we can remove all of the posters she pinned up with such hope.

‘Men,’ India sighs, ripping one in two near the bananas. ‘What a disappointment.’

I pull one down near the brown paper bags for the fruit. ‘I feel like I should chastise you from generalising, but my heart wouldn’t be in it if I did.’

India looks at me and gives me a sad half-smile. ‘I do want to say, though, I know this is crap, but please don’t give up hope. You’re always saying two things can be true at once, aren’t you? Well, this can suck, and you can still believe.’

I roll my eyes.

Love is dead to me.

I skip a post-workout shower to get a coffee and do my affirmations instead. Once complete, I flick through my diary in my phone, pleased that after the weekend, when I invited everyone I know to a bunch of different things, I’m looking pretty booked up for a while: theatre shows and pub drinks with friends, and potentially a Tough Mudder volunteer slot with the gym lot. The only dark cloud on the calendar is Dad’s engagement party this week. It’s to be held at a fancy hotel in Soho, which suddenly hits me as suspicious: if they only got engaged a short while ago, how did they have time to reserve such a prestigious locale? I wouldn’t put it past Simone to have booked it a year ago, when she first started seeing Dad. Still, it’ll be a chance to at least vet her friends, and figure out what her deal is. She presents such a facade to me – acting friendly enough in front of Dad, but her face falling and conversation stopping as soon as he’s out of earshot. It’s like she doesn’t like me, but she doesn’t even know me. She’s never tried to get to know me. It’s so bizarre – she’s a nut I cannot crack, but from what I’ve seen I don’t want to crack her. If Dad thinks he loves her, she must show him such a different side. I can only hope her friends and family might fill in the gaps to make up something like the truth. Anyway. No matter how much I might ruminate and worry, picking up Henry brightens up my day every single time.

We chat all the way home, about everything from how Nyla in Year 1 has got nits (I make a mental note to pass that intel on to Ali) to how Thom is taking him to the climbing wall and then out for pizza at the weekend. It’s like Henry’s discussion of his dad makes Thom actually appear, because when we get home, Thom is unexpectedly in the kitchen, like the old days.

‘Daddy!’

Thom scoops Henry up and I rifle through Henry’s bag for his water bottle so I can wash it, and also look for any miscellaneous bits of paper that might be important.

‘Nice to see you, Thom,’ I say, and I mean it. Maybe it’s because my own parents’ marriage didn’t work out, but there used to be something comforting about this house when it was two parents and a kid. I know that’s my own wounded inner child or whatever, but it’s true. Somehow Thom makes this house feel like a home. He’s a lot more grounded than Ali, bakes and cooks and waters the plants – Ali doesn’t even notice she has plants until Henry comments that they look a bit dead.

‘Likewise, Jessie. How’s it going?’

‘Good,’ I say. Then, noticing how Henry has his head pressed up against his dad’s, I add, ‘Nyla in Year 1 has nits, is the headline from school.’

Thom looks suitably alarmed. He puts Henry down and pulls an uh-oh face at me. I laugh.

‘I’ll check the medicine cabinet for the ointment we’ll need if such plagues touch upon the O’Hara house,’ I say, leaving Henry to show off his Guardians Lego.

Upstairs, Ali is fixing her make-up in her bedroom mirror. I knock on the door to show respect – it’s needless really, since she can see me in the reflection.

‘Sorry to interrupt,’ I say. ‘I just wanted to check the medicine cabinet for supplies – there’s nits going round at school.’

‘Eww,’ Ali says.

‘I know.’ I linger, still waiting for permission to go into her en-suite, where all things pharmaceutical are kept.

‘What, Jessie?’ she says, turning around. ‘Why are you just standing there?’

Her tone is sharp. Mean, even. I don’t think she’s ever spoken to me like this before. I open my mouth to respond, but don’t know what to say.

‘Sorry,’ she continues, shaking her head and closing her eyes to take a breath. ‘That came out wrong. You go back downstairs and I’ll check the medicine cabinet, okay?’

I assume she’s had some bad news from her agent. As such, I shouldn’t take being snapped at personally. That said … ouch.

‘Ali’s taking care of it,’ I say to Thom, who’s sitting with Henry at the breakfast bar, Lego in front of them, matching milk moustaches on their top lips. Thom nods.

We occupy ourselves Lego-ing and milk-drinking, with Henry under strict orders that he gets thirty minutes to chill out and then it’s reading time. There might not be official homework today, but daily read-aloud is non-negotiable.

‘So, Ali’s new fella,’ Thom says, right in front of Henry. ‘What’s he like?’

I shrug, because this is a trap.

‘He’s funny,’ Henry supplies for me, and I’m relieved I don’t have to answer.

‘Not as funny as me though, right?’ Thom says, getting in Henry’s face and then launching into a tickle attack.

‘Never!’ shrieks Henry. ‘Nobody is!’

‘Say it louder,’ Thom commands. ‘Say nobody is funnier than Daddy!’

‘Nobody is funnier than Daddy!’ laughs Henry, clearly loving the attention.

I think that’s the end of it, but then when Henry goes to the loo, Thom lowers his voice conspiratorially and says, ‘No, but seriously, this new dude? What’s your read on him?’

I shake my head and shrug once again.

‘Come on …’ Thom urges. ‘There’s something you’re not telling me.’

‘It’s none of my business,’ I offer. ‘I don’t want to get involved.’

‘Urgh,’ Thom says, playfully rolling his eyes. ‘How disgustingly loyal of you.’

‘Practical,’ I say, smiling. ‘Not getting involved is a practical choice, Thom.’

He nods, like he can’t argue.

‘What about you?’ I ask. ‘I hear your love life is blooming?’

Thom pulls a face, one that I can’t read.

‘Now who’s being reticent?’ I say, and Thom laughs.

‘She’s just young, is all,’ he settles on. ‘And she doesn’t make me laugh like Ali does. Did.’

‘That kind of chemistry is rare,’ I note, and Thom agrees.

‘Sometimes I wonder how I ever let her get away,’ he says, and he looks at me in a way that, if it were appropriate, would make me want to envelop him in a big, warm hug. He looks genuinely regretful. Really sad. I feel for him.

Henry returns, having found Ali on his way, and he pulls her by the hand to the breakfast stool on his other side, so he’s sat between both parents. It’s an image I have to capture on camera for them: the three of them, like they used to be. I grab my phone. ‘Say cheese!’ I implore, and they all look up at the same time, smiling, an imperfectly perfect family.

It’s not until I look at the photo later that I realise Thom is reaching out across Henry’s lap to touch Ali’s knee under the table, like they never really broke up at all.
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‘Two decaf lattes please,’ India says to the server at the coffee shop closest to the gym. It’s a gorgeous Thursday afternoon, we’ve just worked out, and she had a date last night that she didn’t want to talk about in front of everyone, so I’ve dragged her to somewhere more private in order to get the lowdown.

‘So,’ I prompt, as we settle into a window seat. It’s overcast today, typical British summer style, but it’s also really humid, so it’s nicer to be inside and in the air conditioning than outside and struggling to breathe. ‘Spill.’

India comes over all coy, which is not like her.

‘She was … cute,’ India says, and it occurs to me maybe she’s feeling shy because she hasn’t dated many girls. Last year she casually mentioned that she’d opened up her dating profile to men and women, just to see. I told her that was cool, to keep me in the loop. It felt a bit retro to ask too many questions, to get all omg so are you gay now? on her. But I didn’t know exactly what to say after that, because I didn’t want it to be a big deal. Though sometimes I think maybe I went the other way, and came across a bit uninterested.

‘Not to sound like somebody’s mum,’ I say, ‘but how do you want to talk about this? Like, I want to give you your space, but I also need details. As many details as you’d give me if this was a boy …’

India crumples up her face. ‘That’s kind of the thing …’

‘What is?’

She looks up to the ceiling, like she’s trying to solve a complicated maths problem.

‘Well, let me preface this with how old I feel trying to explain this. I see Gen Z, out there making their TikToks, being whatever they want to be and sexuality doesn’t seem like a major issue to them. Anything goes. And I want to be like that, but being just that little bit older, I don’t know …’

‘Do you wish it was easier?’

India scrunches up her face. ‘Yes,’ she says. ‘Because it feels as though I’m the worst kind of bi-curious girl out there, like I’m using these women to figure out what I want, and in doing so, wasting their time. Because to be honest, as cute as this girl was last night, I think I might have fancied our waiter more – as in our male waiter. And that is so bad, Jessie. Like, such a no-no. Not only am I wasting the time of these women, I’m also setting gay rights back by trying it all on for size and then deciding that just kidding! I’m straight! I’m undermining every single person who has ever come out, when they’ve been told by their parents or whatever that it’s a phase. But maybe … I have had a phase?’

‘Noooo,’ I say. ‘Not a phase. You just said it yourself, you’re bi-curious. And if your curiosity has been sated, nobody can say fairer than that. Do these women know you’re bi-curious?’

‘Yes,’ India replies, definitively. ‘I make it very, very clear. Some women have said to circle back once I’ve figured it out, and some have ghosted me …’

‘But either way, everyone you’ve gone out with has known your situation?’

‘Yes,’ says India. ‘They have.’

‘Then you’ve done all you can!’ I say. ‘Surely! You’re just one person. You’re not responsible for a whole human rights movement. You can only do what is right for you …’

India slurps at her latte.

‘It just doesn’t feel good,’ she decides. ‘If that makes sense.’

‘Perfect sense.’ I nudge my shoulder into hers good-naturedly. ‘You’re my hero, you know,’ I add, and she looks at me like yeah, right. ‘You are!’ I insist. ‘What people forget when they’re coupled up is how hard it is to keep your courage in the land of dating. And you do it – you keep putting yourself out there and figuring out what you want, even if it batters you a bit, leaves you bruised. Finding love is brave. Seeking it out, even more so.’

‘I think you need to remind yourself of that, too,’ India says, kindly. I accept her point.

‘Touché, my friend,’ I say. ‘Touché.’

I have all these thoughts swirling in my head as I walk home, about how India truly does inspire me. It stings, what happened with Cal, and I feel embarrassed and stupid. But at least I followed my heart, and opened myself up to an opportunity just by hanging out with him that day. It didn’t work out how I wanted, but who wins if I swear off men forever? Because Cal certainly doesn’t give a damn.

No.

I have to keep the faith, and if life is just one big plot twist, if India and I have managed to have as much fun as we have so far because we do it for the story … Well. That’s not so bad. Even if it doesn’t work out, I will have lived. The only safe bet would be to sit at home and never see or do anything. And what a waste that would be.

As I continue to reflect on the situation with Cal, I end up wandering down Church Street. If you asked me outright if I was doing it to see if Leo was in the butcher’s today, I wouldn’t admit it out loud. But, as it happens, when I walk past the shop, Leo must sense me and he looks up, a massive smile spreading across his face. He immediately beckons me inside.

‘Here comes trouble,’ he says.

‘All good stories start with a bit of trouble,’ I bat back, and he bites down on his lip and nods. Very I’ll say.

‘Have your ears been burning?’ he says, leaning on his counter. Nobody else is in; it’s just me and him.

‘Should they have been?’

‘Your dad came by before,’ he says, and my stomach instantly flip-flops. Oh Dad, what did you do …? First telling India, and now coming in to talk to Leo directly?

‘Steak night again?’ I ask.

‘Couple of pork chops and some smoked bacon, actually. Plus an invitation to his engagement party tomorrow.’

Dad asked Leo to his engagement party? What?!

My face must do a thing, because Leo starts to laugh.

‘He said you’d love to see me there,’ Leo presses. ‘Which obviously got me to say yes. Even if it’s not true yet, I figured, maybe it could be? If I told you I’m really very good fun at parties?’

I cannot believe my father. It’s one thing to encourage me to recognise Leo’s flirting, but quite another to engineer a quasi-date.

‘How fun is fun?’ I ask, arching an eyebrow and desperately trying to keep my cool.

‘Hold-on-to-your-knickers fun,’ Leo retorts, and I feel myself blush.

‘You didn’t strike me as a knickers man,’ I say. ‘I thought you’d be more of a boxer-briefs dude.’

‘Wouldn’t you like to know.’

I shake my head, light-heartedly. ‘Did he give you the details?’ I ask, changing the subject slightly as a way of admitting flirtatious defeat.

‘He did,’ Leo confirms. ‘So if you really are fine with me coming …?’

‘I am,’ I say, but he can hear my hesitancy.

‘But …?’

‘Just so you have all the information, I don’t get on with Simone, his child bride-to-be. Like, literally, she’s only a couple of years older than me. So I’m going to stay for two hours, max, and my leaving early will have absolutely nothing to do with you.’

‘For what it’s worth, I am an excellent bitch once I’ve got a drink in me,’ Leo counters. ‘If you want to sit in a corner with a couple of gin martinis and slag her off for a hundred and twenty minutes, then I’m your guy.’

‘Okay then.’ I smile. ‘Sold. See you there.’

Leo nods. ‘It’s a date.’

As I meander through the residential streets of Stoke Newington, my phone beeps, and I lift it up to see it’s an unknown number. There’s a photo attached, so I stand still to open it, and am suddenly plunged into a fit of fury. It’s Cal, selfie-style, pulling a funny face and pointing to a piece of paper behind him. It’s one of India’s posters. Underneath he’s written, Is this you?

Oh my god. We must have missed one. Cal has actually seen that I cared enough to look for him, and now he dares to take the piss out of me for it? Well, no. No thank you, sir, not today.

I spin on my heel before I can even think this through, and march at the speed of light to the Whole Foods, all the while plotting witty and cutting things to say to a man who, honestly, I find repulsive. Anyone can be a dream date for an afternoon, but in time their real colours show themselves, always, and I know exactly what kind of a man Cal is now.

I see him from a distance, sat at one of the small metal tables on the pavement, a paper bag of groceries on the chair beside him, reusable coffee cup in hand. He must feel my ire from metres away, because he looks up, and I swear, despite my red mist it really does look like he’s pleased to see me. And then he realises I am furious, because he frowns, concerned.

‘You!’ I spit, when I reach him.

‘Me?’ he says.

I make some sort of humph noise, shaking my head to let him know that texting me was absolutely the wrong thing to do. He waits for me to say something else, but no words form in my mouth. I cannot speak. I am mute with anger. All I can do is stand there, hands on my hips, shaking my head, trying to breathe fire.

I decide to sashay into the store, looking for any stray posters we missed. I find one by the skincare, and another one on the noticeboard – how did we miss those? I intend to stuff them in the bin on the corner and not address Cal again, mostly because I’m worried I might cry and he’ll get the wrong idea. They’d be tears of anger, not sadness. But as I strut past him and press the button for the crossing, he comes over.

‘Go away,’ I say, pressing the button again, like I have any control over when the green man will show up. I look left and right, determine there’s no traffic, and trot across the road without waiting.

‘Jessie, please,’ Cal says, chasing after me. ‘Can I just explain? Please. I owe you that, at least.’

I walk as quick as I can, trying to decide if I want to listen to anything he has to say. Cal keeps in step and adds: ‘I know you need to calm down. I shouldn’t have texted you that poster. I was trying to be funny but I see now I wasn’t. I just wanted the chance to talk to you.’

I’m speeding along so fast, rage blurring my vision, that I don’t see the man coming out of the newsagent’s and practically take him out.

‘Whoa there, horsie,’ comes a familiar voice. I look up. Leo.

‘Shit!’ I say. ‘Leo! I am so sorry. Are you okay?’

Leo rubs at his arm. ‘I mean, no,’ he says. ‘But I’m sure I will be. Where are you going in such a hurry?’

‘Work. Don’t want to be late!’

Leo nods, his gaze flicking beside me to Cal, who gives a small wave and says, ‘Hullo. I’m Cal.’

The men do the men thing of shaking hands and calling one another mate, and then Leo says, ‘I’m pleased I’ve seen you again, anyway. What’s the dress code for this thing tomorrow? Should I be wearing a suit?’

I feel Cal look between us.

‘Less formal than a suit,’ I reply. ‘But more formal than, say, flip-flops. I’m going for a strappy dress and flat sandals. But then, I was never going to bust out my ballgown for this one, was I?’

Leo laughs. ‘I suspect not, no,’ he says. ‘Okay, cool. Maybe I’ll do smart trousers and a summer shirt? Like a patterned one? A fun one?’

‘You have promised me fun,’ I say, and Leo grins.

‘Club Tropicana cosplay it is then,’ he says. He looks at Cal. ‘Nice to meet you, man. Jessie, see you tomorrow, beautiful.’

Cal and I watch Leo saunter away and don’t speak. But Cal has won. I’ll listen to what he has to say, if I must. We wait, until Leo has turned the corner, and I’m shaking my head like I can’t believe him, can’t believe Cal. I think what I’d like is an apology, and to move on. This has already taken up way too much of my energy – and look! Leo! Lovely, uncomplicated Leo! I don’t know what I was thinking back there, yelling at Cal in the street. I’m calmer, now, able to inhale and exhale without breathing fire. I turn and wait for him to speak.

‘Question,’ Cal says, when a full minute’s silence proves I won’t be the one to break first. I arch an eyebrow as if to say go ahead. He continues: ‘How on earth can you be mad at me? You’re dating somebody else too. That guy is obviously obsessed with you! And you just flirted right in front of my face! I don’t think I’m the only bad guy here.’

I shake my head, like I must be hearing things.

‘Sorry, what?’ I say. I’m blinking frantically, an involuntary response to his madness. ‘You! You’re the coward, you’re the liar! Don’t you dare come for me! No. Not today, Satan.’

‘So I’m a piece of shit for what happened the other weekend, but you’re not?’

‘Oh, grow up,’ I say. ‘You can’t even get your girlfriend to call you by the right name. Piss off. I don’t have time for this.’

I wave a hand and go to step out across the street, and in a blur of motion the red of a double-decker bus just about skims the tip off my nose as Cal screams, ‘Fuck’s sake!’ and grabs me with two hands, pulling me backwards so that I stumble, dazed, into an approximation of a hug. We stand, and I’m panting, because holy shit – I think this man just saved my life.

‘You could have been killed!’ Cal says, spinning me around to look at me. He’s breathing hard, too. I just stare at him and blink. That bus was soooo close to hitting me. Wow.

I look at Cal. He looks at me.

My heart is racing like I’ve sprinted up Everest. How is this man the same man who was so kind to me that day at Tough Mudder, let alone the man I went to a random afternoon show with, walked by the river beside, danced with as a violin played softly against the dying sunlight?

I let my eyes roam his stubbled face, his shaggy hair, his rosy cheeks that look as flushed as mine feel. He’s still holding me by the elbows, his grip firm and strong. He looks … sad, I suppose. Regretful.

My exhale comes out robustly. The fight has left me. I can’t do this. In fact, there is no ‘this’. There can’t be. But dear lord, my heart. She skips a beat to let me know it might not be that straightforward. The heat of his hand burns; my own skin feels like it might vibrate right off me. The air between us is charged, full of so much. I let myself look at him one last time, and hate that my eyes dart down to his lips. Full and perfect, he parts them slightly, like he might kiss me. I wince as the thought of it makes my tummy lurch.

‘I’m going to be late for Henry,’ I say, snapping myself out of whatever moment this is. I step back, away from his embrace. He lets me. ‘Goodbye, Calvin.’

Cal doesn’t say anything back. He simply watches me go. I’m shaking at the effort it takes to say goodbye, but to hell with him if he thinks I’m going to look back.
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Henry isn’t himself at pick-up – he’s not chatty and doesn’t throw his arms around me like he usually does. Of course, I’m a horrible self-obsessed arsehole who immediately thinks somehow Henry knows I’ve just been having fleeting thoughts about what it would be like to kiss his mother’s boyfriend. But when he doesn’t even ask for his snack, I pull myself together and realise that this isn’t about me. I put my palm to his forehead to check for a temperature, but he seems fine.

‘Everything okay, buddy?’ I ask, once we’re away from the school gates. ‘I’m really curious about how quiet you are. Can you tell me why?’

Henry shrugs and avoids my eye.

‘Okay,’ I say. ‘You don’t have to talk if you don’t want to. Do you mind if I do the talking?’

He shrugs again.

‘I just want to say that, when I feel sad, I like to tell somebody in case they can help me with it. It helps to talk. No feelings last forever. If you feel sad now, just know that you won’t always feel sad. But whilst you do feel this way, if you want to have quiet time, we can. I’m right here, ready for whatever you need, okay?’

‘Okay,’ Henry says, gently.

At home he slinks off to his room, and when I mention my concern to Ali, she says, ‘Maybe it’s because I’m going away soon? I’ll talk to him tonight. Two weeks is a long time to a seven-year-old, even if he is coming to set to visit.’

‘Okay,’ I say, following her lead. If she isn’t worried, maybe I shouldn’t be. ‘Bless his little heart.’

‘I know,’ Ali agrees, pulling a ‘pouty face’. ‘Big feelings in a little body. Can you prep his dinner? I’ll go up and check on him.’

‘Sure,’ I say. ‘Go be with your boy.’

The whole time I’m talking to her, making food in her house and drinking her tea and worrying about Henry, I feel so two-faced I’m like a double-sided coin. I wear guilt like a shawl, draped in it.

I fancy your boyfriend, Ali. Even though I don’t want to.

By the next morning, the truth has been outed: Thom has proposed to his new girlfriend, and Henry is unsettled by Daddy getting remarried. Apparently Thom told him it was about to happen when he stayed with him a few nights ago, and Henry, has been keeping it a secret all this time, so as not to spoil the surprise. I’d be mad at Thom as it is for putting that on Henry. But he just said a few days ago that he wasn’t that sure about her, and now they’re engaged? What is it with these men?

‘So Thom texted you this morning?’ I say to Ali, who’s cornered me in the hallway. She’s keen to get me up to speed before I see Henry, who apparently confessed everything last night. She texted me a heads-up on my way over.

Ali arches an eyebrow. ‘He did. He sent a photo of him holding her hand, ring and manicure on show, and wrote she said yes, like he was posting to social media instead of filling in the mother of his child.’ She shakes her head and rolls her eyes.

‘Are you okay?’ I dare to ask, because for as much as she talks about the divorce being a net good, surely it must sting to see your ex move on. I blocked Craig on every form of social media, and still found out through a friend of a friend that he was with a girl he used to work with not long after we broke up. A girl he’d told me not to worry about. I didn’t want to be with him, but I could still have burned his record collection with a smile when I found out.

‘I’m fine,’ she says. ‘I think. I don’t know. I mean, I have Vinnie – I mean Cal – so …’ She lets the sentence trail off, and I reach out to rub the top of her arm. I’m a traitor for doing so, I know I am. How can I comfort her when I’m so aware of ‘Vinnie’s’ eyes, the curve of his neck? I swallow hard, push it down and lock it in a box I will henceforth refuse to open. ‘Things are going well with him,’ Ali continues. ‘We don’t fight or argue or get mad. It’s just really …’ She holds out a hand and moves it horizontally, a gesture I take to mean plain sailing. ‘He’s a good guy,’ she concludes, for the umpteenth time. Guilt pricking at my skin, my throat hot and eyes dry, I bite my tongue.

I spend the day prepping for Dad’s engagement party in a way I wouldn’t otherwise have done if Leo weren’t coming. I am going to focus on getting through today, just forgetting everything else and having fun. I intend to look good.

‘Interesting you’d get a wax and a spray tan for this man,’ India says, when I meet her after the gym. I’ve skipped it, obviously, because my tan has to settle and I’ve got a blow-dry booked in before Henry’s pick-up. A woman can’t do it all.

‘I’d love to say this is all for me,’ I say, pursing my lips over a soggy paper straw that after thirty seconds is officially crap at helping me drink a superfood smoothie. I pull it out, bin it, and drink from the cup instead.

India smirks. ‘But you might actually let yourself have a good time tonight?’

I shrug, trying to keep my game face on. I don’t want to ‘use’ Leo as a way to forget about Cal and his whole messed-up vibe, but as ever, you’ve got to show up for your life, haven’t you? Be more Leo, in a way. He takes his fun where he finds it, and I will too.

‘Just doing it for the story.’ I wink, and she says, ‘That’s my girl.’

I wish India was coming tonight, but it’s her mum’s sixtieth so she’s heading west to Uxbridge to celebrate.

‘And the outfit is …?’ she presses, as we pause at the part of the main road where she takes a left and I go right. I won’t see her now until after the weekend.

‘My backless yellow dress,’ I say. ‘Because fuck Simone.’

India claps her hands gleefully. ‘Oh, she’ll hate it!’ she shrieks. ‘It’s the perfect choice!’

It’s a weird flex, but because of the working out and lifting of weights, I have a really strong back and, if pressed, would say my best physical feature is … my spine. Bizarre, I know. But it’s super-indented and my back has great muscles and so backless attire is my superhero costume. And Simone will hate it because Simone hates me, yes, but she also seems to hate me more when I look nice. It’s like I’m more tolerable in sweatpants than I am in bias-cut silk.

‘Have you got them a gift?’ India asks. ‘You haven’t mentioned anything …’

My eyes go wide. ‘Shit! It never even occurred to me!’ My hand launches to my chest. ‘That’s really bad, isn’t it? What time is it? Should I grab a bottle of champagne or something, do you think?’

India shrugs. ‘I mean, your father is sixty years old, it’s not like he’s a newlywed setting up his first home, is it? Be a bit weird if you got them a milk pan.’

‘Whatever I get will be used against me, anyway,’ I point out, and I don’t even say it miserably. It’s just the sad truth. Simone complains about everything. I know for a fact she told Dad I made her feel bad because I said I didn’t like jazz – and she’s in a jazz band. That’s not even true! I said I didn’t know much about jazz, thinking it’d be a conversation starter, not a conversation ender! It’s little things like that, undermining my relationship with Dad, that mean I don’t trust her.

‘I give it two years,’ India says, with a sympathetic smile. ‘You’ll get your dad back, Jessie. I promise you.’

She’s lying, but it’s a kind lie.

‘Maybe,’ I say.

Because Ali is due home late after being held up on set, the plan tonight is that, after school pick-up, Henry and I will go home and do the usual: unpack his bag, do some reading, eat snacks and decide on what’s for tea, et cetera. Then instead of me going home to get ready, Ali has allowed me to use her master suite to get dolled up, so when she’s back I can head straight off into town for the engagement party. I’m halfway through blending my foundation when the door goes, which is about as inconvenient a time as the doorbell can go, considering a good base blended well is the cornerstone of all make-up success.

Ali doesn’t like Henry answering the door alone, on account of her celebrity status and the fact it could be anyone. Her co-star in the last thing she filmed for the BBC had a stalker, and it continues to haunt her. I can’t imagine being afraid of your own doorbell. There are some sickos and crazies out there, it must be said.

I run down the stairs and peek through the spyglass to see it’s Cal. I take a deep breath to steady myself, as frustration and anger spike my heart rate. I’m flustered but can’t leave him on the doorstep. After all, it isn’t my house. Urgh. I fling back the door.

‘Hello,’ I say, as neutrally as possible.

‘Jessie,’ he says, voice frantic. ‘I’m so pleased you’re here. I’m breaking up with Ali – it’s not even that serious. I’m pretty sure she’s only dating me to get back at her ex-husband. Honestly. That day at the river … I don’t want you to think I’m a dick. I can do dick-ish things, but I’m not a dick in totality. I need you to understand that.’ It all comes out as one run-on sentence, like he’s worried pausing for breath means I won’t let him finish.

I eyeball him, willing myself to steady my breathing. Apology or not, this is all too dangerous. I don’t want to know if he’s breaking up with Ali! That doesn’t mean anything to me, except that she’s going to be in a terrible mood after. I bite down on my lip and Cal waits for me to say something.

‘She’s expecting me,’ he says. ‘Can I come in and wait?’

‘You want to come in and wait for Ali so that … you can break up with her?’ I clarify. ‘Okay.’

I step back and let him in, suddenly very aware that I’m in a skimpy dressing gown and only half made-up.

‘I’m in the middle of something,’ I say. ‘But you can make yourself at home.’ I scurry back upstairs, leaving him to it.

I keep half an ear out for the door, hoping that Ali comes back before I have to go back downstairs. I finish my hair, my make-up, and slip on my dress. I don’t look half bad. I might not be thrilled about the occasion, but at the end of the day I love my dad, and ultimately want someone to make him happy. I wish that Simone didn’t do that, but if she’s going to … I suppose I’m just going to have to roll with it, like so much of life these days.

‘Jessie!’

Henry’s call comes from downstairs.

‘Can you help me?’

I grab my bag and head towards his voice, which I discover is coming from the downstairs loo.

‘You okay?’ I ask.

‘I just need some help,’ Henry says, and he doesn’t have to explain the rest: he’s done the sort of poo he needs help wiping. I know the code. I’m mindful of my dress and do what I can to clean him up. Kids: the ultimate reality check.

When we’re done and I’ve washed my hands twice, I walk through to the kitchen, where Cal is sat behind a row of mini Marvel characters, mid-battle. He’s been playing with Henry, even though if he breaks up with Ali today he’ll never even see him again. Which is sweet, I guess.

‘I’m just washing my hands!’ Henry yells from the bathroom. ‘Don’t play without me!’

Henry has been trained by both Ali and me to wash his hands like he’s preparing for surgery, which leaves Cal and me alone. He looks up, jaw slackening and eyes widening.

‘You look incredible,’ he says, softly, and I hate that I blush.

I manage to squeak out a thank you.

‘I’m going to go and get Groot!’ Henry shouts, thundering up the stairs.

‘Okay, pal!’ Cal yells, meeting my eye and smiling. I half smile back, not willing to commit to anything more meaningful. This is so messy.

‘I meant what I said,’ Cal presses. ‘That day we met, Jessie … I didn’t mean to mislead anyone. I never went to buy fucking quinoa expecting that I’d meet somebody. That I’d meet you …’

I look at my painted toes in their strappy sandals, because it’s too much to look at his earnest face. I’ll start forgiving him if I’m not careful.

‘I brought you this,’ he says, pushing a folded document across the breakfast bar towards me.

I pick it up and unfold it. In big type at the top it says Hackney Community Support Fund and on the following pages it has questions about everything from my personal details to the business idea.

‘For Stray Kids,’ he explains.

My heart pumps so fast I fear it might give out. He can’t talk about Stray Kids here. Ali doesn’t know. I haven’t figured out how to frame it for her yet. That’s half the reason I’ve not done more about getting it started.

‘Please don’t tell Ali about this,’ I say, finding my nannying rucksack and stuffing the form inside. Cal looks confused. ‘She wouldn’t like it,’ I explain. ‘She’d call me disloyal, and this job is everything to me, all right?’

Cal nods. ‘All right,’ he says. He holds up his palms, surrendering. ‘Sorry. I just wanted to help.’

‘I know.’

I can tell Cal has follow-up questions from the way his eyes dart up to look at the ceiling and he sticks out his tongue, just slightly, at the side of his mouth.

‘What?’ I ask.

‘Well, it’s just …’ he starts, uncertainly. ‘How could anyone resent you for wanting to contribute to the community and set something up that is clearly so beneficial to children?’ It makes me roll my eyes – has he not met the Ali I work for? But then, actually, he probably hasn’t. I’m sure, as a date, Ali is charming and coy and fun. So it’s unlikely to ever occur to Cal that as an employer she can be bossy and possessive.

All of this must be written all over my face, because Cal says, ‘It’s none of my business. Sorry. I was just trying to be helpful. But to reiterate: I won’t tell her, okay?’

Before I can reply, Ali’s key sounds in the door, and a wave of relief washes over me.

‘You really do look great,’ he whispers before she walks into the kitchen, and I hate how happy that makes me feel, how much taller and prouder I stand, buoyed by his words.
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I do not understand how it is possible to enter your own father’s engagement party and not recognise anyone, and yet that is exactly what happens when I arrive at the Soho venue Dad and Simone have hired for the occasion. The hotel is sleek and polished, with layered fabrics in lots of different prints that make me think of rich people who believe it is crass to buy furniture rather than inherit it. A man in a suit at the door enquires if I am here for the ‘Cameron-Highville celebration’, and a bolt of surprise shudders down my spine that if my father gives Simone his name, it won’t be nearly as bad as if he double-barrels it and takes her name, becoming a Cameron-Highville himself. To think he wouldn’t have the exact same surname as me makes me sad, and reinforces the notion that he is choosing Simone over me. It’s what Mum did: remarried and took a new name. It turns my stomach to think Dad could do the same.

Anyway. Everyone here is a stranger, with the exception of a man I recognise from Simone’s band. They’re all around my age, and nearly all holding coupes of champagne that staff deftly refill from yellow-labelled bottles. I linger, looking over the heads of everyone, panic building in my chest, and then the crowd parts as Leo walks through holding two bottles of beer and says, ‘Fuck me, you look gorgeous!’

I am so relieved to see him, so relieved that he is who he is, that I laugh, taking a beer and hugging him sideways on, so we smash cheeks and make kissing noises without our lips touching any skin.

‘This is quite the do, isn’t it?’ Leo asks, standing beside me to survey it all. ‘Not being funny but it feels like a thirtieth birthday. As in everyone is so …’

‘Young,’ I say. ‘I know.’ I don’t see Dad’s sister, my cousins, nobody we actually know. We’ve got a small family, but I assumed they’d be here. I half wonder if Simone has even met them, and if she has … Well. Do they think the same about her as I do? It’s never occurred to me to find out. I don’t see Dad’s sister, Auntie Carol, much because she lives in Newcastle. Perhaps she didn’t want to travel. ‘I think these are all Simone’s friends.’

‘The wicked stepmother.’

I scrunch up my face in disgust. ‘Don’t,’ I say, shaking my head. ‘It’s one of those laugh-or-cry situations, if you get what I mean.’

‘Well then,’ Leo declares. ‘Let’s laugh. Sup up, slowcoach, and let’s do a couple of shots to really get into the swing of things.’

I can’t, in that moment, think of a reason not to do shots, so I follow Leo, and let him take my hand as we weave through the crowd towards the bar, where he tells the barman we want two of his smoothest tequilas. I search around for Dad so I can say hello properly, and locate him across the room talking to somebody I don’t recognise. He must be yet another friend of Simone’s. Dad waves and makes a motion as if to say he’ll be over in a minute, and I give him a thumbs up.

Once we’ve been served, Leo and I cheers, down our shots, pull tequila faces and wash it down with our beers. At some point Leo’s hand finds its way to the middle of my very naked back, his thumb gently rubbing my bare skin, and by our second shot I am leaning in to talk to him, our faces close, even though it’s not really that loud. It’s just nice to be with him, to feel part of a team against the world – against Simone and Dad. Thank god he’s here, is all I can think. Thank god for you, Leo. Looking very attractive, I might add: he’s got two-day stubble and is sun-kissed from all this warm weather we’ve been having. It makes his eyes seem bluer, somehow. I grin at him, in that slow way that happens after three drinks.

‘So, go on then,’ Leo says, eventually. ‘What’s your story?’

‘My story?’ I repeat, pulling a face.

‘Yeah!’ he says. ‘You know, why you’re single, why you hate Simone, how your mum feels about all this? Throw in any extra details as you see fit.’

I laugh. ‘So just the superficial first-date questions, then?’

Leo arches an eyebrow. ‘I’m very interested in you calling this a date.’

‘Are you?’

‘I enjoy the clarity of it,’ he says, and he is so utterly charming I could melt. See, this is how it should be. Unambiguous. Easy. I might have had one great afternoon with Cal, but already the confusion and baggage is too much. I don’t need it, even if it does kind of feel like I know him on a cellular level, like my soul recognises his soul or something. I was so obsessed with the big bang of our instant connection, so caught up in the romantic narrative of meeting somebody and falling in love at first sight, but this is nice too. It’s easy.

‘What about you,’ I bat back to Leo. ‘What’s your story?’

He shakes his head. ‘Nah. You first.’

I sigh, flipping through a mental list of where to start. I’m keen to keep things light. ‘I’ll start with Mum – she doesn’t feel any way about all this, I’m sure, as she left to live in Australia when I was eighteen and I’ve seen her only a handful of times since. She’s not the maternal type. At least she waited until I went to uni to leave us, I guess?’

Leo absorbs this. ‘Well, that’s shit,’ he says. ‘Everyone deserves a mum who adores them.’

‘No prizes for guessing why I’ve gone into professional childcare, really, is there?’ I say. ‘I think the same, so I suppose I made a job out of it.’

‘I didn’t know you worked in childcare,’ he says. ‘Teacher?’

‘Career nanny,’ I say. ‘Happily so.’

‘Do you feel like you have to qualify career nanny by saying happily?’

‘I’ve never been asked that before,’ I say. ‘But yes, I suppose I do. For some people it’s a stopgap, but for me, working with kids is my life. I studied childhood development at university, then worked for two other families before the one I’m with now. It’s all I’ve ever wanted to do and all I’ve ever really cared about. There’s a kids’ club idea I’m in the process of developing, but that would be extra, not a replacement. I love my job.’

Leo nods. ‘People think being a butcher might not have been an active choice, but it was. Is. I don’t know what kind of kid thinks, Yeah, I’d love to grow up and carve up cows all day, but I did. I didn’t even know anyone who was a butcher. It’s not like mine is a family business or anything like that. My dad always used to get gammon steaks for Saturday-night tea, and a big joint for a Sunday roast. Maybe I relate meat to like … love?’ He bursts out laughing. ‘Jesus,’ he says, waving at the bartender. ‘I need another drink.’

‘That’s nice!’ I insist. ‘I think we’re all just trying to relive our happiest memories, aren’t we? We love something or someone and we do our best to recreate that. Makes sense.’ Leo looks at me like he doesn’t buy what I’m saying. ‘You have happy memories of sausages, and so made a business out of selling them. I longed for an adult to want to stick around, so I’ve looked after the same kid for the past seven years. I mean, I should be charging a hundred pounds an hour for this kind of intelligent insight.’

‘Two beers and two more shots please,’ Leo asks the barman, before turning his attention back to me. ‘You win,’ he says. ‘I’m in a pit of psychological despair now.’ He clicks a tequila glass against mine. ‘Salut!’

The obscene thing about shots is that the more you do, the easier they go down. I don’t even gag this time.

‘Would your best friend be surprised if she saw your face on Crimewatch?’ Leo then asks, apropos of nothing.

‘No,’ I say, and Leo chortles gleefully. ‘What?’ I say, right as he splutters, ‘Jessie, you didn’t even have to think about that! Which begs the question, have you ever been on Crimewatch?’

‘Not for anything they could prove,’ I say, and Leo laughs again.

‘Jessie! There you are!’

Dad is all dolled up with – wait for it – a fitted floral shirt and an actual non-ironic silver chain around his neck. All he’s missing is pulled-up socks and a can of lager and he could be a Gen Z poster boy with his own TikTok channel.

‘Here I am!’ I say, which isn’t the friendliest greeting I could give, and I don’t know why I don’t just hug him nicely. ‘With Leo, which isn’t at all weird,’ I add, and Leo and Dad shake hands, Leo saying it’s an honour to be here, et cetera. I hadn’t texted Dad about him inviting Leo, because quite frankly I couldn’t be bothered to get into it. But Dad doesn’t address our togetherness or his role in it, instead beckoning for Simone, whose smile falters enough for me to notice when she sees Dad is with me. She excuses herself from talking to a man with a handlebar moustache and open-toe shoes to come over.

‘Welcome, darling,’ she says, leaning in to air-kiss me on both cheeks. It’s so affected and strange, like she’s a minor celebrity exhausted by the constant attention from us mere plebs. She extends her engagement-ring hand to Leo. ‘Simone,’ she says. ‘I feel like I recognise you …’

‘Leo,’ Leo says. ‘And it’s probably thrown you that I’ve not got my white butcher’s coat on.’

‘Oh, that’s it! Yes!’ Simone says, and it’s the most upbeat and kind I think I have ever heard her sound. Is this what Dad sees? Because I have never seen this from her. She has never, not once, been upbeat and kind to me. ‘Best brisket we’ve ever had, isn’t it, darling?’ She slips her arm through Dad’s, effectively blocking me off from him.

‘Darling, Max and Oscar want a moment of your time.’ She looks between Leo and me. ‘Pardon us, won’t you?’

When they’ve gone, Leo says, ‘Well fuck. She’s … absolutely been on Crimewatch, hasn’t she? She’s got the demeanour of a serial killer! I never noticed before!’

‘Even if you’re just saying that to be nice to me,’ I say, ‘I appreciate the backup. I feel like I’m saying goodbye to my dad, somehow, and it’s …’ I surprise us both by welling up. ‘Oh!’ I gasp, wafting a hand in front of my face. ‘Sorry! I am so not getting emotional about this. Argh!’

‘Bartender! Another round please!’ Leo yells, then he puts his arm around me and pulls me in close. ‘How do you feel about hitting the dance floor?’ he says, suddenly grabbing my hand and tugging me off my bar stool so he can spin me around. I look at him, surprised. ‘Come on,’ he says, throwing one more shot down his neck before dragging me away from my feelings.

We dance so hard, so sillily, and for so long, that I am wet with sweat by the time Leo pulls me close and murmurs into my ear, ‘I need a fag, babe.’

Like he did two hours ago, he leads me back towards the bar by the hand again, grabbing a couple of beers and then gesturing to the lobby.

‘You can really move!’ Leo says, once we’re out in the sticky Soho night. He saunters over to a couple of people standing on the corner of the street, both drinking pints from the nearby pub, and I see him hold up two fingers to his mouth before the women he’s charming hand over a Marlboro Light and a hot-pink lighter. Whatever he says makes them laugh, and they coo goodbyes after him when he makes his way back to me, a regular James Dean.

‘And you can really flirt,’ I say, jutting my chin in the direction he’s just come from.

‘Oooooh,’ he teases. ‘I love it when you get jealous.’

He smokes, we both drink, and during our break from spinning and bopping we listen to the words of my dad drift out through the open windows of the hotel bar. He’s giving a speech, and I know I should go back inside to listen properly, but I just can’t bring myself to. I catch love of my life and more than I could have ever dreamed of, then some semblance of finally a family, which makes me screw up my face, and when Leo sees, I style it out by sticking a finger into my mouth and pretending to vomit. Leo tilts his head as he listens, shaking his head in agreed disgust as Simone takes the floor and dedicates a song to Dad, which feels like her way of making sure the spotlight stays firmly on her. We listen for three minutes, pulling faces as Leo finishes his smoke. When the song eventually ends, Leo says, ‘Seriously. I know this must all suck, but I have to compliment your skills as a fantastic dancing partner anyway.’

I’m drunk, and I know I’m drunk because I observe myself as if at a distance. I am out of my body, not in it, watching a show about Jessie instead of being Jessie. Also, I am slurring my words just enough to be the right side of cute. Any more, and I’d be sloppy.

‘What a show though, eh?’ I say, shaking my head sadly. ‘She’s horrible. It’s like she hates me for existing, as if my age is a reminder that she’s seducing an old man for his money. I’m not saying he’s loaded, but he’s mortgage-free and that, you know? Got a nice disposable income after selling his business. He’s totally her meal ticket. She’s got nothing of her own. Tours in this semi-okay band, but totally doesn’t make enough to live the life of bags and trips and houses with roll-top baths that she’d like. She’s going to take half of everything Dad has, and he doesn’t even see it coming.’

Because I am an observer of myself, I see, slowly, Leo’s eyes adjust, and then clock the person at my shoulder.

‘I think you should go home, Jessie,’ Simone says, voice cold as ice. For emphasis she adds, ‘Now.’

She’s heard everything.

I turn around to face her. I’m not one for telling people to fuck off, but the look on Simone’s face … she’s clearly not upset at what she’s just heard me say. If anything, she’s almost pleased. And I can see it all play out so clearly: the sob story she’ll tell Dad, the way she’ll ham it up to him, make everything my fault, force the wedge between father and daughter even wider. And so, because I don’t have anything to lose by saying it, suggesting she fuck off is exactly what I do.

‘You’ll regret saying that to me,’ Simone replies, and I swear she squares up to me, steps forward like she’s willing to take this to a fight if she has to.

‘My favourite two women!’ Dad says, stepping out of the lobby. ‘What’s everyone doing out here? Baby, the manager says we’ve run out of Veuve and wants to know what you’d like to do about it – switch to Bolly or Moët?’

Dad has just called her baby. Gag.

‘Oh, Paul!’ Simone says, painting devastation over her features as he approaches. ‘I’ve had it with your daughter! All I’ve ever tried to do is be her friend, and you wouldn’t believe the names she’s just called me. Horrid, horrid things! At my own engagement party!’

She throws herself into my dad’s chest and lets out a wail so convincing that, for a moment, even I believe her story.

Then Leo says, ‘Well, that’s not quite what happened, is it, love?’

‘Thank you, Leo,’ Dad says, a gentleman’s way of saying keep your nose out.

Simone weeps loudly, and Dad looks at me like he’s expecting an apology. Leo takes a step towards me protectively.

‘This is ridiculous,’ I say. ‘Dad, come on. She’s hamming this up! She’s trying to make you pick sides! I didn’t say anything that bad!’

Dad looks at me with pity. Actual pity, as if I am a sad, sad girl he doesn’t know what to do with. And it is a look that breaks my heart. ‘Dad?’ I say, because I know what choice he’s made before he even speaks. Simone wails some more, whilst Dad strokes her hair. I look to the ground, willing tears not to spill over.

‘I think it’s time for you to go, Jessie,’ Dad says eventually. ‘Simone is right, this is her engagement party. Let’s park this, shall we?’

Dad rubs Simone’s shoulder, and I can barely stutter out, ‘What?’

Leo puts a hand on my back protectively, and I swear to God I see Simone smirk from under Dad’s embrace. She’s won. She’s actually fucking won. The fight leaves me. I don’t want to be here, anyway.

‘Fine,’ I say, shaking my head in disbelief. ‘But you’re going to owe me one hell of an apology in the morning,’ I continue. ‘Because this is bullshit.’

Dad sighs, disappointed with me. ‘Don’t swear, Jessie. You sound all sorts of common.’
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Well, I ballsed that up, didn’t I. I’ve woken up with the most tremendous headache, but I can’t parse which parts of the hangover are physical, and which are mental. Vivid images of Leo escorting me home replay in my mind, neither of us really saying much because what is there to say when your father asks you to leave his engagement party? All I know is, this has got way out of hand, and if I’m not careful not only is Simone going to ‘win’ in whatever war is raging between us, I’m going to have actively helped her. I can’t decide what’s a more upsetting possibility: that Simone really is as evil as I suspect she is, or that I misread the situation last night – because drink – and she truly was hurt. Either way, I need to see my dad, take responsibility. Fix what I can, forget what I can’t. And in the meantime? I need coffee, and fresh air.

Teeth brushed, face washed, sunglasses firmly on, I do what I do every day and meander through the domestic streets of Stoke Newington, with their Victorian terraces and bay windows and loft conversions, aware of kids watching cartoons in front rooms, and bedroom windows open to let in the morning air. I walk past my favourite café with the sunshine spot outside, but it’s not until I’m near Church Street that I realise my feet are taking me where my brain hasn’t even registered it wants to go: the butcher’s.

He’s got a Saturday-morning rush on, with people lined out the door waiting to get their evening meal and tomorrow’s lunch sorted. It half terrifies me that I could see Dad and Simone and be unprepared for it, but I’m sure somebody said they were staying at the hotel last night, so they won’t be here anyway, this early. Leo sees me through the glass and pauses, giving me a smile that I can’t say is totally happy. I self-consciously wave and wait for his crowd to thin out by grabbing two takeaway coffees from the café next door. One was meant for Leo but, in the half an hour it takes for him to serve everyone, I end up drinking them both.

‘I got you a coffee,’ I tell him, when I finally step inside.

He looks at my empty hands. ‘An invisible one?’

‘I needed it,’ I say, and Leo laughs.

‘Understandably,’ he says. ‘Well. I need a bacon sarnie. Arthur’s? You can buy?’

Now I laugh, because Leo makes me laugh just by being himself, my belly grumbling hungrily at the mention of food. ‘A sublime idea,’ I say sheepishly. He was wonderful last night, paying for the Uber and getting me home, but I can’t believe the scene he bore witness to. I’m worried it has changed his opinion of me, or made me seem like a horrific person. I want to explain to him how mortified I am. But he’s right, with this hangover what we need first is food.

Leo washes his hands and takes off his whites, and if I thought he’d smell like raw meat, he doesn’t. Maybe he’s Febrezed himself. He hangs up a ‘Back Soon’ sign and we walk.

‘I suppose I’ll open with an apology,’ I say. ‘Last night was …’

I don’t know how to say shitshow-awful-embarrassing-cringey, so I don’t say anything.

‘Families are hard,’ Leo says, simply, and it’s such a kindness. Because they are. Families are hard. ‘And only an arsehole could judge anyone on their worst moment.’

‘Oh, I’ve had way worse moments than that,’ I say, trying to keep things upbeat, but Leo pulls a face.

‘I meant for your dad,’ he says. ‘I think he’s going to have some big regrets about how he treated you last night.’

I look at him. I didn’t expect him to defend me, mostly because I haven’t been defending me. But, god, Leo might be right. Dad should never have asked me to leave, or pushed me away like he did. That isn’t what dads are supposed to do!

I smile at Leo gratefully. ‘Fuck,’ I say. ‘I didn’t know I needed to hear that. Thank you.’

He smiles back at me. ‘You’re welcome.’ All of my in-securities turn to vapour. Poof! Just like that.

When we reach Arthur’s, one of Stoke Newington’s most-frequented cafés, it’s busy inside on account of the air conditioning and it being Saturday brunch. I don’t think we’ll get a table.

‘We might have to get takeout,’ I say, eyes skimming over the packed tables.

‘Jessie!’

I follow the sound of the voice calling my name – it’s Ali, sat at a booth in the corner, waving me over.

‘Oh,’ I say, freezing to the spot. She’s with Cal. Ali and Cal are having a lovely cosy breakfast. I look like shit, I’m with Leo, Cal is awful, and now I have to go make nice. Also: didn’t Cal say he was going to end things with Ali? This doesn’t look very ‘broken up’ to me. Not that I should trust anything he says anyway.

‘My friend …’ I say to Leo, pointing towards Ali. I leave him to ask about tables and walk towards her.

‘Well, he’s dashing,’ Ali says, gesturing to Leo as she stands up to issue two air kisses. I air-kiss back, wondering if she can smell last night’s booze on me, because I’m pretty sure I can. I should have showered. Ali looks behind me to beckon Leo over, and he looks puzzled, then weaves through the seated throng towards us and stands beside me.

‘Hi!’ says Ali. ‘I’m Ali. This is Cal. Would you two like to join us?’

Leo opens his mouth to speak, flops it shut, opens it again and says, ‘This is so cringe of me, but I can’t pretend I don’t know who you are. Ali O’Hara, right?’

Ali smiles and puts her hands together in a prayer position in front of her chest. She gives a bow.

‘Yes,’ she says. ‘And you are?’

‘Leo,’ Leo says, and he looks at me, shrugs, and then accepts the invitation to join Ali and Cal without consultation. But then, that’s the thing when a celebrity is involved, and I’ve seen it before: the world bends to their will. Of course we’re joining them. It all happens with zero input from me. As I try to figure out a way to say, No, we won’t stay, I’m not really hungry any more, we have to go, Leo gets settled at the table, everyone moves things about, and then they all turn to look at me. Cal looks shifty as all hell, and I look away from him quickly. Leo and Ali smile expectantly and I feel like I don’t have any choice but to sit, so I acquiesce. I do not want to be here, and yet.

We order coffee and sparkling water and bacon sandwiches with hash browns, halloumi fries and an order of American pancakes for the table to share, because although Ali won’t eat anything but the yoghurt and fruit she already has, it turns out that Cal and Leo are ravenous, and not afraid to show it. Meanwhile I’ve lost my appetite.

‘So,’ Ali says, once we’re all sorted. She’s sat next to Leo, and I’m the other side of the table next to Cal. I don’t want to be so close to him, but at least I don’t have to look at him. A thought hits me: am I the problem? My dad, Cal … is the hostile person me? Because my issues with men seem to be adding up. I feel like a Taylor Swift song.

‘So,’ repeats Leo, catching my eye and giving me a wink.

Ali grins. ‘Are you the guy from the river walk?’

Leo pulls a face. ‘I don’t think I’m the guy from the river walk …’ he says. He looks to me. ‘Am I?’

‘No,’ I say. ‘You’re not. Ali, that was …’ I wave a hand. I can feel Cal inhale next to me. Does he want me to out him? Well, tough. After all the drama last night I can’t exactly put Leo through episode two of Jessie’s Drama-Filled Life. Instead I say: ‘That didn’t work out.’

Ali nods. ‘Shit,’ she says. ‘Sorry.’ She turns to Leo. ‘Jessie is the most eligible woman in London, and yet hasn’t had anyone serious for so long! She had this whole adventure with a stranger …’

‘Leo doesn’t want to know that!’ I say, panicking, because I’m sure Leo truly doesn’t, indeed, want to hear about it, but also, Cal is right next to me.

‘Sure I do,’ he says, as coffee is served. He leans in to Ali and murmurs, in a voice designed for me to still be able to hear, ‘I happen to be thrilled she’s single. I might finally have a chance! Now, tell me everything about this other fella so I can ensure I won’t make the same mistakes …’

Beside me, Cal puts an empty teaspoon into his coffee and stirs, and stirs, and stirs.

‘I don’t think—’ I try to say, but Ali talks over me.

‘It’s a fun story!’ she interrupts, gearing up to tell it as a bit of a performance, all eyes on her, as it should be in a fair and just world. ‘So, Jessie is out getting groceries one day, at Whole Foods, when the fire alarm goes off. And they won’t let anyone leave, because they have to account for everyone or whatever, and she gets talking to this guy, and it turns out they’ve met before, doing a Tough Mudder. Anyway, they end up spending the whole day together, seeing a show, getting dinner, and then as they’re walking along the river at night, there’s this woman, standing on the wall, overlooking the water, and it looks like she’s about to jump.’

‘Whoa,’ Leo says. ‘This took a turn.’

‘Dramatic, right?’ Ali agrees. ‘But this guy – Jessie, what was his name?’

I shake my head and act innocent. ‘I can’t remember now …’ I say.

‘This was only a couple of weeks ago,’ Ali clarifies for Leo, indiscreetly. ‘Anyway, this guy goes and talks to the woman on the wall, knows exactly what to say, spends hours trying to get her down by taking to her about her life, his life, the weather … and then he puts the woman in a cab to the hospital, goes with her, and is never heard from again!’

‘Is this actually real?’ Leo asks, looking like he’s worried he’s being had. ‘Or is there a punchline coming and I’m going to look stupid?’

‘It’s real,’ I say reluctantly. ‘But seriously, let’s change the subject now please.’

I look around, hoping to god we get interrupted by our food arriving. No such luck.

‘I’m nearly done,’ says Ali. ‘This is the fun part, I think. It’s like a movie! Jessie can’t get over this guy, how great he was, but doesn’t know how to track him down, right? So she puts up posters in the Whole Foods they met in, asking him to call! And Jessie, I actually haven’t talked to you properly about it since then – hence why I thought you might be him, Leo. Sorry. But I guess thank goodness for you that he didn’t get in touch? Or Jessie, did he get in touch and it turned out to be a loss?’

I look at the edge of the table, feeling everyone’s eyes on me – even Cal’s. I don’t know why I’m protecting him, why I don’t just say, Oh! Ali! It was this guy here! But I don’t.

‘He was a loss.’ I shrug. ‘Turned out he’s already seeing someone.’

‘No!’ Ali gasps. ‘So he was cheating on her?’

‘I guess he would have done, should the opportunity have arisen,’ I say. ‘Thank goodness I found out when I did, eh, nice and early on. And now let’s talk about something – anything! – else. Leo, I’m sorry you had to hear all that. Ali, you’re terrible.’

Ali smiles like butter wouldn’t melt. ‘It was the slow dancing by the water that got me,’ she says. ‘That was so super romantic. Leo – keep it special for our girl here! She was gaga at the unexpected romance of it all. I have to say, I’m the same. Any man that goes out on a limb for a girl is an A plus in my book.’

Ali reaches out for Cal’s hand across the table, and I try not to stare. We accidentally lock eyes and he looks away quickly, as though he’s ashamed. Leo knocks his own hand against mine, and I look up to another wink. It’s his trademark.

‘We’ll stop embarrassing you now,’ Leo tells me.

‘You’re very secure in your manhood if you can sit here listening to a story about me getting seduced by somebody else,’ I tease.

Leo grins before coming back with, ‘Oh, I’m very secure. Don’t you worry about me.’

‘How long have you two been …’ Cal says, gesturing between us.

I look at Leo. ‘We’re friends, really,’ he says. ‘But I’m doing my best, man. Jessie is a catch, that’s for sure.’

‘Stop,’ I say, colouring. ‘You’re a catch too.’

‘Don’t you forget it,’ Leo retorts.

Finally the food arrives and we eat, only interrupting ourselves to comment on how good it all is.

Leo says, in between mouthfuls: ‘Thanks so much for sharing your table, guys – we drank a lot last night, so this was needed.’

‘Cheers to that,’ I say, holding up my water glass to his. ‘Memo to self, shots are a young woman’s game.’

‘I don’t think shots are anybody’s game,’ Cal says. ‘Horrid things. I threw up in a shoe once, after shots.’

‘Were you wearing them at the time?’ Leo asks.

‘I wasn’t. But my date was.’

Instinctively, all three of us – me, Leo and Ali – shriek in disgust.

‘You threw up on your date?’ clarifies Ali, eyes popping out in surprise. Cal nods. ‘Jesus Christ,’ she says, shaking her head. ‘I’m falling in love with a man who vomits on his dates.’

The word love shocks me as much as it seems to shock Cal, but Ali and Leo don’t notice. She’s falling in love with him? I feel Cal stiffen beside me, but before I can mentally interrogate any of this, Ali’s phone beeps, and as soon as she picks it up she says, ‘Oh, for god’s sake.’

I know what oh, for god’s sake means. It means something has come up and she’s about to ask me for a favour.

‘Jessie,’ she says, right on cue. ‘That’s my agent. He’s going to patch me through on a conference call with New York ASAP, before the East Coast guy heads to the Hamptons for the weekend. I don’t suppose …’

‘I could pick up Henry?’ I say. ‘No worries.’ Once a month Henry has Saturday-morning lessons at school, and Ali tries to do the drop-off and pick-up for these as much as possible, as her dose of ‘normal’ in an otherwise much less normal life.

‘You’re my hero!’ she says, like always. ‘Thank you. Just bring him back to the house, and by then I should be done. And Cal …’

Cal cocks his head, waiting for the favour about to be requested from him.

‘I’m sure you don’t want to be waiting around while I take this call, so why don’t you go to school too? That way you can spend some time with Henry, but it won’t be as intense as one-on-one. Jessie, that’s okay, isn’t it?’

I don’t know why Ali asks that as a question, when it is clearly a command.

‘Well, this has been marveloso,’ Leo says, patting his stomach. ‘But I should get back to the shop. I’ll get the bill on the way out – my treat for letting us gatecrash your brunch. Jessie – talk soon?’

I stand up as Leo does, accepting the kiss to my cheek.

‘Thank you again for last night,’ I say. He winks at me.

‘Laters,’ he says and, while he’s barely out of earshot, Ali says, covering the mouthpiece of her phone, ‘Now he is cute, Jessie. Yes, queen!’
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Cal and I stand on the pavement in the sunlight on our respective interrupted Saturdays, and I point across the road to the bus stop and say, ‘We can get the 141.’

We cross the road in heavy silence, and whilst we wait Cal finally says, ‘I know this is weird.’

My eyebrows knit together. ‘Weird?’ I repeat. I wave a hand. ‘Don’t worry about it. I’m not. Let’s just get this over with.’

The bus approaches and I put my arm out to signal that we want it to stop. Cal follows me as I tap my phone to pay and climb the steps to the top deck. There’s only one double seat available, and we both say at exactly the same time: ‘After you.’

I slide into the window side and Cal sits down next to me. Then, because I can’t hold it in any longer, I say, ‘Look. I have to ask. What happened that Sunday—’

‘I know,’ Cal says, before I can finish.

‘What do you know?’ I press.

‘That I’ve made a mess of everything,’ he says, and I scoff.

‘I don’t feel sorry for you,’ I tell him.

‘That’s not what I mean,’ he counters, voice small.

‘Then what do you mean?’

It’s interesting, having to keep our volume down on a busy bus. We’re almost hissing at one another, talking through lips that barely move.

‘I don’t want you to think that the day we spent together didn’t mean anything …’ Cal whispers. ‘And I don’t want you to think I’m some arsehole who goes around asking women in fire safety breaches if they want to spend the day together. Because I’m not. And I don’t want you to think I’m not a respectful man, because I am, all evidence to the contrary. It’s just …’ He closes his eyes and lets out a big breath. ‘Have you ever ordered the spaghetti, and then you see someone with the burger and you think, Damn, that looks good too?’

‘I don’t think this is making the point you want it to make,’ I say, scowling. ‘I’m a burger?’

‘No! God, I’m messing this up again. I like Ali. I do. She’s mad and crazy and lives this whole other type of life to me, and after my last relationship, where it was all so serious in the end, being with Ali is, like, this huge relief, you know? It was raining and miserable and really hard for a good couple of years, and then I met Ali and the sun came out.’

‘Good for you,’ I say, and I sound petulant.

‘But that day with you, it was like … autumn.’

I roll my eyes. ‘Your analogies are properly shit.’

‘Autumn is good,’ Cal insists. ‘Everyone thinks the height of summer is the best bit of life, but anyone can have fun in the sun if they try hard enough. Autumn is cosy, and reflective, and you have to make the most of the warmer days and hunker down on the colder ones. You have to really like the person you’re with in autumn, because winter can be long. And … yeah, okay, this metaphor probably needs a lot of work, you’re right, but it’s really important to me that you get it: I really did feel something that day, Jessie, and I didn’t mean to mislead anyone, or anything like that. And I could be really disingenuous and say technically nothing happened, but I probably would have kissed you, when we were dancing. If Naomi hadn’t been on that wall, with everything that happened, I would have done it. I would have kissed you.’

‘Well. I’m glad you didn’t,’ I say. ‘Men who cheat are cowards. I’m glad you didn’t kiss me. Ours is the next stop.’

Cal goes quiet, digesting what I’ve said.

‘Also,’ I add, because I can’t not. ‘You said that you were going to break up with Ali, and you evidently haven’t, so … that’s double cowardice.’

‘Fair enough,’ he concludes, not bothering to fill in the blanks. I’m actually quite desperate to know why he hasn’t done what he said he’d do. Alas, he’s gone mute. I tell him this is our stop and he rings the bell, and I refuse to remember how his hand felt in mine, my head on his chest, eyes closed, heart beating with happiness.

‘Hi!!!!’

Henry launches himself at me and I wrap my arms around him, lifting him up from the ground. Before I can ask how his morning has been or explain why Ali isn’t here and I am instead, he says, all his words crashing into one: ‘Can-I-stay-for-craft-club-everyone-is-staying-for-craft-club-there’s-a-space-for-me-please!’

I shake my head comically as I put him back on the ground, our inside-joke way of saying slow down. Henry laughs, straightens himself up and asks again, ‘Can I go to craft club, Jessie, please? Please, please, please!’ Then he puts his hands together in a begging motion and bats his eyelashes, because he knows it makes me laugh.

A teacher I don’t know the name of comes over and puts a hand on Henry’s shoulder, explaining, ‘We’re making things for the end-of-term show. Just for the next hour.’

I look to Cal, who shrugs, and so I relent. ‘I’ll be back in an hour, then,’ I say, reaching out to bop Henry’s nose with my pointing finger. ‘What’s the most important thing in the world?’ I ask him.

‘Be kind,’ Henry says.

‘And the second-most important thing in the world?’

‘Have fun. Can I go now?’

I smile. ‘Yes,’ I say. ‘Get gone.’

Back outside the school I’m about to tell Cal he doesn’t have to wait with me, but he speaks first.

‘You’re impressively good with him,’ he says. ‘With Henry.’

To be fair, I know I am, because I respect Henry and so Henry respects me. We get on, and I genuinely like him. He can tell – all kids can tell whether they’re liked or just tolerated, and kids who are liked by their grown-ups blossom.

‘Thank you,’ I say.

‘You let him be himself,’ Cal says. ‘I thought that the night with the Lego, when I first met him. I can see you nurturing loads of kids in the same way. I really hope you look at that funding form, get going on Stray Kids …’

Being mad, and punishing Cal, is tiring. I don’t want to be cold and angry. I want to be fun, and carefree, and just … happy. I don’t want to wear life heavily. I think of Leo’s cheeky wink and clear intentions. Cal is none of my business – what we had can stay in the past. I can put it down, stop carrying the weight of it if I want to. I think for my own sanity I should at least try.

‘I haven’t had time yet,’ I say. ‘I haven’t pulled the form out of my bag since you gave it to me. Although I’ve been aware it’s there, the proverbial heart beating under the floorboards.’

‘Because of Ali …?’ he says. Disloyally, I think.

‘I really don’t feel comfortable talking about Ali with you,’ I say, taking a seat on the steps outside the school. I have half a mind to go in search of more coffee, but this hangover – I need stillness. I need to sit. Cal stays standing.

‘That’s fair,’ he says. ‘But I really do feel compelled to be a person who encourages you to at least see if you can get the money. If you can’t, no harm no foul, right? And if we’ve got an hour to kill anyway, we could fill it in together, just to see …’

I really don’t understand this guy’s game.

‘Why do you even care?’ I ask. ‘What’s in it for you?’

‘Call it my apology,’ he replies, gesturing to see if he can take a seat next to me on the steps. I sigh.

‘Okay, fine,’ I say, pulling it out and passing it to him. I just happened to grab my nannying bag this morning, when I was in a rush, so it’s with me, by chance. ‘I happen to have it right here with me so, whatever. But if I get the funding I don’t owe you anything, okay? This is a chaotic neutral.’

‘Understood,’ Cal says, and he lets one side of his mouth curl up into a smirk, daring to hold my eye until I mirror him and smile too. ‘You’re an idiot,’ I say, light-heartedly, because I don’t know what else to say.

‘Noted,’ he replies. ‘I accept the compliment.’

Cal smooths out the three-page form and I hand him the pen I am also carrying. A nanny’s bag always has pens, tissues, wet wipes, anti-bac, a series of emergency snacks, random Calpol pouches – I am prepared for any and all eventualities.

We go through the basics – name, age, address, phone number, email – with me telling Cal what to put. He could officially rob me of my identity now. Then I have to explain the general business idea of Stray Kids, continuing on a blank page if necessary, and outline the financial aspects of it – how it will keep itself funded, if staff will be volunteers or paid, health and safety considerations. I’ve been thinking about this for two years, so I know the pitch inside out. It all comes pouring out of me easily, and more than once Cal has to tell me to wait so he can catch up because I’m talking so fast.

‘You’ll get the money,’ Cal says, once we reach the end. ‘Every town or village in the country needs a programme like this. You’re really on to something.’

‘Fingers crossed,’ I reply. ‘I tell myself I’m totally happy being a career nanny, but sometimes I wonder if it’s just Henry’s nanny that I want to be. And he’s not going to need me forever – more’s the pity. So. At least I have this idea percolating in the background.’

‘More than that now,’ Cal says. ‘Once you send this in.’

I nod. ‘I suppose I should say thank you for the nudge.’

‘I suppose you should …’ Cal replies, but he’s joking, trying to be cute.

‘Don’t spoil it,’ I shoot back. ‘I was just starting to think of accepting your apology.’

He pretends to buck up, zipping his mouth shut and throwing away the imaginary key.

‘Much better,’ I say, and he sticks his tongue out at me. We sit in a weird version of companionable silence, listening to the dim chatter of the schoolkids on the other side of the gates, until Cal’s phone rings.

‘Ali!’ he says when he picks up. ‘Shit, sorry – we should have texted. He’s gone into craft club. We’re literally sat on the steps outside school waiting for him.’ Cal pulls the phone away from his ear to look at the time and then says, ‘We’ll be back by half past. He’s out in a minute. Yeah, just talking. Yeah, she is.’ He looks at me when he says this, and it makes me feel self-conscious. ‘Okay,’ he says. ‘Bye.’

‘Just wondering where we were,’ he says, and I nod. Then, before I can say it, he reads my mind and adds, ‘And no, I won’t tell her about the form. It’s none of my business.’

I nod again, satisfied, and can feel something growing in the middle of my chest, something I cannot name, and nor do I wish to.

‘Okay. Thanks,’ I say. Then: ‘So you’re not breaking up with her?’ I shouldn’t ask, but I need to know.

Cal sighs. ‘I am,’ he says. ‘I will.’

I remind myself that it is nothing to do with me, even as I find myself pleased to hear him say it.

I am a horrible person.
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‘Well,’ India says as she helps me pack. ‘I have to say, I am Team Leo. I think you need to park the Cal thing. I don’t trust him. I know I don’t really know much about love myself, but I’m absolutely certain you deserve more than he’s given you. It creeps me out that he said he was going to break up with Ali and then didn’t. Whatever he says, the man obviously isn’t true to his word. I’ll bet he doesn’t end it, you know.’

‘I know, I know,’ I say. ‘I never said I liked having my heart skip a beat for Cal. Only that it continues to do so.’

‘Hmmm.’

I’m about to spend two weeks at Ali’s house, as she’s going to be away filming in the Cotswolds and, let’s be honest, her underfloor heating and walk-in steam shower beat my bedsit, hands down. Obviously Henry’s at school in the day, so I can always come back home if I forget anything or need extras, but I’m trying to pack as if I won’t come home, otherwise I’m just going to waste time schlepping back here daily when I really want to use this time as a mini-holiday, strange as that sounds when I’m working. But Henry is so brilliant, and we’ve got a fun-budget, too – money Ali has given me to treat him – and I find myself very much looking forward to two weeks of nice furnishings with a nice kid, eating nice food and doing nice things.

I will say, with Ali away for two weeks, that’s two weeks of definitely not bumping into Cal, who I hate to admit I’ve been thinking about. Maybe I won’t get the financing from the council, but that he believes in my idea enough to push me is frustratingly nice, and I can squash down what I think about his blue eyes and lovely hands as much as I want, but it is still there. Just a little bit. Better to keep my distance as much as possible, for everyone’s sake.

Leo texted a few days after the impromptu brunch, with a simple drink, soon? I said yes, but didn’t confirm anything because …

‘Because you’re an idiot who is self-sabotaging,’ says India.

‘Thanks for the vote of confidence,’ I reply.

She helps me pull my suitcase up the few steps from my basement front door to the pavement, and watches as I go back down to double-check the door is locked. Ali got me this suitcase for Christmas one year. It’s a fancy silver thing India says is the ultimate ‘stealth wealth’ status symbol, but I like it because it’s so easy to manoeuvre. Even down the cobbled Stoke Newington streets, it glides like a (noisy, still) charm.

‘Give Lola my regards,’ I tell India, as we say goodbye. Things have been going well for her love life, at least. She’s on date five, now, with a girl she met in line for coffee. Imagine! All these people meeting people at restaurants and cafés and then seeing each other every night! I almost don’t believe it!

Ali is expecting me, but just in case she’s reading lines or on the phone I don’t ring the bell. I use my key to let myself in, slip off my shoes, and see I’ve got enough time to unpack, if I’m quick, before she leaves. So I hoist my stealth-wealth suitcase upstairs to where I’ll be staying on the second floor.

Except, on the landing of the first floor, Thom turns the corner, out of Ali’s room, and I scream.

‘Jesus!’ I yell. ‘Oh my god, sorry, shit, Thom! You scared me!’

Thom looks hot and flustered, and at first I think he’s mad at me. But then his movements are so quick, so shifty, that I think it must be something else.

‘Oh!’

It’s Ali, stood at her bedroom door, and as our eyes lock she colours, rubbing her neck in a manner that appears overly relaxed – as in, she’s trying to calm herself, trying to act totally normal when she’s not.

‘Sorry,’ I say, because at the end of the day this isn’t my house and maybe I should have knocked. ‘I didn’t want to disturb you. It’s two p.m.? I said I’d come drop off my stuff before pick-up?’

‘Yes, yes,’ Ali says quickly. ‘Thom, help her, would you? That looks heavy.’

I step aside and let the gallant Thom take my case, and Ali looks at me like she isn’t sure what to say. Finally she settles on, ‘I didn’t realise it was two p.m. already.’

‘Yeah,’ I say, because this atmosphere, man – it’s weird. The air lies thick with the unsaid, and I sure as hell have no business trying to put words to what I’ve walked in on. A small red flag waves itself in the recesses of my mind, but I’m not here to reach conclusions. ‘You all packed?’ I ask, filling the awkward silence with words. ‘Your car comes soon, doesn’t it?’

Thom comes back down from the second floor and announces my case is in my room, and Ali says quickly, ‘Thanks, Thom. I’ll let you know about everything you’ve said today. Are you okay letting yourself out?’

Thom says he is, and goes in to kiss Ali’s cheek. It’s super uncomfortable and, to be honest, I’ve never seen them like this before. Thom adds to the awkwardness by kissing my cheek goodbye too, something I don’t think he’s done ever. Seriously. Ever.

Ali and I listen to him walk down the stairs, through the hallway, and open and close the door. Only once we hear the click of the latch does Ali speak. ‘Cal,’ she says, and for a moment I think she’s going to tell me not to mention this to him. ‘He’s going to come to set to visit next week, with Henry, so he’ll drive you both. I’m kind of into you being around as Henry gets to know him; it’s a good halfway house, you know? It’s been super helpful so far.’

‘Oh,’ I say, scrambling to come up with a reason why that won’t be necessary. I don’t want to be locked in a car for hours with Cal. ‘I can take the train, it’s really not a problem.’ Ali waves a hand.

‘It’s all sorted,’ she says, turning to go back into her bedroom. ‘Don’t worry.’

Neither of us mentions Thom again.

I’m just carrying down one of Ali’s bags for her when the doorbell goes.

‘That’ll be Cal,’ Ali shouts over the banister. She’s obviously made the switch from her nickname for him to his actual name, although when that happened I’m not sure. ‘Offer him a cuppa, would you?’

‘Okay!’ I yell back, and hate that I check my hair in the hallway mirror before welcoming him in.

‘Ali’s just upstairs getting the last of her stuff together,’ I say as a greeting, and Cal replies, ‘Hello to you too.’

‘I’m under orders to offer you tea,’ I tell him stiffly. I don’t know how to act normal. Ali, Thom, Cal, me … it’s all a bit much, in ways too slippery to fully figure out.

‘That’d be grand, cheers,’ Cal replies, following me into the kitchen and plopping himself down on a breakfast stool, Ali not far behind him.

‘Hello, handsome,’ she says, coming over to kiss his cheek. She was in a little summer dress before; now she’s in cut-offs and a halter top, feet bare. She smells like recently spritzed perfume.

‘Hello,’ Cal replies, not quite matching Ali’s romantic tone.

‘Oh, make three why don’t you?’ Ali says as I give Cal his tea. I look to the clock on the wall. ‘You’ve got time!’ Ali decides for me. ‘Come on! We can go to the garden for ten minutes and chat. You two are my two favourite people! Well, my two favourite adults, anyway. Let’s have ten minutes before we all have to go. I insist.’

As already established, there’s not much that can be done when Ali insists on something. I made Cal a breakfast tea, but I do green tea for Ali and me, adding water from the cold tap to make it drinkable quicker. I wanna get out of here.

Ali and Cal are on the two-seater outside, so I slip into the single armchair.

‘How’s it going with lovely Leo?’ Ali asks. ‘It was really nice to bump into you guys at the café. He seems very into you.’

‘Oh,’ I say. ‘I don’t know how that’s going to go. He’s nice, but we’ve not hooked up or anything yet. It might be more of a friendship.’

‘Not even kissed?’ Ali clarifies, and I feel super uncomfortable answering her Spanish Inquisition in front of Cal. I scrunch up my nose and shake my head. ‘I’d be rectifying that immediately,’ Ali says. ‘He’s perfect for you!’ She turns to Cal. ‘Jessie hasn’t committed to anyone since foul Craig. Can you believe that when her father was going through treatment for a brain tumour her ex-boyfriend ended their five-year relationship? Because I can’t. That is unforgivable. Do we even know where he is now, Jessie?’

I sip at my tea to buy some time and then say, ‘Do we care?’

‘No,’ Ali decides. ‘We do not.’

I can feel Cal watching me. Yes, I want to say, I was dumped during a very difficult time. Yes, there hasn’t been anyone since then. Yes, perhaps you did have a lucky escape choosing the famous leggy actress over frail, damaged me. Not that I want to be chosen by him, of course, knowing what I know.

Also, I’m not frail and damaged! Why did I even just think that? I know Ali is my friend, but being in her orbit really does make me feel bad about myself sometimes, like she loves having a ‘normie’ around her who suffers such things as ‘men not loving her back’. I do wish she wouldn’t talk about my personal life the way she does, as though my troubles make her life more interesting by proxy.

‘Well,’ Cal says, ‘Leo seems like a good guy. Ali’s right, he’s obviously very taken with you. He’d be lucky if you reciprocated.’

‘That’s a nice thing to say,’ Ali tells him, looking into his eyes in a way that renders me obsolete. ‘Kind man.’ She gives him a little peck on the lips, and as chaste as it is, it’s my cue to leave. I down my tea, burning my throat, and stand up.

‘We’ll see you in a week, then,’ I say, and Ali gets up to give me a hug.

‘I’ve told Jessie you’ll drive her and Henry next Friday night,’ Ali tells Cal. ‘I hope that’s okay? So you can spend time with Henry?’

This seems like news to Cal. ‘Oh,’ he says. ‘Yeah, sure.’ He looks at me. ‘I’ll get the car cleaned in preparation then. Nobody needs to see how many empty packets of Walkers I deem acceptable car decor.’

‘Ready salted, or salt and vinegar?’ I ask.

‘Worse,’ he says, and I know what he’s going to say before the words leave his mouth.

‘Prawn cocktail?’ I ask, right as he says, ‘Prawn cocktail!’

We laugh, even though it’s not funny.

‘Prawn cocktail crisps?’ Ali says, horrified. ‘God. You think you know somebody …’
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‘You ready for this?’ I ask Henry at pick-up. He is currently chomping down his snacks on the way to the bus stop. ‘I know Mummy being away isn’t an amazing thing, but what do we always say?’

‘If at first you don’t succeed, give up?’ Henry asks, more focused on his Soreen banana bread than on me.

‘No!’ I say. ‘What? Where did you hear that? It’s if at first you don’t succeed, try and try again.’

‘Oh,’ he says, going in for his tuna sandwich now.

‘And anyway,’ I continue, ‘what I was going to say was, two things can be true at once. We can miss Mummy, but we can also have lots of fun together!’

I wrap my arms around him and squeeze, careful not to make him choke on his sarnie. That wouldn’t be a good start.

‘I’m thinking pizza nights, I’m thinking bike rides, I’m thinking watching some of Black Panther but fast-forwarding the scary parts …’

That gets his attention. ‘What about Endgame?’ he says. ‘Can we watch Endgame but skip any bits with Thanos?’

‘Henry!’ I say, putting my arms wide in a show of excitement. ‘We can do whatever we want!’

Henry and I begin our big holiday by getting into pyjamas at 4 p.m., even though it’s still light outside and I’ve offered him both park time and a bike ride.

‘It’s too hot,’ he tells me, in that very serious way he has when his mind is made up. ‘Mummy draws all the blinds and leaves the screen door open, and then we put both the fans on.’ It’s funny, Ali O’Hara is as famous as a Brit can get within their own country, but England being England, nobody has air conditioning. English celebs: they melt in the summer just like the rest of us.

‘Then that’s what we’ll do,’ I say. ‘You hungry for pizza yet? I’ll order in, since we have our fun money …’

‘From Domino’s?!’ Henry asks, excitedly.

‘I mean, if we have to …’ I say. ‘I do think the place on the corner is nicer …’

‘Domino’s!’ Henry cries, because he loves it when he thinks he’s convinced me of something. I have previously tried to develop his taste for pizza into something more artisan, telling him that the pizza from the place on the corner is made by actual Italian people, which is where pizza is from, and it’s made with an extra-special ingredient that Domino’s pizza isn’t: love.

‘I don’t think I like pizzas made with love’ was his reply, and so the salt factory known as Domino’s it is.

‘Can I read a bedtime story to you?’ Henry asks, as we prep for our party by procuring drinks and napkins and mats for the table. ‘I read a bedtime story to Mummy sometimes. Now I’m getting good.’

‘Absolutely,’ I say, aware that he’s probably already worrying about a bedtime without his mum, running through his little head how it will be, what it will be like. ‘We can do anything you want. It’s been a while since somebody read me a bedtime story, so I am very up for that. What a good idea!’

Henry nods, satisfied.

‘And even if you already know this, I’m going to tell you again: I know you’d prefer Mummy here, and that’s okay. It can be super tricky to be brave when we miss people. But I love you very much, and I have the most special job in the world, which is keeping you safe. You know who gets to decide the ways they feel safe? You. You decide. I think I know you pretty well, so I know some of the ways you feel safe and happy, but if I miss anything you just tell me, okay?’

‘I’ll read The Koala Who Could,’ Henry says, almost as if he hasn’t heard anything I’ve just said. ‘We did it in English at school and I already knew the book because we have it at home. The koala clings on to the tree, like this!’ He does an impression of holding on to a tree, squeezing his eyes shut and making a high-pitched ‘squeak’ noise. ‘It’s set in Australia. Do you know where Australia is?’

I shake my head.

‘In the southern hemisphere,’ he tells me, and I’m so surprised that he knows the term southern hemisphere that I squeal and lurch forward to put him in what we used to call ‘cuddle jail’ when he was little.

‘How do you know that?’ I say, holding him tight. ‘How do you know southern hemisphere?! You’re so smart!’

Henry laughs and pushes me off him.

‘Can I have sweetcorn on my pizza?’ he says, once again changing the subject. It makes me smile. He might not want to tell me he hears my compliments, but I’m going to keep giving them anyway.

After sharing a stuffed crust and watching The BFG, we brush our teeth, pee, turn on the stars that shine onto his bedroom ceiling, and I lie beside Henry in his bed as he reads me The Koala Who Could. He gets halfway through and then yawns, before asking me to take over. By the time I’m done he’s already half asleep, clutching the Mickey Mouse toy he got at Disneyland last summer. I lie there looking at the stars, counting his breaths, until his sleep is deep and dreamless and heavy, and I can head downstairs.

I always forget about this part of staying over at Ali’s, the part where Henry is in bed and I become acutely aware that I am in somebody else’s house. Obviously it’s gorgeous, but in my own place I know where to sit, which mug I like, the best way to organise the lighting so I can see my book but also feel cosy and relaxed. I get a glass of water and pull back the blinds to let in the cooler evening air. I decide to sit outside, flopping down in the oversized armchair that had to be craned in over the back garden wall when it was delivered, which at the time seemed like another world to me. Getting furniture craned in? I’ve only ever had Dad help me carry stuff from the charity shop or self-assemble stuff from Ikea.

Urgh. Dad. The big chat that needs to happen hasn’t yet, and I suppose it’s fair play that I haven’t heard from him because it should be me who reaches out. He’ll be waiting for me to calm down and do just that. It’s just … God, it still stings, that he sided with her, like a new precedent has been set. Which puts me exactly on my own, and that’s terrifying.

I pick up my phone. No texts, no missed calls. Idly I scroll through a bit of social media, then the news. I flick through to my email, simply for something to do, and certainly not because I expect anything of note. But there is. There’s an email from a Hackney council address, and the subject is: CONGRATULATIONS!

I gasp, skimming the email but taking nothing in, and then force myself to read it again and again until it registers: I’ve got the funding. I am being given ten thousand pounds to launch Stray Kids.

Oh my god!

Unthinkingly, I find Cal’s text, the one where he sent me the photo of my flyer with his face in it, the text I should have deleted when it came through but didn’t. I never saved his number, but I kept the message – I was too scared to read into why that was, so I didn’t. I click the top icon and then ‘call’. Cal picks up on the third ring.

‘Hello?’ he says, voice deep and steady.

‘I got the funding,’ I say, and there’s a pause as he mentally confirms that it’s me. But then, ‘I knew you would! Jessie! That’s fantastic!’

‘Ten grand,’ I say, my heart beating like it’s trying to fight its way out of my chest. ‘I feel so …’

‘So what?’ he asks.

‘I don’t know! I’m shaking! And my mind is running away with me with, like, all the things I can do, when I can get this done by, how it will feel.’

He laughs. ‘That’s great,’ he says. ‘That’s so, so, great. Congratulations.’

There’s a lull. In between my initial excitement and Cal’s answer, something settles. I rang him. Out of everyone, I rang Cal. And he picked up. Suddenly, I am mortified.

‘How are you celebrating?’ he asks, after a pause.

‘I’m with Henry,’ I say. ‘So, this glass of water alone in the garden will have to do.’

‘I could …’ he says, and I know how I want him to finish the sentence, and I am terrified that’s what he will actually say. I hold my breath. ‘Come over? Drink a glass of water with you?’

Obviously that cannot happen. Cal cannot come to Ali’s house whilst she is away, her son sleeping upstairs.

‘That’s okay,’ I say, and I can almost hear his disappointment in the way he breathes. Then, even though I shouldn’t, I ask: ‘Can you talk a bit longer though?’ I immediately doubt myself. ‘Or do you have places to be?’

‘I can talk,’ he says, softly. ‘I’d like that.’

‘Okay.’

I can hear the light breeze moving through Ali’s artfully dishevelled garden, the small urban jungle quivering overhead. The light is low, the sun barely peeking over the tops of the houses, but she’s defiant in her glory, determined in her honeyed hues. I take a sip of water and curl my feet up under me.

‘So, no big plans tonight then?’ I finally say. I hear him smile.

‘Not tonight, no,’ he replies. ‘And even if I did …’

‘What?’

‘I like talking to you, Jessie.’

I exhale loudly. I can’t say it back. Even if I wanted to, I can’t.

‘Done any more Tough Mudders lately?’ Cal changes the subject, and I can hear the cheekiness in his tone. He’s letting me know he doesn’t know what to say, either – and yet, neither of us wants to hang up.

‘I have not,’ I say. ‘But you did inspire me to volunteer, what with you helping me so much, so I shall pay it forward soon enough.’

‘Oh yeah? You won’t regret it. You get to meet all sorts of people.’

‘So I’ve heard,’ I say, and then there’s nothing, just his breathing down the line. ‘Hey, if you could only eat one meal for the rest of your life, what would it be?’ I have to move the conversation forward. We can’t just sit here not talking.

‘Oh, okay,’ he says. ‘Get-to-know-you questions, I see you. What would I eat for the rest of my life? The Jennifer Aniston Salad.’

‘The what?!’ I say.

‘The Jennifer Aniston Salad. Apparently she ate it on the set of Friends every single day, for ten years. I make five on a Monday morning and have it for lunch during the week, so the rest of my life doesn’t seem a stretch.’

‘I’m going to need the recipe for this.’

‘Let me find you a link.’ It takes ten seconds to get the bleep that means he’s sent it. I put the phone on speaker and take a look.

‘Tasty,’ I say. ‘Like a sad version of a Caesar salad, which isn’t a bad thing.’

‘Yes,’ Cal says. ‘Famously being a sad version of anything is quite the compliment.’

‘Nestlé is the sad version of Cadbury but Nestlé make Mars Bars …’ I point out.

Cal makes a noise of disagreement. ‘I think Mars make Mars Bars …’

I shrug, although obviously he can’t see that. ‘The point still stands.’

‘I suppose it does.’

I yawn. It’s getting late. It makes Cal yawn.

‘I’m going to take you inside,’ I say. ‘I need to start getting ready for bed.’

‘Same,’ says Cal, and that’s how I end up locking up the house, brushing my teeth and getting into my pyjamas with him.

‘I really am sorry for all the confusion, for what it’s worth,’ Cal says, when we’re both settled in our respective beds. It’s intimate, lying in the dark with only his voice. ‘I know I keep saying it.’

‘I know you are. And I mean, look. Nothing happened, at the end of the day. You came close to the line, but you never actually crossed it.’

‘I think I wanted to, though,’ he says. ‘I know that’s wrong of me to say.’

I sigh. ‘Yeah. You can’t talk that way. That’s a hard line in the sand, okay?’

‘Boundaries,’ Cal says. ‘Noted.’

‘Good.’

‘We’re going to be friends, then?’

I roll my eyes playfully, even though he doesn’t know I’m doing it. ‘I suppose so. I figure you’re going to be around a lot if you’re going to stay together, which I take it you are. And I’d like to be friends with the guy who helped me get my funding. It’s been kind of you to push me to do something with Stray Kids.’

‘You’d have got there eventually.’

‘Maybe,’ I reply.

‘I’m almost asleep over here. But I don’t want you to think that’s a reflection of you. I’d talk all night if I could.’

‘I should go to sleep too. I have a seven-year-old to entertain all weekend. The trampoline park won’t bounce itself, and the lemon cake won’t bake on its own!’

‘Big plans,’ says Cal. ‘I’m kind of jealous.’

‘We’ll save you a slice,’ I say. And then I add, ‘Probably.’

‘I can live with probably.’

‘Then you’re a kinder fellow than me.’

We’re talking nonsense, but saying goodbye feels too hard, for some reason.

‘Do you have any recurring dreams? Or nightmares?’ Cal asks. ‘Like the story your subconscious comes back to again and again.’

‘Huh,’ I say without meaning to.

‘Huh?’

‘My mum. I don’t know if it’s a dream or a nightmare but … she’s there a lot. I guess I must miss her.’

‘I’m sorry. How long has she been gone?’

‘She’s not dead,’ I tell him. ‘But sometimes I think that would be better, not to sound too harsh. She moved to Australia when I was eighteen. I think I don’t let myself wonder how she could have ever left her only daughter behind when I’m awake, but when I’m asleep …’

‘The questions live on,’ Cal supplies.

‘They do. I’ve been out there once, now she’s all set up with her new husband and his kids from a previous marriage, and the two children they’ve had together.’

‘So you have siblings?’ Cal asks.

‘Half-siblings. I’ve met them once. My mum just has this whole new life, in the sun, as though me and Dad were her practice family and now she’s gets a do-over. She was really young when she had me, only eighteen herself, so I guess she feels like she deserves another chance at life. But. I find it all so baffling, really. We don’t talk much now. Birthdays, around Christmas. That sort of thing.’

‘Fuck,’ he laments. ‘You deserve better than that.’

‘Thank you. I agree.’

‘Good.’

‘Good.’

Cal yawns again, and it makes me yawn.

‘All right then,’ I say. ‘On that cheery note …’

‘No, I’m glad you told me. That’s what friends do, isn’t it? Tell each other things.’

‘You sound like you once read a book on friendship, but have never actually had one,’ I say, then I realise that sounds mean, considering he’s trying to let me know it’s all right to be vulnerable. ‘Sorry,’ I add. ‘I know you’re only trying to be nice.’

‘My book says friends make mistakes, but friends also forgive them. So don’t worry about it, pal.’

I give half a laugh. ‘Ha ha.’

‘I try,’ he says.

‘It works,’ I reply.

Another awkward pause.

‘Right,’ I say.

‘Yeah.’

And on it goes, until eventually I’m almost asleep and I have to say goodbye. I don’t want to, but I do.
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‘That’s weird,’ India says, as we walk arm-in-arm down Oxford Street. ‘Falling asleep on the phone together? I’m sorry, but we can’t just gloss over that as normal behaviour. That’s … romantic.’

‘Not asleep,’ I say. ‘Almost asleep.’

‘Because that makes a difference?’

I look at her, pulling a face.

‘My point still stands …’ she says. ‘It’s weird.’

I start mentally reliving the other night, turning it over in my mind to list all the ways, again, that it overstepped the mark. But also, technically … didn’t.

India tugs on my arm in a way that tells me to stop, so I laugh and shake my head and change the subject. I focus on the task at hand: dress shopping for Dad’s wedding. Have I spoken to him yet? No, because I’m a coward. But the wedding is fast approaching, the date having been set before the engagement party. If I thought that was fancy, the reception is going to be at Claridge’s. Claridge’s!

‘What’s the budget today?’ India asks, as we loiter outside of H&M. ‘I like that dress. The yellow one.’ She points at a balloon-sleeved wrap dress that comes down to the knee.

‘Yeah, that’s cute,’ I say. ‘I don’t want to spend a fortune on a dress for a wedding I don’t even want to go to, but I always worry if you shop high-street somebody else will show up wearing the same.’

‘That’s happened to me twice, to be fair,’ India says, walking on. ‘I mean, obviously I wore it better on both occasions, but neither of those was my own father’s wedding. You need something unique for that.’

‘So … vintage?’ I ask. India considers this.

‘Let’s try the place near Liberty. If that doesn’t work, we’ll come back and do Selfridges, even if it’s just for inspiration. The thing is, we can’t assume we’ll hit gold today, on the first try. Occasion dressing, man, it can take weeks.’

India is so terribly dramatic this way – for a woman so marvellously spontaneous she can also spend eight to twelve months planning what to wear for the Christmas party season.

‘I submit to your higher wisdom,’ I say.

‘Good girl,’ she replies.

Whilst I don’t love shopping, moseying around town with my best friend and stopping for coffees and green juices every forty-five minutes really isn’t a bad way to spend the eight hours that Henry is at school. He’s on a school trip today, so that’s bought me an extra couple of hours, to truly make sure no dress within a two-mile radius of the centre of town goes unassessed by my self-declared stylist.

‘Do you think I can get a plus-one for the reception?’ India asks, because whilst she hasn’t been invited to the wedding itself, I insisted on her getting an invite to the party afterwards. When Dad was speaking to me, that is. It’s crazy, having gone this long without being in touch with him. I don’t like it at all, but it is taking me some time to gather my courage.

‘And leave me solo?!’ I say. ‘How dare you!’

‘I think you’ll end up bringing Leo,’ she says.

‘Do you now. That’s a bit left-field.’

‘Not really.’ She shrugs. ‘I have a feeling about him.’

‘Do you want his number?’ I say, half joking.

‘Things are going quite well with Lola actually,’ she says, sheepishly. ‘So I’m good.’

‘Well, I’m ready for details whenever you’re ready to give ’em, babe,’ I tell her. ‘I swear that’s why you like to talk about my love life … so I don’t go prying into yours. Bring her, if you want. I don’t want you shagging any of Simone’s friends at the reception.’ I wag a finger. ‘We want absolutely minimal overlap with that woman. If you ended up in love with her BFF and I had to see her at twice the number of life events from here on out, I would have to choose my sanity over our friendship.’

‘I’m quite sure I could never fancy anybody who deems that woman a net positive in their life,’ India says, matter-of-factly. God, I love her. ‘Your uncle though? He’s fair game.’

‘If you want to hook up with Uncle Shawn, you go right ahead,’ I say, giggling.

‘Is he the one with the …’ She motions overhead, a gesture that means really bad hair piece.

‘He is,’ I say, and she breezily replies, ‘I’ll leave it then,’ and we burst out laughing.

‘At least you’ve got Stray Kids to get your teeth into,’ India points out, rifling through a rail of fake-fur stoles. ‘I’m just so chuffed for you. I don’t love Cal – although I am desperate to actually meet him, obviously – but I do know that he’s been helpful. Sometimes we need people outside our immediate circle to push us to do new things, and if that’s what he’s been for you, then great, sold. Excellent.’

‘It suddenly feels so real though,’ I say. We’ve ended up in a vintage store on Argyll Street. I’m holding up a floral tea dress which would be gorgeous for something, but not the wedding.

‘How so?’

‘I have to set myself up as a community project, get a bank account so they can give me the money, and then my only stipulation thereafter is a financial report sent to them in six months, and again in a year. Which I take to mean, there had better have been activity within six months. As in, now five months and three weeks and a few days? Tick tock …’

‘What’s Ali said?’ India asks.

I don’t say anything.

‘Jessie,’ she intones. ‘What’s Ali said?’

I grimace. ‘I haven’t told her yet,’ I admit.

I can tell India disapproves. She’s always known I’ve been hesitant to tell Ali anything about my Stray Kids idea because I know exactly how she will react, and it won’t be positive.

‘What if she fires me?’ I say. ‘I want to keep looking after Henry as well as developing Stray Kids – I mean, lord knows I have the time. But I know she’ll be weird about it, get funny, and probably look to replace me before I can quit, which I would never do. I love Henry! Henry and Ali are family!’

India puts down the lace shawl she’s been eyeing.

‘If Ali fires you for something that has nothing to do with her, she’s an arse,’ she says. ‘She reckons she’s your friend, that you are family, but then she plays these power games that mean you’re not going to tell her about this huge new thing in your life? Nah, not cool.’

‘I will tell her,’ I protest. ‘Now I’ve got the funding approved. I want to be able to share it with Henry too, you know? And half his school are my target market, so the other parents will hopefully get involved soon enough …’

India looks at me sympathetically. ‘I’m sure she won’t fire you,’ she says, more softly this time. ‘She might be annoyed if she feels like you’ve got a split focus, but you’ll just have to prove you can do both things at once, and then she’ll calm down.’

‘We’re looking at mere weeks until opening,’ I say. ‘Once the paperwork is square I need a location, volunteers, help getting the word out there … This is all happening so fast.’

India pulls a face. ‘Not really, doll,’ she counters. ‘You’ve wanted this for years. The whole plan has been in your head, perfectly formed, it’s just now you have an external source of accountability. It’s normal to freak out, but I promise you, everyone wants you to succeed and we’re all here to support you and help you. Cross my heart. And I’ll do your marketing, pro bono. It’s my zone of genius, after all.’

‘Since when did you become a life coach?’ I ask, amused. ‘You’re saying all the right things, you know.’

‘Don’t sound so surprised!’ India laughs. ‘Anyway. I’m too tall for this, but I think you should try it on.’

She hands me a midaxi-length petrol-coloured silk slip of a thing, and pushes me into the changing room.

‘Yes, oh wise one.’ I say. She gives me the finger.

Ali has been away four nights now, and just like I do every night once Henry is in bed, I text her with an update.

Hey Ali, I type. All good here – Henry loves sending you the videos, and watching your videos back in the mornings. He misses you, but he’s doing okay! We’re having a fun time! One more thing: I just wanted to let you know that I’ve got funding for a kids’ club in the local area. It won’t impact my looking after Henry or anything like that, but I have to act fast to fall in line with the rules of the grant, so just giving you a heads-up! Sorry to do so whilst you’re away, but wanted you to hear it from me asap! Xxxx

My heart races as I hit send, but I do it, like the big brave girl I am. Just kidding. I could throw up I’m so nervous.

Then, because I bought the petrol-coloured silk dress for the wedding, I decide to pull the trigger and call Dad. Simone normally has gigs in the week, so if I’m going to catch him when she’s not around, tonight’s the night.

He picks up after almost eight rings.

‘Oh!’ I say, once he does. ‘I didn’t think you were going to answer!’

‘Hello, Jessie,’ he says, voice sombre. ‘I wondered when we’d hear from you.’

We. He wonders when we would hear? Kill me now.

‘Well,’ I say, crossing my legs and sitting up straight in the armchair by the couch, like pushing my shoulders back and keeping my chin up will help me hold on to my dignity. ‘The other week …’ I say, trailing off.

‘Yes,’ agrees Dad. I expect him to say we all acted poorly or everyone had been drinking or I still love you, even though I’m mad. But he doesn’t say any of those things. Instead he says, ‘Look,’ and I know that any sentence that begins with look isn’t going to go anywhere happy.

‘This can’t go on,’ Dad continues. ‘I can’t for the life of me think why you’d try to get in the way of my happiness.’

‘Dad, I don’t—’

‘No,’ he cuts in. ‘Let me finish.’ He’s cold and determined, and I know I’ve lost. I can feel it. I’ve rung him up to be let down. I feel cold all over, even though I’m sweating. The avalanche is crashing down the mountain, and I am powerless to stop it. ‘Since your mum left,’ he says, ‘it’s just been you and me. I wanted to be there for you, Jessie, as your father, as the man in your life, as the person who loves you most in the world. But you’re grown, and it’s time for me to be happy with the woman I love. And you’re old enough to accept that without acting out like you do. It’s exhausting, and quite crappy to be around.’

I keep waiting for him to pause, to take a breath, so that I can object, say my piece, but all of this comes out in a steady stream, delivered in a way that means I don’t get a chance to interrupt and stop the inevitable.

‘As such,’ he says, and I’m holding my breath. If I inhale or exhale or move a muscle, my world will come tumbling down, because my father will say he does not love me any more and then I will have no one and nothing. ‘Simone and I have both agreed that it’s best you don’t come to the wedding. We don’t want another scene, not on our special day. And we can’t spend all the time leading up to it worrying about what you will say, or do. So it’s best to decide it now, so we can plan happily, without worry. Please do not come. I hope you will find a way to let Simone into our family, to accept that I love her and she’s one of us now. Maybe this will be the wake-up call that you need. I don’t know, Jessie. Regardless, it’s regrettable things have ended up here. It makes me wonder what I’ve done wrong, when all I ever did was try my best …’

The words stick in my throat. Don’t abandon me, I want to say. I’m sorry, I’ll try harder, I want to tell him. But I can’t.

‘We’ll talk once we’re back from honeymoon,’ Dad says, and then, unbelievably, he hangs up. And I sit there, in a house not my own, jaw slack, desperately trying to think of a way to undo what has just been done, and then crumpling into a heap when I realise that’s not what my dad wants. I am alone.


17

I don’t know how long I lie on the sofa, alternating crying with staring blankly at the ceiling. I’m fucking distraught, but with Henry upstairs I can’t go for a walk, or over to India’s. I can’t even have a drink to alleviate this feeling of not wanting to be in my own skin, not wanting to be who I am. I just lie there, barely even registering a text come through until it beeps for a second time to remind me. It’s Ali.

I can’t deal with this now, Jessie, not whilst I’m filming. It’s not a good idea, I need your full focus on Henry, especially during this time of transition with his dad. We’ll talk when I see you. Thanks.

No kiss, no emoji, just a thanks with a full stop. It’s essentially a slap to the face.

Oh god, this is horrific. I clutch a pillow, pushing my face into it to stifle the sobs. Ali doesn’t want me doing Stray Kids, Dad has chosen another woman over me, my bloody mystery man from the stupid supermarket is dating my boss, and it all just feels so unfair. I’m heartbroken. What am I going to do? With any of it? I’ve pulled on a thread and everything is unravelling and I don’t know how to make it stop.

I must fall asleep, because the doorbell reverberating through the twilight sees me sit bolt upright. It goes again. I don’t even have time to think about how it’s late – it must be about 10 p.m. – and how I wouldn’t answer the door at my own home if I wasn’t expecting anybody. I just walk over to it, zombie-like, and fling it open.

‘Sorry,’ Cal says, standing there in his shorts and linen shirt, laden down by designer bags and their thick woven handles. ‘I tried calling, but no answer. I’ve been tasked with dropping all these off by Ali’s management? Apparently there’s so much it was blocking up their post room?’

I blink, aware that everything Cal says seems to be a question.

‘Oh,’ I say, not unused to the sight of somebody delivering an obscene amount of gifted stuff for Ali. She’s a walking clothes horse, after all – and on occasion, some of it even gets passed along to me, a non-clothes horse but still very grateful. ‘Come in, you can put them in her office.’

My eyes sting from the crying, and I find myself trying to hide my face in my hands so Cal can’t see what a basket case I am. I point in the direction he should go, though I’m sure he’s been here often enough to already know. He faffs about unburdening himself of the ten or so bags, and I watch him from behind. He’s broad, and must have recently had a haircut – how strange he seems different after only a few days – because there’s a faint tan line near his collar, around his lower hairline. A bead of sweat runs down the side of his face that he wipes away with a massive hand and a sigh. I imagine what it would be like, to have a man of my own in a house of my own with my own child sleeping upstairs. It feels impossible. I don’t look away fast enough as Cal turns around, catches me staring.

‘Hey,’ he says, stepping towards me. ‘You don’t look well. Are you all right?’

I try to arrange myself into something sunshiney, a fake smile and crinkled eyes, accompanied by a light breezy voice. ‘Oh yeah,’ I start to say, but it comes out too high-pitched, in a way that obviously means the opposite, and we both realise it at the same time. The look of concern on his face makes me crack. I burst into tears. Proper big, heavy sobs that force me to bury my face in my hands.

‘Hey, come here,’ he says. He pulls me into him, and I fit neatly under his armpit – which is convenient for muffling the sounds of my breakdown. The fabric of his shirt is sopping wet with my tears in seconds. I can’t stop. I know I should. I do not know this man. He is not mine. To cry so fully in front of him should shame me, but I don’t have time for that. Cal cradles the back of my head and makes soft, soothing sounds. ‘It’s okay,’ he says, over and over again. ‘Whatever it is, we can figure it out. It’s okay.’

I don’t know how long we stand that way. Ages. Long enough for me to catch my breath, to stem the tears so that I can inhale and exhale without hiccupping. Cal is strong and stoic, in no rush to make me say I’m okay before I really am. It’s sort of nice, in the end, just to be held. It’s been so long since somebody did this for me – literally supported me, physically, and being strong is hard, doing it day after day.

‘Sorry,’ I say, when I can.

He pulls away and bends at the knee so we’re eye to eye. ‘Don’t be,’ he says. ‘Ever, okay?’

I nod.

‘Tea?’ he asks. ‘Water, to rehydrate?’

I manage to let out a small laugh.

‘Both,’ I answer.

I splash some water on my face in the loo as Cal bustles about with mugs and taps and whatever else in the kitchen. When I reappear, slightly less blotchy than before, I sit down at the far edge of the sofa, legs curled underneath me, watching him grab milk from the fridge and find ice in the freezer for the water. He looks up at me with a smile. I smile back, grateful that somebody is here. Grateful that he is here. I’m comfortable with him. I have been ever since that Granny Smith in the supermarket. It’s as simple as that.

He deposits our drinks on the coffee table, and I reach for the water to gulp it down greedily. He looks at me, amused. ‘Top-up?’

I hand him back my empty glass.

‘Please.’

He pours me another and then takes the opposite end of the sofa, making a show of getting settled.

‘This is like sitting on an actual cloud,’ he says, looking at me.

‘Yup,’ I say. ‘This will undoubtedly ruin all other sofas for you, sad to say.’

‘No shit.’

He tips his head, then, half a smile playing on his lips. I mirror him, not smiling quite wide enough to reveal my teeth.

‘You don’t have to talk about it,’ he says. ‘But if you did …’

I look to the window.

‘Just … life,’ I say, evasively. He waits for me to continue. ‘My dad …’

And then it all comes out, because trying to explain it to somebody who knows none of it helps, somehow. Like how I try to encourage Henry to name the feeling, telling Cal is like following the clues until I can name my own feeling.

‘Dad basically raised me alone,’ I say. ‘Mum was un-interested in me growing up, and bolted as soon as she could. And when he got sick, it was so awful. Like, terrifying. I could barely function I was so worried. And that’s when Craig, my ex, left … he just couldn’t handle it, said I’d changed. But obviously I’d changed! You can’t have your father go through brain surgery without it changing you, Jesus!’

Cal nods, like duh.

‘But good riddance, you know? Trash can take itself out. And Dad got stronger, healthier, was maybe even more full of life than before. I suppose he’d seen over the cliff edge, you know? Faced his own mortality or whatever, and so since then he’s gone for it, really embraced life. It’s had this rubbing-off effect on me, too. I’m trying new things, getting involved in different activities. It was after everything had happened with Dad that I started to develop the idea for Stray Kids, which …’

God, I can’t bad-mouth Ali to him, can’t say she’s unhappy with me. That isn’t fair.

‘Well, it’s not all as straightforward as I thought it might be.’

Before Cal can ask any questions about that, I press on.

‘I was so excited when Dad met someone. He’d dated, I knew that, and let’s be honest nobody really wants to know about their parents’ sex lives, even if they are close. But I got the gist of it, if he was excited by someone or if something didn’t work out, that sort of thing. And then he met Simone, and right from the off he was totally smitten, head over heels. It was so sweet. But after a while, he would cancel plans to see me at the last minute, and he started to be evasive about setting another date. Fair play, I guess I’m sensitive to rejection so I try to keep that in check, but … your own dad, not even swinging by for a cup of tea any more? It just didn’t seem right. Anyway. I finally met Simone, by accident, when I went over to his – unannounced, like I’ve always done. And Cal, she was horrible. I can’t properly explain it, aside from she made me feel so unwelcome in Dad’s house that in the end I didn’t even stay for the cup of tea he’d offered – half-heartedly, by the way. And it’s been that way for almost a year, and now …’

I can’t even say this next bit. It makes me feel like I could throw up.

‘He rang. No. I rang him. I rang him and he said not to come to the wedding. That I’ll spoil it.’

‘Sorry, what?’ Cal says. ‘He disinvited you?’

‘Yeah.’

‘But … what kind of woman would marry a man willing to disinvite his daughter to the wedding?’

‘Simone.’ I shrug. ‘The only thing I can think is that with Dad being older – because she’s my age, I forgot to mention that bit, I know, it’s gross – but I think she sees him as some sort of meal ticket. Maybe I get in the way of that? She doesn’t even know me but she does not like me. And now she’s convinced Dad I’m the problem, and honestly, my heart is breaking …’

I well up, voice cracking. I don’t want to cry again though, so I take some big breaths to demonstrate as much to Cal. He reaches across the sofa and puts a hand on my knee.

‘You deserve to be treated better,’ he tells me, forcing eye contact with the seriousness with which he delivers his words. He holds my gaze, and I get that it’s so stupid to be all we spoke without saying a word, but truly, the way he looks at me tells me so much.

And then he farts.

A high-pitched, long and loud mmmmmppppphhhhh emanates from him as his meaningful stare becomes a cheeky smile, and once he’s done, he says simply, ‘Sorry to ruin the moment.’

‘I can’t believe you just did that!’ I squeal, picking up a cushion to lob at him. ‘Oh my god!’

‘What!’ he says. ‘It’s natural! We all do it!’

He throws a pillow back at me.

‘Not in company,’ I say. ‘And for the record, that stinks.’ I gag a little to make my point.

‘Impossible,’ Cal says. ‘My farts never stink.’

‘All evidence to the contrary.’ I waft the air in front of my nose.

Cal sits up straight and makes a butter-wouldn’t-melt face. ‘Sorry, sorry, sorry. Where were we? I shouldn’t have interrupted.’

I raise my eyebrows and purse my lips. ‘Because I’m going to continue talking about my daddy issues now, aren’t I?’

Cal pulls an oooops face.

‘Well,’ I continue. ‘You got me to laugh. So. Compared to how I was feeling even twenty minutes ago, that is quite the feat.’

‘And people say farts aren’t funny …’

‘They’re not,’ I say, and quick as anything he bats back: ‘All evidence to the contrary.’

He’s got me there.

‘Well,’ I say, suppressing a smile. ‘Whatever. I feel better, so thank you.’

‘A pleasure,’ he says, smiling back.

‘Jessie?’

I look to the doorway. Henry is stood in his pyjamas, holding his Mickey Mouse.

‘You okay, pal? Did we wake you up?’ I say, getting up to hoist him into my arms.

‘I had a bad dream,’ he says, sleepily. ‘I miss Mummy.’

I pick him up and hold him close, letting his hot, sleepy head bury into my neck.

‘Let’s get you back upstairs …’ I whisper, stroking his hair. ‘I’ve got you, bubba. I’m here, okay? You’re safe. I’m here.’

Cal stands up and mouths ‘I’ll go …’ and I nod. Holding Henry, I check the back door is locked and flick off the lights everywhere except the hallway, where Cal opens the front door and says quietly, ‘Night, Jessie.’

Henry already feels weighty with sleep in my arms, his breathing heavy and restful.

‘Night, Cal,’ I say back. ‘Thank you. You know. For being here.’

‘I’ll always help you if I can,’ he replies, softly pulling the door closed behind him.
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I cannot have feelings for Cal. I cannot have feelings for Cal. I cannot have feelings for Cal.

I thought about him as I fell asleep last night, and woke up to a text from him saying good morning, which means I’m thinking about him now. His eyes. The way his hair flops over them so he has to flip it back, like 1990s DiCaprio. His half-smile. Even the way he farted to make me laugh. I don’t know, it doesn’t feel gross, in hindsight, but like it was really quite sweet. And I know he’d never ‘choose’ me over Ali, and I wouldn’t ever want to put anyone in that position. I just wish he wasn’t with Ali. That they didn’t know one another existed so he could continue to be the man who danced with me on a summer’s night, who knows the right things to do and say when I’m sad.

My phone rings, snapping me out of my reverie and making me panic like hell, because it’s Ali. Does she know I spent the evening with Cal? Oh shit. Henry saw him in the house. Did Henry tell her?

No. Of course Henry didn’t tell her anything, he’s still asleep. And seven. Maybe Cal told her? Felt guilty and fessed up? Urgh, ihatethisihatethisihatethis.

‘Hello?’ I say, like her name isn’t on my screen and I’m unsure who is calling.

‘Heya babes,’ Ali says, and it sounds like she’s in hair and make-up because there’s a blow-dryer in the background and she interrupts herself to say, ‘Can you start on my left side? I won’t be long.’

‘How’s … everything?’ I say, in about as general a manner as is possible.

‘Good, good,’ she says, and she doesn’t sound mad. My guilty conscious is real, though. Even though nothing happened! Apart from me wishing it had! ‘Listen, just a quick one. It’s about this weekend.’

‘Henry is so excited,’ I say. ‘He woke up missing you last night. He was fine, but if I was his mum I’d want to know that.’

‘Awww,’ she says. ‘Little love. You look after him so well for me. Which is why I’m calling, really. I know the idea was that you bring him down this weekend and Henry and I spend the time mostly together, but on the Saturday night I was wondering if you could take him so I can propose to Cal …’

I gulp. ‘What?’ I say. ‘You’re going to propose?’

‘I know,’ she says. ‘I know it’s fast. But fucking Thom! I just heard he’s going ahead with the wedding in six weeks. He rang to ask about Henry’s measurements for a best-man suit, if you can stomach that.’ She makes a gagging noise. ‘Anyway. If I get engaged this weekend we can do a cute registry-office thing when I’m back, get the headlines first, and everything will be settled and sorted. Maybe Cal can come over tomorrow and spend more time with Henry before it happens? I think that would be good. I’ll text him.’

‘Okay,’ I say, because it’s all I can say. Ali is going to propose? I mean. Well. ‘It’s very fast, Ali …’ I try to keep some joviality to my voice so that a) she doesn’t get cross that I dare have an opinion and b) doesn’t hear my underlying sadness and disappointment.

‘When you know, you know, right?’ she says. ‘Listen, I’ve got to go. It’s hectic here, like it always is! But that’s cool then, for Saturday night. Gosh, there was something else, too, what was it …’

She clicks her fingers and I try not to cry. Cal isn’t mine. I have zero right to feel this way at all.

‘That’s it!’ she says. ‘Could you bring me the two white cotton dresses that should have come back from the cleaners? I think they’re on the back of the closet door. I want to look virginal – you know, bridal – when it happens. The mags are going to love that it’s a female-led proposal. Ooooooh! I’m so excited! Okay, I really am going now. I’ll send Henry a video later today! Bye!’

‘Mate,’ India says, when I fill her in on everything after the gym. I went hard today, bench-pressing a personal best of fifty-eight kilos, and I swear I could have done more. ‘You cannot get involved in this. I know you say they’re family but …’

I hold up a hand. ‘They are. And after last night with my dad, they’re the only family I’ve got. So that’s it. I’ve had my little mope about Cal, and now we move on. And don’t tell me you think I should look for another job,’ I say. ‘I love Henry with all my heart and that is non-negotiable. Especially with starting Stray Kids.’

India purses her lips like it’s a personal affront I’d dare suggest she can’t set boundaries on my behalf. ‘Fine,’ she says. ‘You and Henry can live happily ever after with Ali and her new husband you have a crush on.’

‘Crushes pass!’ I insist. ‘It just takes willpower and focus!’

India raises an eyebrow. ‘Yes,’ she says. ‘Willing yourself to get over a great guy so often works.’ I push her into the wall and tell her to piss off.

‘Anyway,’ India says. ‘Getting engaged after ten minutes to beat your ex-husband down the aisle? That’s insane. And if Cal says yes he’s as bonkers as her and they deserve each other, and you had a close shave. Honestly, man. Famous people. They’re nutjobs.’

‘I’m feeling like a bit of a nutjob myself,’ I reply.

After a Happy Café English fry-up as the yin to the gym’s yang, India and I pass the butcher’s, mostly because India has insisted we go by so she can get an eyeful of Leo and maybe encourage me to ask him out again. He’s been off my radar for a minute, what with Cal being very much back on it. Thing is, as cute as Leo is, I’m one of many choices he has, and I’m sick of always being second choice. Case in point: it’s been almost a week since we last spoke. Who goes a week without getting in touch if they’re genuinely interested? I’m not Leo’s top choice any more than I’m Cal’s, and that’s all there is to it.

Sure enough though, the lad is there, and as he looks at us through the window, pencil in his mouth and notebook in his hand, India says to me, ‘Jesus on a bike, Jessie. He’s … gorgeous.’

‘Hello,’ Leo says, as we enter, taking the pencil out of his mouth. He says it to India first, like he knows the way to a woman’s heart is through her friends, but then zones in on me. In spite of myself I grin back, finding that I simply can’t not. It’s Leo. He has that effect on everyone, no matter if he’s been texting or not.

‘India,’ India announces. ‘The best friend.’ She gestures in my direction.

‘Leo,’ he replies.

‘It’s nice to meet you,’ she says. ‘I hear you were the hero of the hour at the engagement party?’

Leo shrugs. ‘I fear I got your best friend drunk. I believe the shots were my idea.’

‘Oh, she’s strong-willed, this one. Doesn’t do anything she’s not a hundred per cent sure about.’

Leo arches an eyebrow at me. ‘Good to know,’ he says, and I bite at the inside of my cheek.

‘Has she told you about Stray Kids?’ India asks. ‘It’s her new business, launching in a few weeks.’ She pulls something up on her phone and hands it to him. ‘Here,’ she says. ‘Cool, huh? We’re recruiting locals to help. You up for it?’

I feel my cheeks flush. I had no idea India was going to say this. Leo narrows his eyes as he takes the phone and scrolls.

‘This is awesome,’ he concludes when he’s done. I intercept the phone, because I’m not sure what exactly India has shown him. I look down to see my face with a blurb about Stray Kids, and a link to a newsletter sign-up for more information, coming soon.

‘When did you do this?’ I say, genuinely impressed. ‘You just went ahead and made a website in the twelve hours since I last saw you?’

‘What?’ India shoots back. ‘Like it’s hard?’

‘Legally Blonde,’ Leo says with a clap of his hands.

India and I look at him. ‘What?’ he says. ‘A devilishly handsome rock star like me can’t have cultural depth?’

He’s smirking as he says it – his default expression.

‘You can put that in the “pros” column,’ India stage-whispers to me, and Leo’s eyebrows shoot up in surprise.

‘I can give you plenty more if you’re making a list,’ he says. ‘Including, but not limited to: yes, I’d love to get involved. My nephew Will is desperate for something like this. I love my sister, but oh my god, you can’t even play-wrestle without her warning him to be careful.’

‘Rough-housing is good for kids,’ I say. ‘It teaches them about their bodies, and about boundaries.’

‘I’ll pass that knowledge on to Hannah,’ Leo says.

‘You’re welcome.’

‘So are you.’

‘What for?’

‘Like I said, I’d love to help. What’s the location and the time frame until launch? Not to brag but I’m good with my hands—’

‘Oi, oi,’ mutters India, and I hit her arm to shut her up. Leo continues, unfazed.

‘Sign me up for all of it. I bloody love kids. And of course you, Jessie.’ He turns to India. ‘She has my number,’ he tells her. ‘But you might need to encourage her to use it.’ He looks to me. ‘I’m not going to wait around forever, you know.’

‘Leave it with me,’ India says.
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I let myself conveniently forget that Ali has noted her objections to Stray Kids, and spend the week ploughing ahead with all sorts of plans whilst Henry is at school – skipping the gym, socialising, sometimes even showering, so that from my makeshift office at Ali’s breakfast bar I can Get Sorted. I think we’ve even got a location, at a smaller park just off from Clissold Park, so we’re central to Stoke Newington but in an area easier to keep safe for the kids.

‘Seems perfect,’ India says when I show her. ‘And you’re going to show it to the council later today? That’s just a formality though, right?’

‘Health and safety,’ I say. ‘So kind of key? But also yes, a check-box activity I think.’

‘Perfect,’ she replies.

‘I need to figure out some sort of “base” for the park. They’ve said I can utilise a disused hut they’ve got, but it’s going to need a bit of TLC. So maybe Leo can help with that? Since he offered …’

‘Yes!’ India says. ‘Text him! Or better yet, call him. He’s dying to spend more time with you. And I’m dying to see what he looks like out of that butcher’s apron.’

‘Pervert,’ I say.

‘I am not embarrassed,’ she shoots back.

It takes me ages to work up the courage to call Leo – and I’m not sure why.

‘It’s because you wrote him off as a ladies’ man,’ India says, making us both coffee at Ali’s fancy machine. ‘But actually, the more you’re getting to know him, the more you’re seeing he’s quite genuine.’

I roll my eyes. ‘Honestly,’ I say. ‘Your armchair psychology is reaching, I think.’

She hands me an Americano and instructs: ‘Ring him.’

‘Hello, you. To what do I owe this honour?’ Leo says when he picks up.

‘You never ring me, either,’ I say. ‘Let’s not forget this is a two-way street.’

‘Nonsense,’ he replies, and I can hear his smile stretch down the phone. ‘The next move was yours to make. I made India promise me that, remember?’

He’s on speakerphone, India pretending to send out a newsletter blast but quite obviously eavesdropping, from the way she nibbles on the bottom of her lip to stop herself from smiling.

I take a beat to get over feeling flustered. I know that’s how Leo gets his kicks. One must respond with matronly strength, I think, in order to put naughty boys in their place.

‘I’m calling for use of your hands,’ I say, as seriously as I can. ‘For Stray Kids.’

‘Name your time and place. And my hands are all yours.’

‘The small park at the bottom of Clissold Park. We’ll be there later, if you’re about. Come give the job a look over with us? There’s a hut I need transforming into Stray Kids HQ.’

‘I’ll bring my tape measure,’ he says, and I grin, shaking my head before hanging up.

‘I’m obsessed with him,’ India says.

We’re meeting Health and Safety at half past four – Henry is at Thom’s tonight – but India and I have come down to the park early with our laptops and a blanket so we can tether the internet off our phones and keep working.

‘I’m going to pay you, you know, for all this,’ I say, as we finalise an order for high-vis jackets for volunteers to wear when they’re with us, complete with the simple but sublime Stray Kids logo India knocked up herself for the website. It’s blocky, in-yer-face, and does the job. A professional designer isn’t in the budget, and I kind of love that she did it.

‘No, you won’t,’ India replies, waving a hand. ‘I won’t accept it. I meant what I said: this is a freebie, and it’s my way of giving back to the community.’

‘Fine. But I’ll pick up the tab at the pub after we open.’

‘Oh,’ she laughs. ‘That I can agree to.’

Leo saunters down the path, hair bristling slightly in the breeze, white vest under an open white linen shirt, with matching linen shorts. He looks like an actual model. I wave, and when he reaches us he pulls a tape measure out of his crossbody bag and says: ‘Where do I start?’

‘I’m going to finish mocking up the outdoor banners,’ India says to me. ‘Is that okay?’

I nod. ‘Thank you,’ I say, and then to Leo: ‘Right this way, sir. I have about fifteen minutes before Hackney Health and Safety are due to show.’

‘Let’s make the fifteen minutes count, then,’ he says, following me.

I show Leo the space where the kids will ‘roam free’, explain the boundaries of the park and take him to the hut. It’s not big, maybe two metres by three, and doesn’t have any windows. The wood around the door frame is rotten and there’s a weird smell, but Leo takes one look and says, ‘Well this is going to be perfect with a bit of love, innit?’

‘You think so?’ I ask. ‘We’ll need to store equipment – the odd thing for the kids but also all the banners and signs, stuff like that – and I was hoping for extra warmth, somehow? I can paint it, but the door frame …’

I trail off, because Leo has taken off his shirt and folded it on top of his bag and sunglasses, just off to the side of where we’re stood. He gets out a notebook and pencil and starts muttering to himself.

‘I’ll just take some measurements,’ he says, and I step back and hold out an arm as if to say please, be my guest.

I watch as he measures this and jots down that, obviously seeing potential I don’t. I check the time, so I know to keep a lookout for the Health and Safety woman, and right as my phone is in my hand, Cal rings.

‘Cal, I’m in the middle of a recce for Stray Kids, I can’t really talk right now,’ I say, without the usual hello.

‘Look behind you,’ he says, and I spin around. He’s stood at the opposite end of the park, hand held up in a wave, grinning. I hang up and walk over to him, heart beating and palms clammy. He undoes me. He just does. I ache with the potential of it all – and the sorrow of knowing it will never happen.

‘I’m kind of busy,’ I say. ‘Sorry.’ I keep darting my eyes over to the entrance of the park, so I’m ready to make a good impression on whoever shows up to inspect me.

‘It’s me,’ Cal says. ‘I’m the inspector.’

I scrunch up my face. What a weird thing to say; what a stupid joke to make.

‘No, seriously,’ he says, and that’s when he hands me his badge marked ‘Hackney Council’, with an unflattering headshot and his name printed on.

‘You work for the Health and Safety department?’ I say. He nods. ‘And you didn’t think to tell me that?’

‘Honestly, I’ve found saying you work for the local council can be quite the conversation killer,’ he says. ‘But saying it’s in Health and Safety? Conversation doesn’t even get started. I didn’t deliberately keep it from you. To be fair, you’ve never asked about the specifics of my job …’

‘But all this time you’ve been helping me because you have insider knowledge? Because you work there?’

Cal openly smiles now. ‘I don’t have a conspiracy against you,’ he says, plainly. ‘Yes, I work for the council. No, I never brought up my very dull job with you. No, you never asked the details of my very dull job either. Yes, I know things about funding and grants because, to be honest, sometimes we can’t even give the money away – it was exciting to hear your idea and know that we were the right organisation to help move things along. What else? Oh. I’ve had nothing to do with Stray Kids, haven’t seen your application, haven’t put in a good word or anything like that. The words Stray Kids haven’t even passed my lips outside of conversations with you. I found out you’d got the grant through you, and then today my colleague Jules called in sick and by chance I overheard our boss re-assigning her meetings. Then, and only then, when I heard you were doing a safety recce for Stray Kids, did I say I’d like to take it, because I knew a bit about it already. Have I covered everything?’

‘Sounds like it,’ I say with a nod, feeling robbed of my chance to be outraged. Am I really destined to keep crossing paths with this man? Not only through Ali – who, let’s be clear, he has not broken up with despite saying he was going to – but now also through work? Just what I need – another complication. Thing is, I need Cal onside, so I’m going to have to charm him as if he’s a stranger.

‘Well,’ I say, deciding that if Cal is the inspector to impress, it’s better late than never with my smile and can-do attitude. ‘Nice to meet you, Inspector! I’m Jessica Cameron, founder of Stray Kids, and I’m so excited to show you around today and let you know what we’re thinking. I really welcome your feedback, and hope you don’t mind me tapping you up for the knowledge you’ve no doubt accumulated over the years, ha ha!’

Cal blinks.

‘That was a pre-planned speech, wasn’t it?’ he says, deadpan.

‘Yes,’ I answer. ‘I’m trying to switch to professional mode now. Any and all help with that appreciated.’

Cal nods, understanding. ‘Got it,’ he says, rearranging his own features before adopting a somewhat more professional voice. ‘Right, Ms Cameron. Congratulations on your grant and all the hard work you’ve done to get here. My name is Calvin Lopez, but please do just call me Your Highness.’

I roll my eyes.

‘At the council we pride ourselves on working with our grant recipients, so why don’t you show me around. I’m just pleased as punch to be here today.’

‘Great,’ I say, keeping up the professional pretence. ‘Right this way.’

I lead Cal over to Stray Kids HQ, where Leo is packing up his bag.

‘Okay Jessie,’ Leo says, as we approach the hut, ‘I’ve got what I need to get cracking.’ He looks at Cal. ‘Oh hey, man. How are you? You helping out too?’

‘He’s from the council,’ I say, noting the strange look on Cal’s face as he shakes Leo’s hand. He almost looks … jealous? ‘Leo’s going to help make Stray Kids HQ,’ I explain to him.

Cal nods. ‘What’s in it for you?’ he says, with a chuckle.

Leo frowns. ‘My nephew. He’ll love this. Plus, you know. Just trying to be nice.’

‘Nice guys finish last,’ Cal says, again like it’s a joke. To my ear though, it sounds like a warning.

‘I don’t happen to believe that’s true,’ Leo says, before looking at me blankly. I don’t know what to say.

‘I can give you the key,’ I offer. ‘If you want it?’

‘Yeah,’ Leo says. ‘Drop it by the shop when you’re able to. See you guys later.’

I give Leo a hug, and Cal and I meander on around the park, leaving Leo to put his shirt back on and chat with India. I show Cal the rest of the site, and explain how we’re primed for Health and Safety, identifying any potential pitfalls and explaining how we’ll resolve or circumnavigate them.

We relax into this strange circumstance, and, by the end of our allotted hour together, his eyes are bright. He seems really impressed, really pleased.

‘Honestly,’ he says. ‘I anticipate absolutely zero problems. I’ll write up everything I’ve seen and then send it up the chain, but truly, you’re nailing this. Have you thought about the launch, starting to advertise, that sort of thing?’

‘India is helping with all that,’ I say. ‘She runs a marketing agency.’

I gesture over to her where she’s on the phone, pacing and waving her arms as she explains something to whoever is on the other end.

‘Great,’ Cal says. ‘So when are you opening? In two or three weeks’ time? I can’t imagine you’ll need much longer. You’ve already done so much.’

I take a big breath. ‘Yeah,’ I say. ‘It gives me butterflies, to be honest. I don’t want to blow this. It feels big. Not for the world, but for, like, me. As a person. Conceiving something, making it happen, it’s … empowering, if that doesn’t sound too corny. Well, it does sound corny, but I don’t think I care?’

‘Good,’ Cal says. ‘Corny is cool anyway.’

‘Corny is cool. Yes. I might write that on a Post-it and stick it by my bed.’

‘Make an excellent T-shirt slogan.’

‘If I had a car, I’d make it into a bumper sticker.’

‘You don’t drive?’

‘I’m from London, of course I don’t drive.’

Cal nods. ‘That’s why I’m behind the wheel when we visit Ali?’ he asks. My tummy does a giveaway somersault. So you can get engaged, yes, I think, and I smile quickly to hide the thoughts I’m not allowed to give away.

‘I can make alternative arrangements …’ I begin. ‘If it’s trouble. We were going to get the train originally …’

Cal looks alarmed. ‘No!’ he says, quickly. ‘God, I’m excited, if anything. I love a good road trip. Snacks, music, I Spy …’

‘I’m not so hot on music, unless early Britney Spears is your jam, which I’m assuming it isn’t.’

‘I could dig Britney,’ Cal counters. ‘Don’t put me in a musical box.’

I make a face. ‘What’s your favourite song from the first album?’ I ask, and I’ve caught him out. He opens his mouth, closes it, bites down on his lip and then says, ‘I said I could dig Britney. Not that I already do.’

I shake my head. ‘You take music, because I’m easy,’ I instruct. ‘But snacks for a long journey? I specialise in train journey snacks, so I’m looking to branch out to car journey picnics. I shall relish the opportunity to impress us both.’

‘You’ve got yourself a deal,’ Cal says. ‘Of course I have to insist that if Henry gets juice boxes, I get juice boxes. I want to make that clear.’

‘It’s a Fruit Shoot or nothing,’ I say. ‘But you can choose the flavour.’

‘Fair.’

‘Good.’

‘Good.’

We look at each other. Sometimes, before I remember, talking with him feels as easy and natural and full of promise as it did that day by the river.

This should be a something, I think, before I can stop myself.

Cal’s eyes soften, and I could swear he’s thinking the same thing.

‘I don’t suppose you want to grab dinner, do you? I’m starving,’ he says. ‘I was thinking fish and chips. I’ve got a real craving.’

My instinct is to say no, but now he’s said fish and chips I am already salivating. Who has ever been known to turn down the chippy? I look at my watch.

‘No pressure,’ he says, quickly, and I make a choice.

‘I have about forty-five minutes,’ I tell him, which isn’t true, because Thom picked Henry up again today, but it feels prudent to put a limit on us spending time together. ‘I can run to the offie for a couple of beers? If you do the chip shop? I’ll have a small haddock, small chips, large mushy peas.’

‘And I’ll have Peroni, please,’ Cal says with a smile. ‘Meet you back here in ten?’

‘Done.’

I’m quick to get the drinks, so am back before Cal. India has already left, late to meet her almost-girlfriend for supper, though it killed her to go when she was within spitting distance of a Cal interrogation. She was ice-cold when I introduced them. I think she’s made her opinion quite clear.

I lay out on the grass to look at the sky, and think, Is this bad? I have the angel on my shoulder saying of course it is, I promised to keep my distance. And then the devil on the other says, What? It’s just chips in the park. It’s just friendship. Nothing physical is happening. Urgh, nothing physical is happening. Of course it never will. I would truly, honestly, seriously never cross that line, I swear on Henry’s life. But to sit in the early evening sun with a new friend who happens to be dating my boss, clinking beer bottles to toast an exciting new venture? That’s not too bad. Is it?

We eat. We drink. We laugh about stupid stuff that doesn’t even really make sense. We finish our beers and then lie back, next to one another, arms by our sides. Our fingers accidentally brush as we get comfortable and it makes my whole body stiffen. I never thought I’d be capable of this, of walking so close to the line. I want to stop, I do.

But I also don’t want to.

‘You’ve gone quiet,’ Cal says, voice a murmur. He looks at me, and from where we lie, when I turn to him our noses almost touch, we’re that close. Is this what it would be like to share a bed?

‘Have I?’

‘You okay?’ he asks.

I sigh. It comes out contented, happy even.

‘Yeah,’ I decide. ‘I feel … peaceful.’

‘Amazing what salty carbs and booze can do for a person,’ Cal says, grinning.

‘Shame about the company,’ I shoot back, and we both know what I mean is the opposite.

‘Yeah,’ Cal agrees. ‘It’s terrible.’

‘Awful.’

‘I’m having a dreadful time.’

‘Diabolical,’ I say, and then we stop talking, and just look at one another. Cal’s eyes drift down to my lips, and I don’t mean to but my own gaze flicks to his mouth. I can feel the shallowness of my breath, the fast rise and fall of my chest, and it’s there, something is there, if only one of us is stupid enough to make a move.

‘I should head off,’ Cal says, and I don’t know if that’s to his credit or his detriment. I clear my throat and shift away from him.

‘Same,’ I say. We’ve been here way longer than forty-five minutes, though Cal has been gentleman enough not to point that out.

He stands up to gather up our rubbish and leaps in one graceful movement to stuff it in the bin. I try not to watch him by busying myself with looking at my phone instead, although I can’t really focus on what’s on the screen.

‘I’ll see you for the road trip tomorrow, then,’ he says, slipping on his sunglasses from the top of his head even though it’s dusk and he doesn’t need them. I understand the instinct to hide.

‘See you tomorrow,’ I echo, and because he heads off in the direction I need to go too, I take myself on a walk around the park to give him some space, the whole while thinking: You stupid, stupid girl.
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What colour were you thinking for Stray Kids HQ? texts Leo the next morning. I recommend this brand – take a look and let me know, gorgeous.

I read the text through tears, because I miss my dad and I’m sobbing about it. It started in the shower. My mind just … wandered to him. I want him to see what’s happening with Stray Kids, and I want him to tell me he’s proud of me. Shouldn’t that be the right of every daughter, to have a dad who will do that? I miss him so much. And I can’t believe he’d disinvite me to his wedding, that this whole thing would get this far. It’s ludicrous. I don’t think I was even this upset after Mum left. She’d been distant for most of my life anyway, I have very few happy memories with her. Looking back, I think she probably had depression, and so by the time she left us it was a relief because after that Dad and I could be happy. There was laughter in the house; we didn’t have to tiptoe around anyone. I’ve always loved him, but I think I realised just how much I liked him during those first years when it was just the two of us. I was eighteen, but chose to hang out with him over my new uni mates because he was fun, and silly. Even during the tumour years, at his worst, we always found things to giggle at – the levity in any situation.

I want to sit him down and tell him all this, but honestly, I think the reason I’m so upset is that I really don’t think he’d hear it. I think I’d put my heart on the line to be rejected once and for all, and I don’t think I could bear that. By not reaching out, I’m saving myself. By not calling or texting, I can make-believe we’ll come back from this. If he tells me what he thinks of me to my face, I think my heart would be broken forever. For now, it’s cracked. Plenty of things can keep functioning with a little crack in them, but few will still work if they’re torn in two.

It’s a busy day, taking Henry to school and then giving India an hour of my time over coffee at Ali’s house for updates on social media posts and more newsletter lists. I let Leo know I like the ‘French Blue’ shade of paint from the selection he sent me. I haven’t heard from the council about the Health and Safety sign-off, but Cal was so optimistic we decide to push ahead as if it’s already been given the final thumbs up. I bite the bullet and set the launch date as two weeks from now.

When India has gone, I spend a disproportionate amount of time preparing snacks for the journey to see Ali, on account of having talked up my car picnic skills. I’ve buried thoughts of my dad in the recesses of my mind, because thinking about it any more will serve no one. Instead I head out and get some mini quiches from the expensive bakery on the green, and cut them into squares so they’re easier for Cal to pick up and eat when he’s driving. I get Sports Mix and Dolly Mixture from the newsagent’s – the two best sweets out there – and some Haribo, too, for Henry. Obviously there are salt and vinegar Hula Hoops, and the requisite Fruit Shoots.

‘You don’t pack light, do you?’ Cal says, observing my bag of junk food treasures when he comes to collect us. ‘Whoa! Sports Mix?’ He’s already rifling through everything. ‘And why have you put our names on the crisps but nothing else?’

I look down at Henry, who has his shoes and backpack on, ready to go.

‘So we know whose is whose,’ he says. ‘And you can eat the one that doesn’t belong to you.’

Cal squints, trying to get the logic. ‘My dude,’ he says. ‘Do you mean so you can eat the one that does have your name on it?’

‘No,’ Henry says. ‘Me and Jessie did an experiment. Hula Hoops taste better when they belong to somebody else. It’s science.’

Cal nods. ‘And who am I to argue with science?’ he says, and I laugh at the way he is so obviously not convinced. What if this was my life, with Cal and a kid and a car adventure to be embarked upon?

No. Bad thought. I can’t have thoughts like that.

I set up Henry’s booster seat as Cal loads the boot, and then I make sure Henry has been for a wee.

‘Do I need to ask you if you’ve peed too?’ I ask Cal.

‘Of course not,’ he says, eyebrows raised. ‘But,’ he adds, ‘can you give me the house keys because, yeah actually, I should probably go.’

I laugh again, and Henry and I get strapped in and wait for Cal to come back. I am vaguely aware that I am cosplaying happy families with a family that doesn’t belong to me, but I push the feeling down, down, down.

I start to feel so relaxed, in fact, that as we crawl out of London I spend most of the time looking out of the window, thrilled that somebody else is in charge of getting us to where we need to be. The thing about singledom, I’ve found over these past few years, is that you always have to do everything. The responsibility is mine, and mine alone, for literally everything. So when somebody else cooks me a meal, or gets me a funding form and talks me through filling it out, or organises the train tickets or drives, it’s a really big sigh of relief.

‘That was a happy-sounding noise,’ Cal says.

‘I like being driven,’ I reply.

‘Oh please.’ He waves like the Queen. ‘One must say chauffeured. I like being chauffeured.’

‘That does have quite the ring to it.’

‘Good ideas? I’m full of ’em.’

‘I have good ideas too!’ Henry chirps up, from the back seat.

‘Oh yeah?’ asks Cal, looking at him in the rear-view mirror. ‘Like what, pal?’

‘Urm …’ Henry says, and it’s everything I have in me not to jump in and supply an answer for him. Kids are capable! They sometimes take longer to say words or form coherent thoughts! That’s okay!

To his credit, Cal doesn’t scramble to fill the silence either – he lets Henry think, and I like that. Anyone can be ‘good’ with children when it involves buying them sweets or toys, or running around like a madman with them. That’s not actually being good with them at all, really, more ‘capable of winding them up for short bursts’. Being good with kids is talking to them with respect, and letting them in on the joke, and valuing what they have to offer. It’s about being genuine. And, yeah, Cal got Henry a present when they first met, but on reflection that was more of a conversation starter than a gift. Cal is all the things you’d want a man to be with your child: patient, curious. I find myself sneaking a look at him, his long elegant fingers on the steering wheel, index finger tapping out an unknown rhythm. He’s got a strong, masculine profile, with an angular jaw and a Roman nose. He senses me looking but doesn’t turn.

‘It’s rude to stare,’ he says, before breaking out into a big smile that suggests he’s actually quite pleased.

‘Okay, I have a good idea!’ Henry decides, finally. ‘Let’s tell a story!’

‘Ooooh,’ says Cal. ‘Go on then. Can somebody sort me out with some Hula Hoops, too? I’ll have Henry’s, I think. Let’s see if that makes them taste better.’

Henry laughs and says, ‘I’ll have Jessie’s! But Cal, you have to have one of your own and then one of mine for the experiment to work!’

I open Cal’s bag of crisps and offer him one.

‘Feel free to provide tasting notes,’ I say, and Cal nods, chewing for ages and pronouncing, ‘Crunchy, so that’s good. Nice flavour, which is to be expected. Give me one more? Just to be sure?’

He opens his mouth and leans in my direction, his eyes not leaving the road. I feed him again.

‘Yup,’ he munches. ‘Okay. I’m ready to try Henry’s Hula Hoops now.’

He does the same thing, waits to be fed, and I oblige, the tips of my fingers almost caressing his Cupid’s bow.

‘Whoa, whoa, whoa!’ Cal cries, whilst still chewing. ‘All right, I get it, absolutely. Give me, like, three more, would ya, Jessie? This kid is really on to something. Other people’s crisps really do taste so much better than your own!’

‘Told you! Told you!’ Henry shrieks, delighted. He makes a big show of opening ‘my’ crisps and mimicking Cal’s reaction. ‘Oh my gosh!’ Henry says, excitedly. ‘These are so good! Jessie, you’re really missing out. Sorry I’m eating your crisps but whoa, tasty tasty! So good!’

‘All right, all right, my turn,’ I say, opening ‘Henry’s’ bag. ‘Gosh, even the smell of these, Henry, honestly, you’re really missing out. Do you want to try one of your own?’

‘Don’t mind if I do,’ Henry says, using his ‘butler’ voice. He pops a crisp in his mouth and makes a bleurgh sound. ‘No! Terrible! One hundred per cent less good than yours, Jessie!’

I stuff a bunch in my mouth so I have to reply through a spray of crumbs. ‘Nope,’ I say. ‘Yours are the tastiest! Oh! I’m in heaven!’

We carry on that way, exclamations of adulation and sprinkles of crumbs going everywhere, and for some reason it’s so funny that I don’t even realise we’ve come to a standstill in traffic for ages.

‘I wonder where everyone is going,’ I say.

‘You mean, how dare other people be going places when we want to?’ asks Cal.

I shrug. ‘In a fashion. I mean, it is rather rude.’

Henry points at a car out of the right-hand window and says, ‘I think they’re going to a big, haunted castle, and one of them will die!’

‘Henry!’ I cry. ‘That’s so gruesome!’ I pretend to shout across to the people he’s pointed at, cupping my hands around my mouth. ‘Don’t die, any of you! Be safe! Henry didn’t mean it!’

He laughs, and says, ‘I did. No, I didn’t! Well, I did a bit, but I’ve changed my mind.’

‘Hmmm,’ I say, eyes searching for somebody else to invent a story about. ‘The people in front,’ I say, ‘with all those blankets and duvets stacked up in their boot, where do you think they’re going, Henry?’

Henry considers it. ‘An underground bunker,’ he declares. ‘Because they think there’s going to be an alien attack.’

‘Ooooh, interesting,’ Cal chimes in. ‘So they have duvets and blankets because it’s cold in an underground bunker? I always thought that it would be warm if you dug deep underground.’

‘No,’ Henry says. ‘There’s no sun underground, is there. So it must be cold.’

Cal nods slowly. ‘Yes, however, I thought that the ground absorbs all the heat so that it is warm.’

‘Oooooh,’ says Henry. ‘I never thought of that.’

‘Neither have the car in front,’ I point out. ‘Since they’ve got all those with them.’

Henry yawns.

‘I’m tired,’ he says. ‘Are we nearly there yet?’

‘Oh my god,’ Cal says, mostly for my benefit. ‘I didn’t know kids actually said that!’

Henry doesn’t hear him. That or he can’t be bothered to reply.

‘You learn something new every day,’ I say, and then I turn to Henry. ‘Babe, just because it’s a special day and there’s traffic and I don’t want you to fall asleep because then you won’t sleep later … do you want half an hour on my phone to play the maths game I downloaded?’

‘Yes!’ Henry says, suddenly perking up. ‘Can I? Can I?’

‘You can,’ I say, fishing out my phone and handing it to him. ‘But with the sound off, please. Deal?’

‘Deal!’ he says, greedily taking it from me. He doesn’t even know what he’s just agreed to; he stopped listening after I said on my phone to play. But at least it’s something to do for a bit. Traffic is no fun for anyone.

‘You’re so good with him,’ Cal says, eyes dead ahead.

‘With Henry?’ I ask, and he nods. ‘Well, thanks. It is literally my job to be good with him though.’

Cal rolls his eyes. ‘Sorry I tried to compliment you,’ he says, taking the piss. ‘How dare I.’

‘Well!’ I say. ‘Yeah, thanks, but also, it’s not even really my job, if that makes sense. I love him! It’s very easy to be kind to people you love!’

‘I don’t think that’s true,’ Cal says, and on reflection, I decide he’s probably right. Look at my dad. I do believe he loves me, and yet. ‘Oh no. Your face has gone all serious and frowny. I said the wrong thing, didn’t I?’

‘No. I was just thinking about my dad. Maybe it’s not easy to be kind to the people you love.’

‘Hmmm,’ Cal says, mulling it over. ‘The situation’s no better, then?’

‘Nope,’ I say, as the traffic starts moving and we start to gain some traction. ‘I’ve been using Stray Kids to distract myself, whilst also unknotting all my feelings.’

‘That’s a good turn of phrase.’

‘Unknotting my feelings?’

‘Yeah,’ he says. ‘That’s exactly how it feels, isn’t it? When you’re all messed up inside and you have to sit in it, figure out what feeling belongs where until things are clearer.’

I look at him.

‘What?’ he asks.

‘No, nothing.’

‘You seem surprised I just said that.’

‘Because I am surprised, I suppose. Emotional intelligence in—’

‘Don’t say men,’ Cal warns. ‘Do not say most men don’t have emotional intelligence.’

I press my mouth into a firm line.

‘Thank you,’ he says, noticing that I am not about to make the conversation any worse. ‘I’d hate to have to give my famous TED Talk on how toxic feminism putting men down to the extent where we feel disempowered and useless will eventually give way to a rise in incels and Andrew Tate fanatics.’

‘You’ve given this thought.’

‘Of course I have,’ he replies. ‘You want Henry to grow up to be loving and kind and thoughtful, right? Well then, he has to be loved, treated with kindness and told he’s thoughtful.’

From the back Henry exclaims, ‘I am thoughtful!’

‘Yes you are,’ I agree, reaching back to grab his foot and give it a squeeze. To Cal I say, ‘Well. I accept what you’re getting at. Consider me schooled.’

‘You’re welcome,’ he replies, satisfied.

It gets dark at about nine, and with it Henry nods off. Poor love, he’s done very well, considering we’re now into our fifth hour in the car. Bloody traffic. We stopped once, for a wee and a leg stretch, but aside from that we truck on, crawling in the traffic. Our snacks have long gone, the radio plays Friday Night Bangers for us. And then my phone rings.

‘Oh, shit,’ I say, looking at the screen. ‘It’s my dad.’

Cal raises an eyebrow. ‘First time since the fight?’

‘Yeah. I should get it. I didn’t think …’

But I can’t finish the sentence. I’m shaking! I’m actually shaking.

Cal leans over and turns the music off. ‘I’ll try not to listen.’

I’m aware of the heaviness in my chest. A daughter shouldn’t feel like this when her dad rings, it’s not right. I hate it. I decline the call.

‘Maybe I’ll call him back later,’ I say to Cal. ‘When I’ve had time to prepare.’

Cal nods. ‘Fair enough.’ But then the phone rings again. Cal looks down and sees Dad’s photo on the screen, his name flashing. ‘He must really want to talk,’ he says, and so this time I answer.

‘Hi, Dad,’ I say, and whatever he’s about to say is dwarfed by an almighty sob, a wail so piercing it gives me goosebumps. ‘Dad?’ I repeat, but I’d be surprised if he can hear me over the noises he’s making. ‘Dad!’

‘Oh, Jessie,’ he says, in between cries, but he doesn’t qualify that with anything, simply carries on crying. He’s so distraught it makes me think somebody has died. But who? Mum, maybe?

‘Dad,’ I say again, after a minute. ‘Dad! Breathe!’ I’m almost shouting, and it makes me sound mean. I glance back at Henry, who thankfully hasn’t woken up. ‘Dad,’ I whisper. ‘What’s happened?’

‘Jessie,’ he says. ‘She’s gone. Simone. She’s left me.’

I am stunned, and so shocked I realise I’m holding my breath.

‘What?’ I exclaim. ‘Why? What happened?’

‘It’s that saxophonist. The one with the shirts. I always knew he fancied her, but I never for one moment thought she fancied him back! They’ve eloped to bloody Morocco together. True love, apparently. Nothing to do with the big inheritance he’s just come into, I’m sure.’

I don’t know what to say. Did Dad always know Simone’s a gold digger? My heart aches for him. Surely he doesn’t think so little of himself that he’d be with a woman in spite of the fact she’s with him mostly for his wallet.

‘Dad,’ I say. ‘This is spectacularly awful. I am so, so sorry. What can I do?’

Cal focuses on the road ahead.

‘Come over, would you?’ Dad asks. ‘I can’t …’ More crying, like it hurts him to say it. Then eventually: ‘I can’t be alone.’

I explain that I’m visiting Ali in the Cotswolds, that I won’t be back until Monday.

‘I can see about a train, maybe,’ I say, scrambling to come up with solutions. ‘But I doubt there’ll be anything until morning.’

Cal leans across and whispers, ‘We can drive you back.’

I tell Dad to hang on and hit mute, so he can’t hear the discussion.

‘Noooo,’ I say, shaking my head. ‘Henry needs to see his mum. It’s fine. I can take a train tomorrow.’

‘Ali will understand,’ Cal says.

‘She won’t,’ I reply, and it just slips out. I can’t tell what the expression on Cal’s face means, and I feel horribly guilty. He purses his lips and looks out of the driver’s-side window, thinking.

‘Let’s drop Henry and then turn right back around,’ he says. ‘If your dad needs you, I think you should be there.’

‘Simone left him.’

‘I gathered. Tell him you’ll be there in the next, what? Three hours? Two and a half if we’re lucky, which we should be now. Roads will be clear at that time.’

I unmute the call.

‘Dad, somebody can give me a lift. I’ll come, okay?’

‘Okay,’ he says, voice small.

‘Can you take a shower and eat something?’ I ask, and he mumbles something about a beer first. Before we hang up, I say, ‘I love you, Dad.’
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Ali is stood at the front door of the small cottage she’s staying in, backlit by the hallway light. She rushes to open Henry’s car door, and he stirs, spotting her and saying sleepily, ‘Mummy?’

‘Hi, baby,’ she says, stroking the hair off his clammy dream-tinted skin and kissing his forehead. ‘I missed you.’

Cal gets out and offers to carry Henry inside, and Ali shows him the way. I watch them go, a small pit of sadness in the middle of my stomach. I don’t think it’s Dad-related. It’s Cal-related, watching the ease with which he picks up Henry, the cosy scene of Henry’s half-closed eyes and Ali with her hand on Cal’s back, the picture-perfect family. I sigh, and it makes Ali turn around. She furrows her brow quizzically, and I hastily force a smile, giving her a thumbs up. She holds my eye and gives me half a smile back, and then is gone. I get Henry’s bag.

Once Henry is in bed, I try to explain to Ali that I need to go back to London.

‘But we need you here,’ she says, frustrated.

‘I know. I thought maybe Production could source you somebody? He’s my dad, Ali. I need to show up for him …’

Ali doesn’t say anything, her face doing all the talking. I know her well enough to get the gist.

Cal steps forward and offers: ‘I don’t really think it’s a problem, Ali, is it? I can nip her back, and then come tomorrow night, or Sunday? Take Henry home again on Monday morning.’ He looks to me. ‘Does that work for you?’

‘Yeah,’ I say, nodding, although I’m aware what I should say is no! Absolutely not! Ali is planning on proposing, after all. But. It’s my dad! Dad needs me. And if Cal can come back tomorrow to be proposed to, what’s the harm? He gives me a tiny smile, a comfort. I’m not alone.

Ali clears her throat.

We both return our attention to her.

Her eyes are narrowed, and she’s looking between the two of us. It makes my blood run cold and my face burn hot.

‘Interesting,’ she says to Cal, and yet she doesn’t take her eyes off me. ‘That you’d choose another woman over me.’

‘It’s not like that, Ali. Come on …’

I can’t stand her eyes on me. I look to the floor. I’m worried she’ll know what’s really in my heart, the thoughts I’ve been having about Cal – even though he doesn’t deserve them. Not really. But you can’t dissuade a heart.

‘Cal?’ Ali says. ‘I think we’re done here. It’s been fun, but this was never going to work long-term, was it?’

I don’t understand what’s going on. What did she just say?

‘I can just get the train in the morning …’ I say, holding up my hands in surrender. ‘I’m so sorry to have caused all this bother. It’s fine, really.’

‘No,’ Cal says, firmly. ‘It’s not. Ali, you’re being unreasonable.’

Ali seems the calmest out of all of us – but then, I suppose it’s easier to stay calm when you’re the one with all the power.

‘Cal, I’ll have somebody send you anything you’ve left at the house. If you wouldn’t mind waiting in the car whilst I have a word with Jessie, thanks.’

I look to Cal, who is the personification of dumbfounded. ‘Seriously?’ he says, voice cold.

‘Yah,’ Ali says, like he’s nothing, like she doesn’t care, like she wasn’t thinking of proposing to him this weekend. This is unbelievable.

Cal lets out a shocked laugh, shakes his head and then turns to me. ‘I’ll wait for you outside, then, I guess.’

I nod, not daring to speak. If she can so easily get rid of the boyfriend she was willing to marry two days ago, what is she going to do with me? A rush of cold floods my body.

‘Jessie,’ Ali says, once the door is closed. ‘Let’s sit.’

I hold my breath as we organise ourselves around a small kitchen table, a vase of cow parsley and soft lilacs between us. Ali’s demeanour has changed – she’s not hard with me, she’s being overtly soft, gentle, her voice modified to sound maternal and warm.

‘I’m not going to get cross with you,’ she says, and her smile feels sinister, almost. This is very, very weird. ‘But I do want to be very clear. It’s Cal, or it’s us. Me and Henry. That’s it. That’s the choice.’

‘What?’ I say. ‘What do you mean?’

I cannot believe she has read me so clearly, that I am the kind of woman who would let herself fall for her boss’s – her friend’s – boyfriend.

‘I don’t know if something has already happened, or if you both simply want something to happen, but I am nobody’s fool. You and I have known each other for a very long time, so I’m giving you the courtesy of letting you know where I stand. It’s up to you what you choose.’

‘Ali, I don’t know what you mean.’

She holds up a hand. ‘Please don’t,’ she insists. ‘You’ll only embarrass yourself. It’s as clear as day between you. Right from when he first came to the house, I’ve known there’s been something there. I was perhaps too gracious in trying to ignore it, but I see he’s made his choice.’ She gets up to take a glass out of a cupboard, calmly fills it with water from the tap. ‘Go to your father,’ she says. ‘He’s a good man, and you’re a good daughter. As for Cal, let me know what you decide.’

I am totally stunned. ‘How could you threaten to fire me if I’m family?’ I ask, and Ali simply shrugs.

‘Exactly,’ she says. ‘You’re family. So really, there’s no choice at all. Is there?’
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Cal and I don’t really talk on the way back to London. I don’t tell him what Ali said to me, and he doesn’t ask. We keep the music low and the speed high. I sting, like I’ve been slapped and now the skin is tender to the touch. I don’t understand what Ali thinks she knows. I mean, obviously Cal and I get on, obviously we had a spark back on the day we met, but it’s not like she knows that my mystery man was actually Cal. I’ve respected the boundaries and done my best to move on. Mostly, anyway. I don’t understand what made her act this way. Surely it wasn’t just being contradicted by Cal, that she couldn’t stand him defending me. That’s such a small thing, in the grand scheme …

I fall asleep at some point, and start when Cal wakes me, gently touching my arm. We’ve stopped at the Tesco near Newington Green.

‘Oh my god,’ I say, coming to. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to nod off.’

‘It’s okay,’ he tells me. He smiles uncertainly, as if he’s not sure if that’s against the rules. My eyes roam his handsome, beautiful face, and I think, How could Ali discard this wonderful man so easily? She’s crazy. ‘I just didn’t know where to go, now,’ he says. ‘Where your dad lives?’

‘Oh,’ I say. ‘Yeah. Take this left, and then the second left after that.’

I rifle in my bag for a mint, look in the mirror and wipe the mascara from under my eyes. It’s 1 a.m. I wonder if Dad is even still up. I text him: I’m here xx

Cal cuts the engine as he pulls up by the house.

‘I’ll make sure you get in safe,’ he says. ‘I hope he’s okay.’

‘I really appreciate this,’ I tell him. ‘I really am sorry if—’

Cal puts his hand over mine, holding my fingers as he cuts me off: ‘It’s fine. You don’t have to be sorry about a single thing. Okay?’

‘I hope you guys can fix it.’

Cal blinks.

‘Do you?’ he says.

I look at him, unable to lie and yet unwilling to tell the truth.

Cal nods as if that’s all the confirmation he needs, and the conversation is over. I get out and close the car door as quietly as I can so as not to wake the neighbours, bending down to wave goodbye through the window. Cal raises his hand in response.

The light is on in Dad’s front room, a bright postage stamp in an otherwise dark road. If it seems unusual that he hasn’t drawn the blinds, after I pass through the front gate, I understand why: he’s passed out on the sofa, an almost-empty bottle of Jack Daniel’s beside him. It’s then I remember I don’t have his house key: it’s back at my house, and my house keys are in Ali’s kitchen. Urgh. I lightly rap on the window to try to rouse Dad, but I don’t think a marching band in the front room would be able to wake him.

‘Everything all right?’

I jump.

‘Cal, you scared me!’ I whisper. ‘Jesus!’

‘Sorry. I was trying not to wake the neighbours. Are you locked out?’

I gesture to the window and Cal takes a look. ‘Ah,’ he says. ‘Right.’

‘Yeah. And I don’t have my key.’

‘Breaking and entering?’ he suggests.

‘Gonna have to be,’ I say. ‘Come on, round the back. I used to sneak out that way all the time when I was a teenager. It never occurred to me that one day I’d be gagging to sneak in.’

Because the houses on Dad’s road are terraced, the way to the back means walking halfway down the street so we can double back on ourselves around the rear, which is a good five-minute walk.

‘Were you a naughty teen then?’ Cal asks as we navigate the dark pavements.

‘Me?’ I say. ‘Naughty? Nooooo.’ I’m smiling, though. He knows I’m kidding. ‘All right,’ I admit. ‘Maybe a little. I smoked and drank when Dad was out at work, messed about with my mates, that sort of thing. I don’t think anyone would have cared if I’d kept my grades up, but they slipped a bit.’

‘Good grades aren’t everything,’ Cal says.

‘Spoken like a regular C-student,’ I tease.

‘Bs, really,’ he counters. ‘But I was a terrible teenager. I didn’t rebel, didn’t go out and do stupid things.’

‘Really!’ I say. ‘You were a good boy, then?’

‘Chronically uncool,’ he replies. ‘If I’d smoked and drank and had sex, it would only have been with myself.’

‘Awww. I can’t imagine you as uncool. Everyone wants to know you.’

‘I don’t know about that.’

‘I do,’ I say. We reach Dad’s back gate, and I have to hop up onto a ledge in the wood of it so I can reach over and unlock it. I do it on the first try, and get down to swing the thing open.

‘Smoothly done,’ Cal whispers. ‘My compliments.’

‘You haven’t seen anything yet.’

‘I actually can’t see anything at all,’ Cal says, because it’s pitch-black in the garden. I giggle.

‘Dad uninstalled his motion-sensor security light after the neighbours complained it was too bright,’ I explain, reaching for his shoulder to guide him through the gate. ‘Stoke Newington has an urban fox problem, and when they started getting really prolific they’d set the lights off scores of times throughout the night. And the noise of them, too. You’ve heard foxes having sex, haven’t you?’

‘I have,’ Cal says. ‘God bless them.’

We reach the house, and I let go of Cal to run my fingers along the window at the side of the French doors.

‘The trick is,’ I explain, as I undertake my work, ‘to find the little gap …’ Which I do at that exact moment, and wiggle my finger until there’s a space big enough for me to unhook it. It pops open. ‘And there we go! Give me a lift, would you?’

Cal bends down so I can stand on his knee, and I hoist myself up and slip through the open window. Then I undo all my elegance by stepping on something on the floor and fall to my knees with a thud.

‘Gah!’

Outside, Cal laughs, then catches himself and says, ‘Wait. Are you okay?’

I brush myself off, get up and look for the light switch. It’s a dimmer, so I can put it on low and wait for our eyes to adjust. I find the back-door key and let Cal in.

‘Nice place,’ he says, eyeing up the kitchen. ‘And ten-out-of-ten on the break-in skills. Quite impressive, really.’

‘Compliment accepted. Right. I’m going to go wake up Dad.’

‘I’ll …’ Cal looks around, eyes landing on the Nespresso. ‘Make coffee?’ he says. I instinctively look at the clock. 1.30 a.m.

‘Yeah,’ I say. ‘I need it.’

Dad is absolutely out for the count. I can’t blame him. When Craig and I ended things, I found myself in a similar state, only I turned to cheap prosecco instead of hard spirits. I close the blinds, put on a lamp in the corner, and turn off the big overhead light. He looks peaceful, asleep like this, I think to myself, despite knowing his head is going to hurt like hell in the morning. I cover him with a blanket and kiss his forehead, but even that doesn’t make him stir. Oh Dad, I think. I love you. And I do. I really, really do. It isn’t lost on me that I was the first person he called. He knew I’d come. Family always does.

He still owes me one hell of an apology though.

Maybe I’ll apologise too.

‘How is he?’ Cal asks, handing me a steaming mug when I re-enter the kitchen.

‘Okay,’ I say through a yawn. We should have been in bed hours ago. Cal eyes me, the start of a smirk playing across his mouth. ‘I don’t know how you’re still functioning,’ I add.

He tips his head, shaking it, the smirk breaking into an all-out smile.

‘What?’ I say, thinking he’s about to laugh at me. He sighs instead.

‘You just look so pretty,’ he says. ‘Your cheeks have gone all rosy and you’ve got mascara …’ He gestures to under my eyes, and I immediately panic.

‘Oh,’ I say, looking in the reflection of the metal extractor fan to try to fix it.

‘No,’ Cal says, reaching out to pull my hand away from my face. ‘I didn’t mean it’s bad. It’s … good? You look good, even though you’re a bit dishevelled. Well. Not dishevelled. You know. Oh god, this was meant to be a compliment.’

I bite down on my lip because otherwise I might laugh at him.

‘You’re an idiot,’ I say, and it isn’t until the words leave my mouth that I hear how they sound. They don’t sound like I’m teasing or reassuring him; they sound soft, quiet, an invitation for him to step closer so he can hear me better. Less you’re an idiot and more I like how you’re still holding on to my wrist and maybe you should stay there. ‘An idiot?’ Cal says, his tone matching my own: low, suggestive. ‘How rude …’

The air is thick with tension, and it terrifies me, my heart thumping in my chest, breathing suddenly shallow and quick. Cal, here in my dad’s kitchen, after driving me through the night to check he’s okay. But then I think of Henry, and Ali, and her ultimatum. Cal tugs gently on my arm, and with his other hand reaches towards my face, pushing hair away from it, tucking it behind my ear. Those kind eyes of his could be my undoing. How he looks at me feels like a drug, like he wants to eat me and protect me and ravish me, all at once. This is real – whatever is between us. Cal’s thumb rubs across my lip, and I couldn’t stop the noise of pleasure that escapes from me even if I wanted to.

‘Do you ever think about that day, when we met?’ he says, and before I can answer he adds: ‘Because I do, Jessie. I think about it all the goddamn time.’

I nod.

‘Yes,’ I say, breathlessly. ‘I think about it all the time too, Cal.’

He leans in closer, happy with my reply, his fingers snaking under my hair at the back of my neck, grip precise and firm. I could do this; I could surrender to this moment and pretend consequences don’t exist.

But they do. Consequences do exist.

I take a step back. ‘I’m sorry.’ I’m already missing the feel of Cal’s skin on mine, his breath so close to my mouth. Tears prick at my eyes. It’s dramatic, but I can’t help it. ‘Shit,’ I say, dabbing at them with my fingertips, wiping them away.

‘Sorry.’ Cal looks concerned. ‘I thought …’

‘I know,’ I say. ‘Me too, it’s just …’

We’re not making any sense. I pick up my coffee mug – when did I even put that down? I bring it to my lips. It’s only lukewarm now, but I drink it anyway, just to have something to do with my body as my brain whirrs so frantically it might fall out of my ear.

‘Things with Ali are over,’ Cal says, after a minute of silence. ‘I would never try anything if it wasn’t. I hope you know that.’

‘I can’t betray her.’ I’m practically at the other end of the kitchen now. ‘I would never do anything to jeopardise what she is to me.’

‘You’re not,’ Cal counters. ‘Okay? It’s over. Me and Ali, it should never have got as far as it did. I was so fucking desperate to find somebody that what should have been a bit of fun got too serious – and for her, too. I’m not her guy, Jessie, any more than she’s the woman for me. I just fucking wish I’d held out longer. I would have. If I’d known you were around the corner, I never would have dated Ali. I should have waited for you. But I didn’t know you were coming. And then I couldn’t even bring myself to end it with her, because I lived in hope that I’d get to see you, every time I was at the house.’

‘It’s a mess,’ I say, sadly. ‘I wish you’d waited for me too. But it doesn’t work like that, does it?’

‘We can’t let this slip by,’ he protests. ‘I’m not going to let it.’

He comes to me, pulling me in close, holding me, and I allow it for just a second before pushing him away, because if I don’t push him away now, I never will.

‘We missed our chance,’ I say. ‘We don’t get to do this now. I don’t want to.’

I feel awful, but I know that if I tell Cal the truth, he’ll try to find a loophole – reason his way out of Ali’s ultimatum so that we can be together. And as much as I want him, I want Ali and Henry more. I choose them. If it has to be a choice, I choose my family. Hasn’t Dad taught me that much? If you sacrifice your family for love, you have to know your love can always leave. Just look at Simone.

No. Ali and Henry are the safer bet. They’ll never break my heart. And so, I am firm.

‘I don’t want this,’ I reinforce. ‘Maybe before, but not now. I’m sorry it didn’t work out with Ali, but I’m not sloppy seconds.’

‘Sloppy seconds?’ Cal says. ‘You’re not the second choice, Jessie, I swear—’

I hold up a hand.

‘I’m not interested,’ I say, definitively, sounding way more confident than I feel. ‘I really appreciate you driving me here, and you’re a very nice man, but there’s nothing here, and there won’t ever be. In fact, now you and Ali are done and Stray Kids is opening, I don’t suppose I’ll see you at all, and that’s as it should be. So, shall I see you out?’

Cal looks at me, jaw slack and eyes wide.

‘I don’t believe you,’ he says, and I don’t know if he means that he doesn’t believe I don’t want him, or he doesn’t believe I’m being so cruel. I don’t hang around to find out. Instead, I walk out of the kitchen and open the front door, because I can’t have him here, it hurts too much. I have never met anyone like Cal, somebody so kind and funny and open and encouraging. I shouldn’t have to make this choice. But I do, and it breaks my heart.

The image of Cal walking past me and pausing on the doorstep like I might change my mind will haunt me, because I almost do. I almost tell him to wait, that I’m sorry, that I’m crazy and don’t know why I said all that.

But he doesn’t turn around, because I don’t say any of that. Instead, I close the door behind him as fast as I can, and then let myself cry once again. By the time I stop, the birds are singing and it is light out.
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‘I know you’re worried about me,’ Dad says the next afternoon, over coffee at the café with the pavement seating I like to think of as my little secret, in the back streets of Stokey. ‘And I just want you to know,’ Dad continues, ‘that you really don’t have to be.’

‘Of course I’m worried about you,’ I say. ‘I love you! And I’m here for you, okay?’

‘Yes,’ Dad says, ‘I know. I appreciate you saying that, but you seem … tired, darling. Lacklustre. Like worrying about me is sucking the life out of you.’

I wave a hand. ‘Oh,’ I say. ‘No, it’s not that. I didn’t sleep very well. Funny dreams. Weird ones. Late night, too.’ I leave out the bit about the dreams featuring Cal, because Dad doesn’t even really know the Cal story. He’s been absent for that bit. But yeah, after Cal left he was in my dream, on the other side of the road, and couldn’t hear me when I called him. In my dream I felt desperate to reach him and woke up horribly sad that I couldn’t.

‘Hmmm,’ Dad muses. ‘If you say so.’

‘I do say so,’ I retort, and then change the subject. ‘So. Simone …’

‘Simone,’ Dad repeats. ‘You know, on some level I knew this would happen. I’ve been waiting for it ever since I met her. I knew she’d ditch me if something better came along, so I pushed for the engagement, the wedding, just wanting her to promise she wouldn’t leave me. What a fool I’ve been, eh?’

‘Oh Dad,’ I say. ‘You’re a catch! I hate that she made you feel that way.’

‘Probably made myself feel that way if we’re going to be blunt,’ he says. ‘I know you never liked her.’

I pull a face. ‘I wanted to. I really do want you to have everything you want for yourself. Maybe I could sense she was always going to leave, too.’

‘Maybe,’ Dad says. ‘And it’s happened now, hasn’t it?’

I look at him. ‘I know.’

He wells up, using the back of his hand to wipe away a stray tear.

‘You’re so good to me, Jessie,’ he says, reaching out to my arm. ‘I don’t deserve you. Not after the way I treated you. I don’t know what happened, with the engagement party, and the wedding. Telling you not to come like that …’

A huge sob escapes from the base of his throat, low and guttural. It makes me feel like crying too, except I’m all cried out.

‘I’m sorry too, Dad,’ I say, and he shakes his head.

‘No. You don’t have a single thing to be sorry for. I’m the parent, I’m the dad …’ He looks at me, pressing his mouth into a resolved line as he studies my face. ‘I should have been better to you. There’s no excuse. I just need you to know that I’ll be the dad you deserve from now on, okay? I’ve been awful, and you still came …’ He cries properly now. ‘I pushed everyone else away, Jessie. It’s like I’ve been in a trance …’

I get up from my side of the table and go to him, wrapping my arm around his back and pulling him into me.

‘Thank you for saying sorry,’ I tell him.

He nods, sadly.

Our waiter comes over to clear our dirty plates, so I go back to my seat and let Dad’s apology settle into my bones. I really feel like he means it, and I want everything to go back to normal so desperately.

‘Do you want me to fill you in on what you’ve missed?’ I ask him, when the waiter has gone. ‘Because there’s a lot,’ I add, in a way that lets him know I forgive him.

‘Tell me everything,’ he says. ‘I hate that I’ve missed anything at all.’

I get him up to speed on Cal, the one-who-got-away, as we head over to the Stray Kids site so he can see the vision in person. We meander past the toy shop, gift shop and greengrocer’s as I try to explain the best I can.

‘Hmmm,’ Dad says, once I reach the punchline of Ali’s ultimatum. ‘I don’t think I’m happy about any of this,’ he muses. ‘She can’t dictate what you do outside of your working hours, I’m sure, whether it’s who you date or any other work you do. Although I know it’s not been mentioned since that text.’

I sigh. ‘You know Ali,’ I say. ‘She likes to be in control of everything. It’s just how she is. She’ll come around, once she sees it.’

‘Well, yes …’ Dad says. ‘Radical acceptance of people is important, but I have to say: not at the cost of your own life. You’ve always said she’s like the sister you never had, that you’re part of her family, but I don’t think we can turn a blind eye to this any more. She’s not your sister, she’s your boss, Jessie, and not a very good one.’

‘That’s not fair. She’s been great to me! To you, too.’

‘Helping financially when your dad was poorly and giving you make-up cast-offs that PRs have given her does not make her great to you,’ India says, and I turn around to see her right behind us.

‘India!’ I say. ‘How long have you been stalking us?’

‘Since the greengrocer’s,’ she says, before looking at my dad and saying, ‘Hi, Paul. Bring it in, big guy.’ She opens her arms and envelops Dad in a hug. ‘I heard about Simone. You doing okay?’

Dad looks at me. ‘News travels fast.’

‘She’s my best friend,’ I say, in my defence.

‘And I have her on Find My Friends, so could see that she was at your house last night,’ India points out. Dad shrugs.

‘Are you going to the site?’ India asks, and I nod. ‘Cool. Can I come with? Am I gatecrashing?’

‘You are,’ Dad says. ‘But since you talk such good sense, we’ll let it happen.’

‘Oh yes,’ India sing-songs. ‘Where was I? Ali … Hmmm. Oh. I know. She can be great, but I don’t think she’s as respectful to you as you deserve. She takes you for granted.’

India knows all about what happened with Cal – and the ultimatum too. I spent this morning texting her updates when Dad was in the shower.

‘Hmmm,’ I grumble. ‘Well. I could never leave Henry, so.’

‘So …?’ India grumbles back, the unsaid being: So … what? You’re going to turn your back on this guy, then? Turn your back on Stray Kids? The grumble is her way of saying we should agree to disagree.

‘Anyway, I don’t listen to everything Ali dictates. Stray Kids is still happening, even if she doesn’t exactly know that. Let me piss her off with one thing at a time, okay?’

‘Would it piss her off to know we’re up to two hundred people on the mailing list now?’ India says.

‘Two hundred!’ Dad echoes. ‘Can you look after two hundred kids at once, Jessie?’

‘No!’ I cry. ‘India, I can’t have two hundred people on the list …’

India smiles. ‘Chill,’ she counsels. ‘Common marketing lore says a one per cent conversion rate is expected, a two per cent conversion rate a success. So that’s four kids, maybe eight if it’s two-child families. And that you can do.’

‘Okay,’ I say, breathing deep to try to bring my heart rate back down.

‘Even if the first sessions have a handful of kids in them,’ I continue, ‘hopefully it’ll be so good that those families will tell their friends, and we’ll work towards a bigger capacity sooner rather than later.’

‘Exactly!’ says India. We round the corner of Clissold Park and head for the bottom corner, to our spot. ‘Is everything on schedule?’ India asks. ‘Anything I should know? I was thinking that I don’t want to confirm the first session or open for booking until we’re absolutely certain of the launch day. I know we still have some outstanding paperwork.’

‘We do,’ I say. ‘But I’m expecting that via email any day now.’

‘Perfect. Okay. But I can’t stay. I’ve got a nail appointment in ten. Love you both!’

‘Love you!’ I reply, blowing her a kiss.

‘Bye, India!’ Dad says.

I see the back of Leo before I see what he’s done to the hut. I suppose I’m territorial already, because somebody being even close to our HQ sets off alarm bells, like they might be ruining it, somehow, or doing something they shouldn’t. But Leo hears us approach and turns around, a smile bursting from his face like water breaking a dam.

‘What do you think?’ he says, splaying his arms wide. He’s in workman’s gloves and a vest top with jeans and Timberland boots, so it takes a beat for me to look beyond him. But when I do? Wow.

The hut is now French Blue with a yellow door, and there’s a huge Stray Kids logo along the side. There’s a porch light, and Leo swings the door back – no longer rotting off its hinges – to reveal what lies beyond. The shiny brass knob turns easily in his hand; the matching hinges are totally squeak-free.

The inside is painted yellow too, and has deep shelves running along one wall into the corner, where clear plastic boxes sit, ready to be filled with equipment, toys and spare clothes. On the free wall is a painted window with an imagined view of what it would look like on the other side if it was real: a ‘view’ of the pond. Underneath is a thin shelf with mugs and a kettle, which appears to be plugged in.

‘How is there electricity?’ I say, stunned.

‘Generator!’ replies Leo, proudly.

‘Bloody hell, mate – did you do all this?’ my dad asks him, sounding as overcome as I feel.

‘Had a bit of help from the lads, but yeah,’ Leo says bashfully. ‘Great project deserves a great HQ hut, no?’

‘Leo,’ I say, taking it all in once more. ‘This is above and beyond. I had no idea you were thinking of doing … this.’

Leo looks at me, eyebrow crooked and lips pursed in amusement. ‘So you like it?’

‘Like it?’ I repeat. ‘I can’t believe it.’

And I burst into tears, hand over my mouth and then covering my face to hide my embarrassment.

‘These are happy tears, right?’ Leo says, reaching out to rub my back. ‘You’re okay?’

‘Yes, this is happy crying,’ I say, pulling him in for a big hug. ‘Thank you,’ I whisper into his neck. ‘Thank you, thank you, thank you.’

Leo hugs me back tightly and says, ‘Babe. Don’t mention it.’

I can’t stop thinking about it and I keep looking at photos of it on my phone for a long time after we leave, having said to Leo for the millionth time: ‘Wow. Just … wow!’ I can’t believe he’d do so much for me, for Stray Kids. He might be a player, but he’s also a man who shows up for things, and I can’t fault him for that. I keep texting him, on the hour every hour, with a simple no, seriously, thanks, or variations thereof, to the point where he stops texting me back and it’s just a wall of blue messages on my phone, all from me to him, until eventually he messages back: Jessie. Enough. I’d do anything for you xx.

Two days later and I’m walking to Ali’s to pick up a few bits I accidentally left behind. Henry and Ali were driven home by one of the production staff this morning and he then went straight off to a playdate. I think Ali is staying at the house for one night, before going back to set tomorrow. There’s been no mention of what happened on Friday – in fact, we haven’t spoken at all, except for confirming logistical plans. It’s unnerving, but I roll with it because I don’t want another confrontation. I just hope and pray that when I bring her to see the Stray Kids site, she finally understands my vision and gives me her blessing to run the company and look after Henry.

I pull out my phone and scroll through my to-do list for Stray Kids, to reassure myself that it’s all in hand, that we’re making great progress and the launch will be perfect. All the marketing materials say ‘COMING THIS SUMMER’ with no exact date, and ideally we’d have locked parents in for summer holiday childcare already, but I have to see the positives in this approach. That with only a few days’ lead-in we’ll catch families at a loose end who can be happily surprised by the experience Stray Kids will provide. I don’t need a big bang of an opener, just an opener at all. The council money will keep us going if we operate at a loss initially, as we build our name. But – I’m doing this! I’m really, actually, finally doing this!

I’m so busy flicking through apps and lists when I let myself into Ali’s that I don’t realise anyone is home. It’s not until I open the door off the hallway that I see Thom’s bare arse as he’s bent over Ali, who is on all fours on the stairs with her skirt flipped up around her waist, making the sorts of noises I personally reserve for an exceptional sticky toffee pudding with cream.

‘Jesus!’ I say, shocked, stepping back through the door as quickly as I can. But the door has creaked halfway closed behind me, so I don’t step back into clear space, and instead hit the length of my back against the edge of the semi-closed door, the handle jutting painfully into my hip. ‘Ouch!’ I squeal, trying to avert my eyes – but not quick enough to miss making eye contact with Ali, who has turned around from her naked yoga move in time to spot me gawping, and starts squealing herself.

‘Yeah!’ Thom moans, thinking it’s a noise of encouragement.

‘Thom!’ Ali yells, pushing him off and yanking down her skirt. ‘Fuck’s sake!’

I sort out the door and escape back into the safety of the hallway, trying to unpick what I’ve just seen. I’m panting, my face is hot. Ali has certainly forgotten about Cal quickly. But then, on reflection, with Thom being around at odd times lately … The penny drops so hard I hear it make a noise. I’d put money on this not being the first time they’ve rekindled their old flame.

‘Jessie,’ Ali says, flinging open the hallway door just in time for me to see Thom tucking his penis into his pants, with all the gentleness of settling a sleeping baby.

‘Oh, for god’s sake,’ I say, covering my eyes. I flee to the kitchen.

‘It’s not what it looks like,’ Ali says, following me.

‘Well,’ Thom counters, appearing behind her. ‘It sort of is, babe.’

‘Don’t call me babe, babe,’ Ali tells him, shooting him the kind of look that could flatten a bus stop. It throws me for a loop – surely two people who have just been making love or whatever would talk to each other nicely?

‘Oh, for fuck’s sake,’ Thom says. ‘You’re not better than me, Ali. I know you think all this is above you, but it takes two to tango, doesn’t it? And you came after me.’

‘Bullshit!’ Ali says, screwing up her face, disgusted. ‘Thom, don’t even. Why don’t you go back to your little girlfriend …’

‘Fiancée, actually,’ Thom says, and they’re arguing like I’m not there. I thought she’d be out with her agent.

Back when Ali and Thom were together, they never fought in front of me, never treated me like I was invisible like they’re doing now. If they argued, they did it behind closed doors in their bedroom, in hushed angry whispers, whilst I tried not to eavesdrop as I made Henry’s supper. This staggering lack of decorum is new.

‘And it’s not like you’ve not got a wee little boyfriend of your own, is it? So see – we’re the same. And you love it. You love the sneaking around, the naughtiness of it.’

I can’t listen to this. Has Ali been cheating on Cal? I think back to seeing Thom at the house before she left for the Cotswolds, upstairs. Why would somebody’s ex-husband be upstairs in their house? Not that it’s any of my business … except it is, because if Ali has been cheating on Cal, but won’t let me and Cal try to see if there’s something between us … that’s so unfair. And yet, she’s my boss. So what can I do? At least Ali isn’t using Cal any more. I might not be able to be with him, but I want him to be happy. Anyway, I shouldn’t be here, bearing witness to this. I wait for a pause in Ali and Thom’s bickering, hiding at the far side of the kitchen island as they lob insults and hurtful comments at each other.

A pause is not going to come.

I don’t think either of them notice as I back out of the kitchen to the hallway, slipping out of the front door. I take a beat to lean my back against it, the cool metal of the knocker resting against my hot and sticky neck. I feel a range of emotions, none of which are especially good. Confused, grossed out, frustrated, lied to …

I let the sun kiss my skin, my eyes closed and face upturned. My thoughts are scrambled, but breathing fresh air and noticing how beautiful a day it is helps calm me, root me. There’s a bench at the park across the way, so I cross the road to go and sit down. I pull out my phone to check the time, and notice unread emails on the Stray Kids account. The council have finally emailed, I assume to tell me I’ve passed the Health and Safety assessment and to wish me luck. I read it twice before understanding they’re actually saying the opposite.

We’re sorry to inform you that there are missing elements to your Health and Safety briefing. As such, your current status is FAIL. To get reassessed, please follow the steps below …

I don’t understand. Cal said it was all basically a shoo-in, all good to go in everything but name. Why is it suddenly a fail? Nothing has changed between then and now, except …

No.

He wouldn’t.

… would he?

The only thing that’s different now is that before the weekend he and I were friendly, and now I’ve told him it can’t go any further.

But he can’t blame me for that. Surely not. I’d have thought he’d be way above punishing a woman for daring to say she’s not interested. Unless he’s failed me so that I have to see him again to organise another review. I suppose that’s a possibility. Well, if that’s what the little fucker wants, that’s exactly what he’ll get. I google where the office for Hackney Council is, and flag down a taxi to take me straight there. I’ve got time before Henry is done at his playdate. I’m sick of people thinking they can manipulate me, control me. This ends now.
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The cab pulls up outside a grand stone building with a water fountain in front. I pay and tell the driver thanks. I don’t know where I’m going, which part of the building I need to be in, but I stride towards the biggest door at the front, assuming it’s some sort of reception and I’ll be directed accordingly.

‘Hello,’ I say, sounding sharp enough that the receptionist looks alarmed. I cough, take a breath, and remind myself she’s my key to getting in, so I had better be nicer. ‘Sorry,’ I say, forcing a laugh. ‘God, I sounded crazy then, didn’t I? Sorry. It’s one of those days. I’m here to see Cal, up in Health and Safety? He’s dealing with my community project, Stray Kids.’

The woman considers this and then taps on her computer.

‘Calvin Lopez?’

I pull a face. ‘Yes? I think? I don’t actually remember his surname.’

‘Calvin Lopez, Health and Safety manager. I think that must be him. Let me ring up. Who shall I say is here?’

I tap the desk nervously, considering a lie. Will he come down if he knows it’s me?

‘Jessie,’ I say. Then I add: ‘He’s expecting me.’

I try not to look too eager as the receptionist places a phone call, holds for ages, gets passed around several people and then murmurs, ‘Hmmm, yes, I see, okay, thank you.’

‘Apparently,’ she says, after hanging up, ‘Calvin Lopez isn’t in the office today. He’s on leave.’

‘Right,’ I say, not believing her. He’s hiding from me. ‘Are you sure?’

She blinks.

‘Yes?’ she replies, sensing a trap, I assume. ‘That’s what his line manager told me.’

‘Can you tell me how long he’ll be on leave?’ I ask, and the receptionist looks torn. There’s a flicker of doubt in her face, like she can tell I really want to know – need to know – but also wants to remain professional. I decide to take a chance, and tell her the truth.

‘We kind of had a thing,’ I say, putting it all out there. ‘Almost. This was before I knew he was affiliated with my project. I had no idea he’d be involved, if you can believe that. It’s all been a series of very odd coincidences. I turned him down, in the end, and now I’ve been told I’ve failed my Health and Safety assessment for a project that’s this close’ – I hold up two fingers an inch apart – ‘from opening. And I can’t help but feel like he’s got something to do with that. It’s just too …’ I search for the word, but it turns out I don’t need it.

‘Look,’ she says. ‘All I got told on the phone is that he took an immediate leave of absence for “personal reasons”. He’ll be gone a few weeks. I think he’s gone to Spain. I’m sorry for your project, but for what it’s worth that email wouldn’t have come from Cal, it would have come from his line manager, who’s the person I spoke to on the phone. I know her – she’s really friendly and super invested in what she does. She won’t have failed you nefariously. If you talk to her, she’ll help you get it right and you might still meet your opening deadline. Do you want me to ask her to come down? Or to make an appointment?’

I sigh.

‘Yes,’ I say. ‘An appointment would be good.’

I call India when I’m back outside, mortified by my behaviour in the last ten minutes.

‘I half want to go back and correct myself for misspeaking, take back the suggestion Cal had anything to do with this. I’m so embarrassed, India. I can feel my cheeks burning.’

‘Oh babe,’ she says. ‘You’re passionate about it! You were being a mama bear over your baby! Anyone can understand that!’

‘Yeah,’ I say, half-heartedly.

‘If I can just say …’ India starts, sounding trepidatious. I’m pretty sure I know what she’s going to say before she says it.

‘You already are just saying,’ I tell her. ‘So go on.’

‘You’re being very quick to hand over your power to other people. On some level, it’s almost like you thought you deserved to fail your Health and Safety check, because your dream can’t really be happening, can’t really be coming true. So it would have been a perfect excuse if Cal had foiled it all, wouldn’t it?’

‘Oh god,’ I say. ‘I’m pathetic, aren’t I? You’re right. If Cal stopped it from happening, I wouldn’t have to risk failing at it …’

‘Maybe that’s why you’ve still not properly told Ali it’s actually happening?’ India suggests. ‘And maybe …’

‘I should?’ I supply. ‘Urgh! You’re so annoying when you’re right!’

‘I’ve been told I’m annoying even when I’m wrong,’ India laughs.

‘You won’t believe what I saw Ali and Thom doing earlier,’ I say. ‘They were at it doggy style on the stairs. I saw Thom’s knob and everything!’

‘No!’ India squeals. ‘Really?! God, those two. It’s the epitome of a love-hate relationship. And that makes me even angrier she’s put the kibosh on you and Cal. You need to go over there before picking up Henry and tell her about Stray Kids. Then she’ll have a minute to mull it over before you’re back with him. Plus, if she just got laid, you might find her more amenable to what you have to say.’

‘I feel like she’s still mad at me …’ I start, but India shuts me down.

‘Mad at you for nothing, might I remind you! Now come on. Take back your power, don’t let Cal or Ali or some stupid Health and Safety form stop you from fulfilling your destiny as the best goddamn outdoor-events-for-kids leader Stoke Newington has ever seen! Go!’

And with that, I power-walk back to Ali’s house, rehearsing what I’m going to say over and over again in my head.

I knock at the front door as a way to announce myself, but still use my key to get in. I never feel weird about going into the house when it’s Henry-related, but when it’s not there’s a strange chasm between what I normally do and what is polite. Plus, if what happened earlier is anything to go by, I should probably always knock. As I walk through the hallway, Ali yells from the living room, ‘In here!’

She’s curled up on the love seat with a script and her laptop, in little shorts and a baggy sweatshirt like she’s been styled for a Nancy Meyers movie. She even has a steaming cup of herbal tea beside her.

‘Thanks for letting me come over before I get Henry,’ I say, and she gestures to the sofa opposite.

‘Sure,’ she says. ‘What can I do for you?’

You wouldn’t think that an hour and a half ago I’d seen her half naked with her ex-husband. Neither of us addresses it, neither of us pauses to let the other know yes, that happened, and no, we don’t need to talk about it. We just glide over it like a pair of professional skaters.

‘I wanted to update you on the status of Stray Kids,’ I say, and she furrows her brow.

‘Stray Kids?’ she says. ‘What’s that?’

Sometimes Ali plays dumb as a power move. She’ll act like she doesn’t know what this important-to-you thing is and makes you explain it to her again, so that you realise you shouldn’t have bothered her with it without her having to say it. I know from experience that the very worst way to handle that is to remind her that she does know what you’re on about. You have to play along, pander to her, so it’s clear you understand she runs the show.

‘Stray Kids,’ I say, trying not to sound in the least bit annoyed, ‘is my outdoor learning programme. I got funding for it from the council. It’s where kids can come to a big open park and play without adult intervention, as a way to encourage life skills like resilience, trust in their own decision-making, that sort of thing.’

‘Oh,’ says Ali sternly. ‘I thought you decided not to pursue that.’

I tilt my head, like I’m considering her point. ‘Hmmm,’ I say. ‘I know we talked about how it might affect my looking after Henry, but that’s what I wanted to talk to you about. The project is going ahead, in my own time, outside of what I do for you. We’re due to open …’ I trail off, because with the Health and Safety assessment issues, that’s in the air now. ‘Soon,’ I settle on. ‘But as a courtesy, I wanted to sit down and reassure you, and just keep you in the picture.’

Ali shakes her head. ‘I think you’ve misunderstood,’ she says. ‘It wasn’t a suggestion. You can’t do it. Henry has to be your sole focus.’

She smiles, like of course I understand that the matter is now settled.

‘It’s all gone a bit far for turning back now,’ I say. ‘Adverts are going out across social media and end-of-term school bulletins next week, and we’ve just had an offer to pay for an advert on the back wall of the pub – you know the one they rent out to local artists? We’re advertising there, too.’

‘I’m sorry,’ says Ali, not sounding sorry at all. ‘But my answer is no.’

‘But …’ I say, wanting to put my foot down and explain that I’m not asking for anything, I’m telling her.

Her phone rings, and she looks down to see who it is. ‘My agent,’ she says, reaching for it. ‘Thanks for stopping by, Jessie.’

Before I can say anything, she’s answered the call with a cloying, cooing ‘Alfred, darling, how are you?’ and tottered off to the garden to continue her Nancy Meyers movie cosplay. I am stunned at how obtuse she’s capable of being, how utterly single-minded. I might work for Ali, but she doesn’t run the actual world. This isn’t fair. She can’t treat me like this!

Picking up Henry is, as always, a balm. He’s sticky from sunscreen and an afternoon spent mostly outside, one of several friends who came to play in Rex’s back garden.

‘And so then because I got first go on the trampoline, Evie got first go when we did beanbag balance racing, which I didn’t even care about because I needed the toilet then so didn’t play.’ He’s talking at a million miles an hour. I’m doing my best to concentrate, like he deserves. I’m doing what I can to push Ali out of my mind. ‘And then, after that, Rex’s nanny said we could build a fort with all the sheets in the shed so I was on the bad-guys team with Phillip,’ he babbles, interrupting himself to say, ‘Oooooh, ice lollies! Can we get an ice lolly? For a treat? Just for a treat?’

‘Let’s get one at the park opposite the house,’ I say. ‘We can play for a bit, if you want.’ I’m in no rush to see Ali so soon again this afternoon.

‘Yes!’ Henry says, pulling at the air in a victory fist-pump. ‘Thanks, Jessie! You’re the best nanny ever!’

He gives me a squeeze and I could melt.

‘Rex pushed me over today,’ he says, like he’s just remembered. I ask him if he’s okay as the bus pulls up, and confident Henry hops aboard, leaving me to tap my phone as I follow. ‘I’m fine,’ he tells me. ‘Rex didn’t mean to. He cried, actually, because it didn’t feel good to him to do it. He was having big feelings.’

‘Hmmm,’ I say. ‘It sounds like it.’

At the park Henry sees a few local kids who he knows from swimming lessons, and so happily runs off to play, forgetting about his pressing need for an ice lolly.

‘It’s so nice to see, isn’t it?’ one of the mums says to me as a group of four of the kids commandeer the top of the slide and the bridge over to the climbing wall, treating it like their very own pirate ship. They’re shouting instructions at each other, banding together in the face of a common, invented enemy.

‘Lovely,’ I agree. ‘This weather helps. So easy to keep kids happy when it’s nice out.’

‘Absolutely,’ she says. ‘We’re waiting for that new thing to open at the park this summer. Have you read about it? I can’t think of the name. Where the kids get unsupervised play in the park. Jackson can’t wait. He says I’m always interfering, telling him not to do stuff. He loves the idea of being able to do what he wants! I mean, it’s obviously not totally unsupervised – there are adults there if they need them or they’re going to do something dangerous. Volunteers, people from within the community. DBS checked, of course. Oh god, what’s it called? The name is on the tip of my tongue …’

I almost daren’t say it. Is this woman telling me about my very own project? Excitedly, no less?

‘Strays!’ she says. ‘I think. Something like that.’

‘Stray Kids?’ I offer, bracing to be wrong.

‘Yes!’ the woman says. ‘The school were talking about it at the PTA meeting this week, too. It’s such a fantastic idea. We’ve been crying out for something like that, without even knowing we needed it!’

‘This makes me so happy to hear,’ I say, and the woman looks at me like: Oh? Why?

‘Stray Kids is mine,’ I say, hardly believing those words get to come out of my mouth. ‘I’m the founder.’

‘Oh really!’ the woman says. ‘Oh my gosh, that’s fantastic! What’s your name? I’m Ramona.’

‘Jessie.’

‘Jessie,’ Ramona says. ‘Let me give you my number. If you need anything, you just let me know. I probably won’t be much help myself, personally, but I do know people. I can be on the school WhatsApp like that,’ she says, clicking her fingers. ‘What you’re doing is so needed and so clever! Where did you get the idea?’

She hands me her phone to input my number, and once I’ve done it I say, ‘I got my degree in childhood development. And as a career nanny I’ve always kept up on my reading and learning. I just love kids, really. And working with Henry and living in London, I suppose I saw a gap in that “kids in the wild” part of his week. I read something online about something similar in New York for kids, and thought, Stoke Newington needs that too!’

‘Amazing,’ Ramona says. ‘And the date is to be confirmed? We’re all hoping it’s, like, a week on Saturday, so we have you all summer, for the rest of the holidays …’

‘Really?’ I say. ‘That’s good to know. We just have the last bits of Health and Safety paperwork outstanding, and then we’ll be off. So it should be pretty close to a week on Saturday, as long as the council don’t drag their heels.’

‘There’s a dad at school who works at the council,’ Ramona says. ‘I’ll text him right now and ask him to keep an eye out for you. We have to go now, but it’s been great to meet you, Jessie. I’ll text you so you have my number too, okay? We’ll see you at the park!’

Ramona calls her kids – it turns out the three Henry was playing with all belong to her, so now he’s friendless.

‘Can I have my ice lolly now?’ he says, coming over to me. He sticks out his tongue and pretends to pant. ‘I’m boiling.’ To be fair, he’s gone ruddy-cheeked and damp around the hairline.

‘Sure,’ I say.

The whole time in the queue at the café hut in the park, and then sat beside Henry as he tries to stop his orange Calippo dripping down his chin and hands, I think about Ramona. What are the chances of talking to someone about Stray Kids? I mean, I suppose mums at the local park are my exact target market, but still … After how disempowering Ali was this afternoon, it feels like a sign from the universe, especially now I have Ramona’s number and access to her whole school WhatsApp group. How dare Ali try to hold me back? She can’t – and I have to stop letting her! I’m going to get that bloody piece of bloody paper from the bloody council, and launch, and make it as fantastic as Ramona and all the other parents need it to be. I want this, and I’m ready! I could almost forgive Ali for getting in the way of me and Cal, if she wasn’t also so unreasonable about Stray Kids.

Well, I’m going to tell her. When we get back to the house, I’m laying it out there. Stray Kids is happening, even if Cal and I are not.

I prepare Henry’s tea and go through his reading homework with him, with Ali upstairs in her office on the phone. Bringing it up again makes me feel sweaty-palmed and clammy-faced, but I owe it to myself. By the time Henry is ready to put his pyjamas on, I’m cleaning up from dinner, and Ali appears in the kitchen to pour herself a glass of wine.

‘Want one?’ she asks, though I can tell she doesn’t mean it. For all her ability to push aside whatever has happened, it’s obvious she wants me gone for the day.

‘No thanks,’ I say. ‘I have to get off.’

She nods, and gulps her Sauvignon Blanc greedily.

‘Before I go, though, I just want to revisit the Stray Kids issue. I hear your objections, but I am going through with it. I hope we can find a way forward together where we agree to disagree, or even that you might come and visit and get an understanding of what I’m doing there. But regardless, even if you aren’t interested, you’ll see no difference with my engagement here, and that’s a promise.’

‘No,’ Ali says.

‘Pardon?’

‘I said no,’ she repeats. ‘I need you available, and flexible, and focused. I’m not being unreasonable here, Jessie. Any employer would be well within their rights to preclude you from other employment. I do not enjoy disagreeing with you, but this is going to have to be discussion over, okay? We can’t keep rehashing this. No means no.’

‘No means no?’ I say. ‘I’m not seven. You can’t bat me away like this, Ali. It’s happening! And if you’re really not going to be okay with that …’

I trail off, considering whether I am truly prepared to say what I think it is I need to say. I don’t want to, but I might have to.

‘Then what?’ Ali says.

‘Then I’ll leave,’ I say, letting the words pour out of me before I can even try to hold them in.

Ali nods. ‘You’ll leave?’ she says, evenly.

‘Yes.’

She takes a long pull from her wine glass, gulp after gulp until it’s empty. She doesn’t speak. I hate it. In this moment, I hate her.

‘Do you know what?’ I continue. ‘I think it’s better for everyone if you consider this my one month’s notice. It breaks my heart to say that, but this has all got very toxic and unhealthy.’

Ali raises an eyebrow, and it is, quite frankly, terrifying.

‘That’s fine,’ she says, calmly. ‘We don’t need a month’s notice. I’ve just found out I have a schedule gap now anyway, something about changing the order of shooting. I can manage Henry until you’re replaced. Thank you, Jessie, but you can go now.’

My chest rises and falls dramatically, like I’ve been running. My breath is short and shallow, fight-or-flight mode fully engaged. We stare at each other, and my heart cracks that this is how it ends. Years, I’ve been with Ali. And just like that she’s pushing me out of the door. I’m not family to her, am I? I never have been. I’m staff, and staff can be let go with immediate effect.

The realisation forces tears into my eyes.

‘I’ll go and say goodbye,’ I say, turning to go to Henry upstairs. I want to hug him tight, to say I’ll see him soon, to tell him that I’ll always love him, even if I don’t get to see him every day.

‘I don’t think that’s appropriate right now,’ Ali says. ‘I’ll give him your best.’

‘You’re not going to let me see him?’ I say, astonished. Ali can be cold and unreasonable, but surely she won’t let somebody Henry sees more than his own mother leave without saying goodbye?

‘Not before bedtime, no. He’ll struggle to settle if he’s upset. We’ll be in touch.’

Gobsmacked, yet again, I leave in a daze. When I get home, I vomit.

‘I quit my job,’ I say to India down the phone, hands trembling.

‘Yay!’ she replies, without missing a beat. ‘How do you feel?’

‘Awful,’ I say. ‘She wouldn’t let me say goodbye to Henry.’

‘What a cow. Do you need beer?’

‘Yes.’

‘Indian food?’

‘Yes.’

‘Roger that. I’ll be at yours in ten minutes, okay?’

‘Okay,’ I say, and honestly, this is the worst I’ve ever felt.

‘I’m proud of you,’ India tells me for the millionth time. We’re four beers and two pizzas in. The wait time for delivery from the Indian restaurant was over an hour, and I was starving. I’ve not eaten all day, so we got a couple of artisan pizzas from around the corner, the ones Henry won’t eat because they’re made ‘with love’.

‘I’m proud of me too,’ I say, because two beers allow one to see that it’s okay to want things, and for other people not to get your vision or try to stop you. Fuck Ali and the horse she rode in on. I have no idea if she’ll pay me for the next month, considering she’s told me not to come in, but India and I have gone over my accounts and I’ve got enough money to see me through the next few months – and India is determined for me to make money from Stray Kids. She has it all figured out.

‘It can be a community venture and still pay you a living wage,’ she insists. ‘You give it an affordable price point, have an option for people to either pay-what-they-can or have more well-off parents buy extra spots that can be given to the people who can’t afford it. Look at all the yoga studios around here, that’s what they do. Women are allowed to make money, Jessie. It’s proven, in fact, that when women make more money, the whole community benefits, because women tend to spend more within their communities. So you’re doing Stoke Newington a favour by making this profitable! And you could run multiple sites eventually, or even franchise if you wanted to! Honestly babe, the opportunity you have created for yourself is amazing. Being able to focus solely on this opens up so many avenues for you. It’s incredible!’

We clink beer bottles in cheers and I let what she’s saying sink in. I can do this. I am doing this.

The thing is, I quite desperately wish I could tell Cal about it. Did I really upset him that much? And if he were here, would he fight for my Health and Safety approval after what I can only think is a miscarriage of justice?

Despite it all I still want him, even if that does make me a fool.
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I feel like the feisty female protagonist in a movie, as if life is suddenly a montage of me planning, sending emails and finalising details, all set to a thrumming music track about how the days have just begun and the rest of my life is unwritten. I’m on fire – which is good, because then I can ignore the dull ache in my heart for Henry. I see things, think things, and then remember I can’t tell him about them. I can only hope that Ali calms down and we reach a place where I can still see him, take him out for hot chocolate or to the park sometimes. In the meantime, I’m living off savings as I connect with the council to rearrange the Health and Safety assessment, and watch in awe as the pub wall gets transformed into a beautiful mural advertising us. India texts me the newsletter subscriber numbers every night, and it’s climbing steadily. Ramona has been true to her word and helped where she can, spreading the word of the project around and encouraging everyone she knows to tell their networks about it. She says she desperately wants it to be a success, and so she’s happy to tell as many people as possible, which is very, very sweet.

At the gym, I find I have new strength. There’s something about standing up for yourself, about taking the lead and going after what you want, that suddenly makes you very She-Hulk.

‘Yes, Jessie!’ Rain, our PT, cheers after I squat eighty-eight kilos three times. ‘Somebody has been eating their protein.’

I grin and say, ‘I’m feeling good.’

In between sets, Zoya asks if anyone knows much about the new thing happening at the park this summer.

‘My sister is desperate for it – some kind of free-range kids movement? I said I’d ask around. There’s a big advert for it on the art wall at the Hope and Anchor.’

‘That’s Stray Kids,’ says India, gleefully. ‘That’s Jessie’s thing! It’s going to be so good!’

Everyone turns to stare at me.

‘You kept that quiet,’ Rain says. ‘I’m on the newsletter list for that. My two will love it. Can you bump me up to VIP, so we definitely get in?’

‘If you’re doing that for her, you’ve gotta do that for my niece and nephew too, please,’ Zoya says. ‘Pretty please.’

I strip my barbell and say, ‘I’m feeling very flattered by your interest, guys. Thank you.’

‘So what’s the deal? Is this a new business venture for you?’ Rain asks. ‘Because you know I’m all about local enterprises. We’ve got a community WhatsApp group you can join where we all talk about Stokey’s business stuff, and we meet once a month in person too. You want in?’

I nod. ‘Yes!’ I say. ‘Thanks! Anything that could help.’

‘We could have helped sooner if you’d said what you were up to!’ Zoya says. ‘Do you need an extra pair of hands? I’ve got a DBS certificate so I’m cleared to work with kids. I don’t want any of my own, but I’d help you out for a few hours.’

‘Hop aboard,’ I say. ‘The more volunteers the better. I think my dad is going to volunteer too. After the break-up he’s looking for some wholesome activities to fill his days. I can’t think of anything better than doing this surrounded by my favourite people!’

‘How’s your dad doing?’ India asks me later. ‘Still good?’

‘As far as I know,’ I say. ‘I’ve been so busy I’ve not checked on him as much as I’d like to, but I’m actually seeing him this afternoon for a quick coffee. I want to fill him in on everything.’

‘Nice,’ India says. ‘Tell him I say hi?’

‘Will do,’ I say.

But Dad isn’t okay. It is immediately obvious as I approach the house, because all the curtains are drawn. Something sinks in my stomach, my body clocking what my brain knows to be true: he’s drunk. I know it.

‘Hello?’ I say, using my key to let myself in. ‘Dad?’

He’s expecting me, so I don’t feel like I’m about to walk in on him doing a fan dance in the nude or anything, but then again, if he’s expecting me why hasn’t he cleaned up? The house feels fusty and has a strange smell. I spy Dad in the kitchen, at the far end of the dark hallway. He is slumped forward in his chair, and I lunge forward to see if he’s breathing. He looks pale and cold and … dead.

‘Dad?’ I say, hand on his head, lifting it up to see if he’s breathing. ‘Dad!’

‘I’m up, I’m up,’ he says, slurring his words. His eyes adjust when he sees me, smiling as he says, ‘Jessie! You’re early!’

‘We said three p.m., Dad,’ I say, glancing up at the kitchen clock to confirm I really do have the right time. ‘Have you been drinking?’ I ask. ‘Do you normally fall asleep at the table this way?’

‘Oh, stop fussing,’ Dad says, waving a hand. ‘I had a beer with lunch is all. Must have dozed off.’

I look over at the recycling bin, where there’s more than one beer can sitting atop it. He sees me notice.

‘Three beers, then,’ he says. ‘So shoot me.’

I don’t understand. He was doing so well the last time I saw him. And today he … smells. ‘Dad, have you showered today?’ I ask. ‘No judgement, but …’

‘Oh, for god’s sake,’ he mutters. ‘No, okay? No. I haven’t. I couldn’t be arsed. It’s all been a bit …’

And he looks so lost and forlorn, so much like a man who wishes he was doing better than this, that I throw my arms around him and say, ‘It’s okay, Dad. I get it. I don’t mean to sound bossy. You just worried me, then, for a moment. I thought you were bloody dead!’

‘No, no,’ he says. ‘Just a bit of the old depression tugging on my jacket sleeve. I thought I’d cracked it, but that feeling only lasted a few days. Now it all just seems so …’

‘I get it,’ I say. ‘Being alone can be hard.’

He looks at me, nods.

‘Yeah.’

‘Go shower. Let me help you clean up a bit, okay? And then we’ll eat, and drink coffee, and talk. Sound good?’

Dad agrees that it does, and I set to work opening the back doors, all the windows, pulling on rubber gloves to tackle the washing-up and take out the dirty containers from what looks like Indian, Thai and Chinese. The place is better in no time, so that when Dad is back downstairs, clean-shaven and wet-haired and barefoot, the whole place has done a one-eighty.

‘I don’t deserve you,’ he says, coming to ruffle my hair and kiss my temple.

‘Of course you do,’ I say. ‘I feel bad I’ve not been around more. I’m sorry. I should have checked on you. A break-up is hard, a broken engagement even harder. We’re family. Actual family.’

‘Is there any other kind? Than actual family? Is there fake family?’

‘Kind of,’ I say. ‘Like Henry is to me, though Ali sacked me. Or I quit.’

‘Oh,’ Dad says, and out of anyone, he’s the one who understands the magnitude of this. It was Ali who helped him through his brain tumour, after all, with all her connections and access. ‘Well. Maybe it was time?’

‘Apparently so,’ I say.

‘And anyway, I was in the middle of telling you what a fantastic daughter you are.’

‘Dad! Come on!’

‘No!’ he says. ‘I’m serious! You are! I’ve been thinking about it a lot. Dads and daughters, that’s real life. That’s where it’s at. I want to see you more, Jessie, share more with you. Let’s not be strong for each other any more, let’s be proper friends. I love spending time with you, I really do. Women might come and even go in the future, but I promise, you’re my top girl, always and forever. All right?’

‘All right, Dad,’ I say. ‘That …’ I start to well up. ‘I’ve just wanted to hear you say that for ages, you know? You’re my dad! I need you! And I’ve missed you!’

‘Come here,’ he says, pulling me in for a hug. ‘Now. What’s going on with Ali? You okay?’

I tell him about how she said I couldn’t do Stray Kids, about meeting Ramona, and how after the Health and Safety fail I lost it and decided to take back control. I even explain about Cal getting dumped, and how I asked him to leave even though I didn’t really want to. Dad nods, and eventually asks: ‘Are you going to call this Cal, now Ali isn’t a consideration? Because if I may be so bold …’

‘You may,’ I say.

‘Well,’ Dad says. ‘You sound kind of gaga for him.’

I look at him. ‘I guess I could call him now, yeah. I probably owe it to myself, don’t I?’

Dad smiles. ‘I’d say so,’ he tells me. ‘He sounds kind of perfect.’

‘Really?’ I say. ‘What makes you say that?’

‘The way your eyes go all dreamy when you talk about him.’

‘They do not!’ I squeal. ‘Shut up!’

‘They do!’ Dad says. ‘It’s nice to see! You should be happy, Jessie. Don’t let anyone stand in the way of that.’

‘Hmmm,’ I say. ‘Well. I deleted his number so I couldn’t text him in a moment of weakness, and apparently he’s on holiday. I’m just going to focus on Stray Kids. That’s what’s most important to me right now.’

‘Okay,’ Dad says. ‘What do I know, anyway? Right?’

‘Wrong,’ I say. ‘You know everything. Which is why I’m hoping you might volunteer with Stray Kids for a while? I’d love to have you on board …’

‘Oh, that’s a given!’ he says. ‘Of course! You tell me what you need, and I’ll get to it.’

‘Thank you, Dad,’ I say. ‘I love you. And I like you.’

‘I love you, and I like you, too.’
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I decide to take myself out for supper so I don’t have to cook, and so I can people-watch, read my book and catch up on texts. It’s a beautiful evening, and I could stay at home trying to organise more things for the second Health and Safety assessment tomorrow, but to be honest everything is done, and I’d simply be repeating myself. I need a big exhale after the past few weeks I’ve had. It’s been a doozy.

I go to the pizza place on the corner, and plan on asking for a table out the back, where they’ve planted this huge jasmine bush that curls and winds up the fence and smells amazing. As I’m approaching, a cheeky-chappy blond further up the pavement walks in my direction, grinning his lopsided cheeky grin, and we hold eye contact like that, smiling, walking towards each other until we meet.

‘Hello, you,’ I say.

‘Hello, trouble,’ replies Leo.

He’s by himself and does that Leo thing where he holds my eye, grinning and refusing to be embarrassed by anything in a way that suddenly makes me embarrassed by even breathing. I don’t mean to roll my eyes, but I do, and Leo says: ‘An eye-roll? I didn’t even say anything!’

I screw up my nose playfully. ‘You didn’t have to. You never have to.’

‘Obtuse, but okay …’ he retorts. ‘Are you, like, hangry or something? Or should I be taking your slights personally?’

It makes me laugh. ‘I actually am on my way to dinner. So …’

‘So,’ Leo echoes. ‘I get points for my understanding?’ He puts a hand up to his face and rubs his finger over his bottom lip. I look at his mouth for longer than I should, and then catch myself, horrified.

‘All right, all right,’ I laugh. ‘You win.’

‘Didn’t even know I was in the race,’ he says. ‘So this has all turned out great for me.’ I stick my tongue out at him. ‘Where’s dinner, then? Got a hot date, or …?’

‘Careful,’ I joke. ‘I might start thinking you’re jealous.’

It’s a silly joke, but Leo doesn’t rise to it. ‘I would be,’ he says, plainly. ‘I really am running out of ways to tell you so, Jessie Cameron.’

I bite down on my own lip, unsure of how to respond, and Leo notices, pleased with himself.

‘I was going to grab pizza,’ I say. ‘Have you eaten?’

‘Yes,’ he replies. ‘But I’d still like to come.’

‘You’ll make a cheap date then,’ I say.

We walk into the restaurant and the head waiter lights up when he sees us.

‘Leo! Caro! Come va?’

‘Luigi!’ Leo says, going in to kiss the man on his left cheek, and then his right. ‘Tutto a posto, grazie,’ he says. ‘Come stai?’

‘Bene, grazie,’ says Luigi. Luigi holds out a hand to me and introduces himself. He’s served me before, but apparently knowing Leo takes me up a notch in the world. ‘È questa la tua ragazza?’ he says to Leo, who shoots me a look laced with guilt, almost.

‘What does that mean?’ I say, looking between them.

Leo mutters, ‘Ci sto provando con il mio migliore amico,’ which makes Luigi laugh.

‘Ho capito,’ Luigi says, looking at me. ‘Good luck,’ he adds, in English, and I don’t know if it’s in response to Leo or some sort of warning for me. Before I can delve into it, though, my stomach grumbles so loudly that both men hear it.

‘Let’s go,’ Luigi says. ‘For you two, the best table in the house!’

We sit at the exact table I’d been hoping for, and Leo says, ‘Smell that? The jasmine?’

‘Yeah,’ I say. ‘I love it.’

‘Same,’ he replies. ‘This is my favourite spot. I’m here, like, three times a week. That’s the thing about a bachelor’s life – can’t be arsed to cook, most nights.’

‘I know a little something about that,’ I say, not even needing to look at the menu. Right as I go to tell Leo I always have the Diavola, Leo says: ‘The Diavola here is superb.’

Our words crash into each other and we both laugh.

‘Can you squeeze in a slice?’ I ask. ‘Even though you’ve eaten?’

‘I could probably squeeze in a whole half a pizza,’ he admits, and I explain we’ll have to order two pizzas then, because I’m starving. ‘Half a pizza won’t do it,’ I tell him, patting my stomach. ‘But this is my treat anyway. I owe you.’

‘You don’t owe me anything,’ Leo says. ‘Honestly. I’m happy to help out.’

‘Well,’ I say. ‘Do you want to help out by talking about anything other than Stray Kids? Because I’ve had enough. I’m all for working hard on something you love, but I am at severe risk of becoming incredibly boring if I don’t remember that there’s life outside of the thing.’

‘You couldn’t become boring if you tried,’ Leo says. ‘Not with tits like yours.’

‘What did you just say?!’ I squeak. ‘Leo!’

He holds up his hands. ‘I’m just kidding,’ he laughs. ‘Sorry. I say stupid stuff when I’m nervous.’

‘You’re nervous to sit here and eat pizza?’ I obviously don’t buy it. ‘Mr Cool as a Cucumber?’

‘Common misconception. Something to do with my face. Even at school I’d get in trouble; the teachers always thought I was up to something. But this is just my face! When I’m trying hard, apparently I look mischievous!’

‘Hmmm,’ I say. ‘I think I might be with your teachers on this one.’

He shakes his head sadly. ‘The injustice of it. I try my best to be vulnerable, to put myself out there …’

The way he says it, I suddenly don’t want to take the mick out of him any more. He seems to be genuinely trying to tell me something, and it feels wrong to tease him about it. I make a choice. I’m going to change tack

‘What else were you like at school?’ I say.

‘Well, I’m dyslexic, but that only came out when I was in Year Eleven, so mostly I was just thought of as thick,’ he says with a shrug. A waiter deposits two beers we didn’t order on the table, but Leo takes his and lifts it in the direction of Luigi back inside, who I catch grinning and wave at in return.

‘Popular?’ I say.

He shrugs. ‘People knew me, yeah. Probably played it all up a bit too much to be honest – Jack the Lad, that sort of thing. Class clown. I’ll bet if we were at school together you wouldn’t have looked twice at me.’

‘I didn’t look twice at any boy until I was about twenty,’ I say. ‘Literally didn’t even know you lot existed.’

‘Seriously?’ Leo says.

‘Seriously. I had my first kiss just before my twenty-first birthday.’

‘And …’ he starts, not quite finding the words to finish his question. It doesn’t matter though, because I know what the question is.

‘My virginity?’ I say, and he gives a sort of sorry for asking but yeah face. ‘Twenty-one. Felt a bit silly for waiting for so long, to be honest. Tried making up for lost time.’

‘Oh! Now we’re getting to the juicy part!’ Leo chuckles, rubbing his hands together gleefully.

‘That’s all you’re getting from me,’ I say, wagging a finger. ‘I’ve said too much!’

‘Never,’ says Leo, eyes twinkling. ‘I want to know everything about you.’

We order, we eat, we … talk. Just chat. About the pizza, about the butcher’s shop, a bit more about how Leo is not, in fact, thick, and if he were at school today he’d have been diagnosed way earlier, god bless.

‘Dessert?’ Luigi asks, as he clears our plates.

‘I couldn’t eat another bite,’ I say, but deferring to Leo add: ‘By all means go ahead.’

Leo shakes his head apologetically. ‘This is my second dinner already, so I’m good. Grazie, Luigi.’

‘I could walk you home?’ Leo offers, once I’ve paid our bill. ‘It’s a gorgeous night.’

‘It is,’ I say. ‘The summer has been glorious so far, hasn’t it?’

‘Truly,’ Leo says. ‘I’m only gutted I’ve not been away. I need a holiday, man! Some sun and sea!’

‘Same,’ I say. ‘Maybe in September, when all the kids are back at school. I could get a week in somewhere, I reckon.’

‘Well, bear your old friend Leo in mind,’ he says. ‘Because that sounds perfect.’

I smile. ‘Separate rooms though, yeah?’ I tease, and Leo rolls his eyes.

‘Absolutely not,’ he replies, and I laugh. ‘God I love how you do that,’ he says, as we navigate our way off Church Street.

‘Laugh?’ I say.

‘Laugh at me,’ Leo tells me. ‘I’m, like, addicted to being the one who makes you laugh.’

‘Oh.’ I want to say something wittier, funnier, but I’ve got nothing. ‘You …’ I start, stammering over how to say what I want to say.

‘Me …?’ Leo presses.

‘You … are a nice bloke,’ I settle on, pathetically.

‘Offfft.’ Leo grabs his chest, like his heart hurts. ‘Ouch.’

‘I meant it as a compliment!’

‘That might be worse,’ he says.

I sigh. ‘It’s a good thing,’ I tell him. ‘I find it easy to laugh around you. You make it easier.’

Neither of us speaks then, but Leo slips his hand in mine as we walk, and I let him. It feels good, to be part of a two, to look like the very thing I have so often seen and envied. I look up at him, and he gives me a grin.

Outside my flat we stop, and I sound like the lead in a B-list made-for-TV movie.

‘This is me,’ I say, although by dint of us having stood still I think that might be quite obvious.

Leo nods.

‘All right then,’ he says. ‘Well.’

The way he looks at me, how his eyes roam my face like he’s not sure of his favourite part, like he’s memorising my eyes, my cheeks, my mouth … I find myself holding my breath. Leo. Leo? I can’t have feelings for Leo. He’s a player. A lovely player, but the very definition of a Casanova. I’ve been through so much, and what’s that famous quote about insanity? Insanity is doing the same thing over and over and expecting a different result. I can’t keep falling for these men who specialise in emotional infidelity. I have to be better. If I went to therapy this is the sort of thing they’d have a field day with. Anyway. Leo is looking at me, and I like it, and that isn’t a smart thing to like.

‘Thanks again for dinner,’ he says, stroking my hand with his thumb.

I swallow, hard. ‘You’re welcome.’

More staring.

‘I can go slow, you know,’ he tells me. ‘If you need me to.’

He sounds so genuine. Gentle, and concerned. It disarms me.

‘I don’t know what I need,’ I say, the words escaping my mouth before I can assess their honesty. He nods, digesting this.

‘I’m going to say goodnight,’ he tells me. ‘Can I kiss you?’

Our voices are quiet, barely whispers, like talking louder could ruin something. What, exactly, I’m not 100 per cent sure. This whole thing has snuck up on me, my heart allowing things my brain has not yet processed.

‘Yes,’ I say, and as he comes closer, Leo’s soft, pillowy lips are on mine, gently, playfully, just a little peck, but I close my eyes briefly anyway. It is considerate and tender and lovely. Leo. Leo, Leo, Leo. He knows exactly what he’s doing.

After lingering for a second or two, he pulls away and cups my face.

‘Goodnight, Jessie.’

‘Goodnight,’ I say, my voice barely audible over his footsteps back down the street.
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I wake up thinking of Leo. We kissed! A chaste, restrained kiss, but lips-on-lips nonetheless. I’m smiling remembering it, remembering his hand in mine on the way home, how he told me he was going to kiss me, how he said he could go slowly, if that’s what I needed. It’s like everything I have ever dreamed of – everything I hoped I’d get from Cal, when I was daydreaming about us before I knew his truth. But I just cannot escape that it’s Casanova Leo. I love his company, I really do. Time passes by in a flash when we’re together. He’s been persistent and vocal about his intentions. He’s very attractive, too, of course. Urgh. I don’t know! And I don’t even want to sound this out with India because she’ll just tell me to go for it, which is all well and good but it’s not her heart, is it? We do things for the story, but I don’t think my self-esteem could handle deciding to trust Leo and then getting proved totally right about my first instinct.

WHY ARE MEN SO HARD WHY IS DATING SO HARD WHY AM I SUCH AN OVERTHINKER?!?!?!?!

What I do know is, I feel differently about Cal today. Something has shifted, overnight, as I’ve thought about all of Leo’s good points. It really throws Cal into the shade in terms of what my standards should be. I might have turned Cal down because of Ali’s ultimatum in the first place, but she did me a favour if I’m really honest with myself. Just like accepting a crappy Health and Safety assessment result, maybe I have such low expectations for myself that I thought I deserved the complications Cal brought with him. But I don’t. I deserve straightforward. I deserve declarations of intent and actions that follow. Cal didn’t give me any of that.

But Leo did.

I sigh.

Leo did all that.

That’s certainly not nothing.

I really don’t know what to expect from my second Health and Safety visit, but I’m nervous as hell because I need this to work out. We’re full steam ahead now, and I’d do anything to get sign-off so the council aren’t something I have to worry about any more.

I’m wearing cropped jeans and a logoed T-shirt, a box of which has just arrived in the post, with my hair in a low ponytail. I looked relaxed but official, friendly but competent. It’s possible I’m putting too much thought into what vibes my outfit gives off, but it’s one of the only things I can control, so I go with it.

It’s a sunny day, and the park looks verdant and lush. There’s just enough activity around to make the place feel lively, like a real community hub. So I make the executive decision to pull out some deckchairs from the Stray Kids HQ hut and pop them in the shade, so that Jules, the Health and Safety inspector, can sit comfortably as I beg for her to tell me how to fix whatever the issue is.

‘So nice to meet you,’ she says, when she arrives – clipboard under her arm, short blonde bob tucked behind one ear. ‘Great hut!’

I smile. ‘A friend fixed it up for me. Well, for us actually – all of us, because Stray Kids isn’t mine any more. It’s for everyone. Anyone who wants to be a part of it.’

Jules nods.

‘Great,’ she says. ‘Do you want to talk me through it then? Just walk me through everything you identify as a potential hazard, and the steps you’re taking to mitigate that risk.’

‘Sure thing,’ I say, and I don’t stop talking for the next twenty-five minutes as I show Jules around the site.

When we’re done, Jules and I circle back to the hut, where she sits down to leaf through various bits of paper from the portfolio she’s been carrying under her arm. She’s laughed when I’ve made little jokes, nodded with what I thought was sincerity when I explained our processes to her, and muttered variations of good, awesome and excellent whenever I’ve stopped for breath. And yet, now she’s frowning like something is still wrong.

‘Anything else I can help with?’ I ask, nervously.

She looks up.

‘Sorry,’ she says. ‘I’m just trying to figure out why exactly you were passed on to me as a fail in the first place. I didn’t have time to read this beforehand, but now I’m looking properly, it was all in order to begin with.’

I blink slowly.

‘Did you say this was passed on to you as a fail?’ I say. I almost don’t dare ask what I really need to know. ‘Was that by Cal?’

She looks down. ‘Calvin Lopez, before he went on annual leave, yeah. I just can’t figure out what he’s done here. It must be a mistake.’

‘Jules,’ I say. ‘He and I …’

‘Oh god,’ she says, holding up a hand and looking afraid. ‘Don’t tell me. Were you seeing him?’

‘No!’ I say, because obviously, technically, we weren’t anything. ‘We knew each other, before all this.’

‘Romantically?’ she clarifies.

‘It’s complicated,’ I admit. ‘But long story short, he wanted it to be and I didn’t. You don’t think there’s any way this misunderstanding is related to that, do you?’

‘That little fuck,’ Jules says, and I’m taken aback by her language. She seemed so professional! But I suppose behind every lanyard there’s a woman who won’t stand for tomfoolery. ‘I told him if this ever happened again …’

‘It’s happened before?’

Jules sighs, and closes her portfolio. We’re not professionals, now, we’re women. And women tell each other the truth. ‘I’ve said too much. As his boss, I cannot further expand. Legally speaking, considering this will now have to go to HR. But as a fellow woman, Jessie, I am so very sorry for wasting your time. You obviously have all your ducks in a row, everything sorted. I wish you all the luck in the world. I really do. It looks grand, and I have a feeling you’re going to be very successful indeed.’

She stands up and reaches out a hand for me to shake, which I take.

‘Thank you,’ I say, and as I watch her walk away I think: Cal did this to me? And he’s done it before? What a dick!

I march out of the park and down Church Street, my mind racing. This is insane: Cal was supposed to be a good guy. I mean, well, he’s had a bit of a narrative arc to him. First he was good, then he was bad, but lately he’s been good again. And good guys don’t behave this way. Is he mad at Ali but lashing out at me? Have I missed something, or am I really being punished for turning him down? I didn’t even want to! Ali made me! But heck if I didn’t have a lucky escape, then, if this is the kind of crazy, unhinged behaviour he’s capable of. I cannot understand how anyone could do something so awful. What a foul, immature boy.

I find myself outside the butcher’s, Leo’s reassuring face smiling at me through the window when he sees me and then frowning when it is apparent I’m spiralling.

‘Everything has been approved for Stray Kids,’ I say, as I walk in.

He looks to his left to speak to somebody I can’t see. ‘Jeff, I’m going to pop out for a few minutes.’ He takes off his apron, washes his hands, and then guides me out of the shop to a bench in the shade across the street.

‘Isn’t being approved for everything at Stray Kids a good thing?’ he asks me, slowly.

‘Well, yes,’ I say. ‘Obviously. But this was my second go on the horse. And you know what? It turns out I didn’t need a second go, because Cal sabotaged my first one! On purpose! Because I didn’t want to hook up with him, or whatever.’

Leo exhales sharply. ‘Right,’ he says. ‘And who is Cal?’

‘You had brunch with him, with Ali.’

‘Oh!’ he says, perking up. I watch him connect all the dots. ‘Cal? He hit on you? He cheated on Ali?’

‘Nothing happened,’ I say. ‘And he didn’t proposition me until after she’d dumped him. Which is another thing! All this time he was stringing me along, telling me they were going to break up …’

‘Oh,’ says Leo, and I can tell he’s trying to hide his disappointment. ‘You were into him then?’

‘No!’ I say, too quickly. I look at Leo. He’s furrowing his brow, waiting for the rest of the story. ‘Maybe,’ I say. ‘I was trying not to be.’

‘Got it,’ says Leo, uncertainly.

We sit, and my heart rate slows back down, my breathing returning to normal. Leo waits patiently, not rushing to fill the silence with empty platitudes or versions of a pep talk. I appreciate that. I like it when a man doesn’t go into problem-solving mode. I really did just need to vent.

‘I’ve calmed down now,’ I say, eventually. ‘Sorry for dumping all that on you.’

‘Honoured you thought of me,’ Leo replies. ‘And I’m glad you feel better.’

‘I just really don’t get why somebody would be so mean to another person, you know? Like go after the thing they really care about? It’s psychotic.’

Leo nods. ‘I’ll say.’

‘Thank you for listening.’ I take a big breath, steadying myself and trying to get into a new headspace, one without Cal bloody Lopez in it. ‘Looks like the launch will be going ahead as planned, anyway.’ I muster up a smile and a little ‘Yay!’ with some jazz hands.

‘I’m pleased for you, Jessie,’ Leo says. ‘I really am.’

‘Thank you.’

‘And for what it’s worth …’

He hesitates.

‘Yes?’ I say.

‘You need to start believing you’re worthy of a man who can say that he wants you and follow through with the actions to prove it.’

It takes way too long for me to understand that Leo is referring to himself. I woke up thinking of him, and still can’t believe he wants me. What the hell is my problem?

‘You.’ I let it slip out before I can stop myself.

‘Please tell me you are not this clueless,’ Leo says. ‘Yes, Jessie. I’ve been here the whole time, just trying to show you how much I like you. I thought …’

He pauses.

‘Go on,’ I say, my heart thundering so hard I feel like it’s making the rest of me shake.

Softly, he intones: ‘I thought you felt it too.’

I take in the lines of his face, how his sharp jaw curves up towards his ear. The soft bit of skin beneath his earlobe. The mole on his collarbone.

‘Jessie,’ he says, leaning towards me. ‘It’s me. I’m the guy.’

I find myself moving my body in his direction, looking at his mouth as he stares down at mine. Leo reaches out and cups my head, his big, manly hand spreading fingers across the side of my skull, his thumb gently caressing the space near my mouth. He smiles, like he’s finally getting dessert at a busy restaurant that took too long with his order. He’s so handsome. And kind. And he’s been here, by my side, helping me. And of course I fancy him – who wouldn’t? He’s charming, the world’s biggest flirt.

The world’s biggest flirt.

Urgh.

I pull away, look over to the road.

‘Oh no,’ he says, dropping his hand. ‘What just happened?’

‘I’ve already let one man distract me from all this,’ I say. ‘From Stray Kids and … life. I can’t let another one do the same …’

It hurts me to say it, so much so that I consider not saying anything at all. But I need to be strong for myself. These next few days are everything I’ve wanted for so long. I need to be sensible. Cal almost threw me off course. Wouldn’t I be a tragic fool if I let Leo do the same?

‘That’s just it,’ Leo says. ‘I wouldn’t be a distraction. I’d be an asset.’

I shake my head, sadly. ‘Don’t, Leo,’ I say. ‘Come on. I’m not strong enough for this.’

‘You really do think I’m just a player, don’t you?’ he asks.

‘Aren’t you?’ I immediately regret it. He looks devastated, his face falling in on itself.

‘No,’ he insists. ‘Jesus, Jessie. I am here. I have been here. I don’t know how to make my intentions any clearer! It’s like you don’t want to be happy …’

‘I want to be happy,’ I retort. ‘Of course I want to be happy!’

‘So let this be easy,’ he tells me. ‘Jessie …’

But my attention is caught by a passing woman who I recognise. She’s wearing gym clothes, Lycra shorts and a sports bra, in mint green. Her skin is the colour of walnut, smooth as I’ve ever seen in real life, and her hair is half tied up and half cascading down her back, like a waterfall. She’s gorgeous. Leo is looking right at me, and his gaze does not waver, but I swear I hear her say, ‘Hi, Leo.’ It’s enough to remind me that for as much as I like Leo – and I do, I actually really do, now I can admit it to myself – I can’t. I can’t do this. I don’t believe he really wants it either. He could have anyone. I think he likes the thrill of the chase, and I don’t trust that he won’t tire of me as soon as he thinks he can have me. I can’t ignore what I already know about him: he’s a player. Not when I ignored so many red flags with Cal. The evidence in Leo’s ‘against’ column is just too great.

‘I’m sorry,’ I say. ‘I can’t.’

But I sit there, not wanting to be the one who walks away. Leo has to do the hard part for me, getting up and leaving without another word.
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It’s two nights before the launch, and I’m leaving Stray Kids HQ. I texted Leo yesterday, after our heart-to-heart the day before, and said, simply, I’m sorry …

He replied: It’s okay. Friends?

Friends xxx, I sent back. I did it reluctantly, my feelings jumbled up like an artist’s palette. I can’t tease them out, examine them one by one. I don’t have time, I don’t have energy. This is how it has to be. Onwards. As friends. Back to how we were.

Tonight I text Leo a picture of the hut he rebuilt for me, the setting sun low in the sky behind it, the birds and the bees doing their thing, a snap of a perfect English summer.

Everything looking good for the launch! I tell him. I want contact, want to know I’ve made the right decision. It’s selfish, but that doesn’t make it any less true. I want proof I haven’t lost him, even though our relationship is not romantic. Will we see you there?

I’ll do my best, he sends back, right away. I note he isn’t playing games or punishing me. That’s classy. Dented ego and all.

I smile at my screen. Typical Leo. I’m impressed he’s keeping things cordial, because after being rejected a lesser man wouldn’t. I’ve really grown to respect him. I’ve wondered more than once this past forty-eight hours if I did the right thing. I keep picturing his face when he said, ‘It’s me. I’m the guy.’ It was so much more romantic than I realised in the moment. It’s me. I’m the guy. It’s like it was scripted for a romance movie, Ryan Gosling saying it to Rachel McAdams in The Notebook. Still. When it comes to head-versus-heart, I have to go with my head on this one. My heart cannot be trusted.

I leave Stray Kids HQ and am surprised to see Ali waiting at the gate of the park. I’m with Zoya, from the gym, and can feel her eyes bulge at the sight of a celebrity within spitting distance, and I almost laugh when Ali calls my name and Zoya realises she knows me. Zoya makes a sort of squeeeee sound, like a whoopee cushion letting out air very slowly.

‘I have a few things to do,’ I tell Zoya, when Ali locks eyes with me. ‘Thanks for this evening. I really appreciate it.’

Zoya scampers off, looking back over her shoulder and pulling her phone out of her bag, no doubt to text everyone she knows that Ali O’Hara is at the park, waiting to see her friend from the gym. I don’t say anything as I approach Ali, but she gives me the beginnings of a smile, a way to declare that she comes in peace.

‘Hi,’ she says, when I’m closer.

‘Hello,’ I reply. It doesn’t feel normal or natural to be cold with her. I’ve spent years bending myself to her will, reading her moods before she speaks so I know how to behave, but I have to remember she isn’t my boss any more, and friends – if we ever were such a thing, if that’s possible when one pays the wage of the other – don’t have to do those things.

‘Do you have a minute?’ she asks.

‘Yes,’ I say.

‘Maybe for a drink?’ she presses. ‘On the corner?’

I’m dirty and sweaty and feel gross, not to mention I’m dressed in old workout leggings and a T-shirt. My body aches from moving boxes and sorting shelves and walking the park again, and again, and again, so as to assess exactly where the volunteers need to be, parameters for kids, all of that. But I recognise how much it took Ali to come here, so I say yes.

‘Look,’ she says, once we’re nestled in a table in the pub courtyard, a couple of bottles of beer in hand. ‘There’s stuff I’d like to clear up, if that’s all right with you. Because I know I haven’t behaved as my best self, and I need to apologise. So firstly, I’m sorry. I’ve been acting crazy.’

I make a face that signifies that, yes, she has, but issue a smile with it too, so it’s clear I appreciate she’s making the effort at all.

‘I know,’ she says, clocking my expression. ‘I’m always crazy. I know I can be unreasonable and demanding. I fire almost everyone eventually, but with you it’s always been different. I guess I never felt judged by you. And Henry adores you, so, so much. I’ve told him you’re taking time off. Anyway. The other day, what you saw with me and Thom …’

We let that hang between us, and I try not to think about Thom pulling up his pants and manhandling himself back into his underwear. Some things change the dynamic between two people forever – and with Thom, me seeing his penis has undoubtedly done that for us.

‘You’ve probably guessed that we’ve been seeing each other for a while. Even after we signed the papers, it never really stopped. He’s like an addiction, you know? It’s the same for him, too. We ended things for a while when he got engaged, but then I was so jealous he was moving on, and when he found out about Cal and me getting more serious too …’

I can’t help myself. I have to know. ‘You cheated on Cal?’ I ask, and I can’t tell if I want the answer to be yes or no.

‘Yeah,’ Ali admits. ‘But me and Cal, you have to understand … we both knew it was a placeholder. It wasn’t serious, and even me talking about proposing, I don’t think I ever really thought Cal would say yes, or if he did that it would ever happen. I just wanted Thom to know I had options, you know? And then one day we slipped back into bad habits again, and it’s been quite heavy, sneaking around. Not that I expect a tiny violin to play me the world’s saddest song over it or anything. My therapist basically thinks I used Cal to make Thom jealous, which isn’t a nice thing to hear about yourself.’

I drink my beer. Ali has never been so self-aware before. I don’t know what to do with it.

‘That sounds like a lot to navigate,’ I say. ‘But Ali … none of that really has anything to do with me. The business? It’s happening.’

‘I know,’ she says. ‘I’ve been googling it, and the mums at swimming were talking about it last night too. People are excited, Jessie, and I’m starting to get it. You’re so good with kids and are wasted as just one kid’s nanny. I don’t care if you do Stray Kids. We’ll figure it out. But I guess I’m here to say will you come back to Henry? He needs you. I need you.’

‘Ali …’ I start to say, but I don’t know how I’m going to continue that sentence. I love Henry. Of course I want to stay as his nanny.

‘And about Cal,’ she interrupts. ‘Go for it. You two should explore that. I know I’m self-obsessed or whatever, but I do know you two would make a cute couple.’

‘You know the dancing-by-the-river guy,’ I begin.

She nods at my seeming non sequitur. ‘Yeah,’ she says.

‘That was Cal,’ I say. ‘I didn’t know my Cal was your Vinnie until he showed up at the house. So yeah, I liked Cal, but I never would have let myself feel those things for your boyfriend under normal circumstances. It was a very weird coincidence.’

‘No way,’ Ali says. ‘Seriously?’

‘Seriously. So when I said Whole Foods guy turned out to be a dud … that’s why. Whole Foods guy was Cal.’

‘That’s …’ Ali says, at a loss for words.

‘I know,’ I say. ‘So random.’

‘The randomest.’

‘And also redundant. He asked to make a go of things the night you two ended, when he drove me back to London, and when I said no he tried to sabotage Stray Kids.’

‘No!’ says Ali. ‘How?’

‘He turned out to be the Health and Safety guy, and he failed me.’

Ali shakes her head. ‘This is one too many coincidences, Jessie. Look at my arm.’ She holds it out to me. ‘The hairs are standing on end! God. I thought he was one of the good ones. I absolutely take it back: do not make a go of it with somebody like that. Ewww!’

‘I know,’ I say. ‘I just hope he stays away now. Leaves me to it.’

‘What about Leo? He’s gaga about you. Seemed so at the café, anyway.’

I shrug, but my heart does a weird flip at the thought of Leo and his rakish smile. ‘I’m just going to focus on the business for now. He says he’s into me, but I’ve known Leo socially for a long time – he’s never into anyone for long. We’re better as friends.’

‘And us?’ Ali asks.

‘What, can we be friends?’

‘I know I haven’t been supportive so far, but I also know this is going to be amazing. Will you come back and work for us? I don’t know what we’ll do without you. You’re not just a friend – you’re family.’

Hearing Ali say that doesn’t fill me with joy, or elation, or vindication. It makes me feel tired. These past few weeks have brought so much drama and tension, and to be honest, most of it has orbited around Ali. So I think now is the time to cut the cord. The Jessie who bent to other people’s will has gone now. There’s a new, stronger Jessie in the driving seat.

‘No, Ali,’ I say. ‘Thank you for asking but …’

‘Are you going to make me beg?’

‘This isn’t a ploy, I promise,’ I push on. ‘I’m grateful for everything you’ve done for me, and I’ll never forget it. But I really do want to make Stray Kids work, and I don’t ever want to feel guilty for the passion I have for it. You were right, in a way, about other employers forbidding extracurricular work. I guess I thought that rule didn’t apply to me because mine wasn’t a conventional office job or whatever. But even if you’re not asking me to choose between the two any more, I still think it’s right to focus on Stray Kids. I haven’t put myself first in a very long time, Ali. I’m obsessed with building a perfect life in my head, dreaming of what could be, but actually, I just need to stop being so afraid to live an imperfect life. I know that all sounds very grand. Also …’ I pause, taking a breath.

‘Go on …’ she prompts.

‘Well. You really hurt me. Giving me an ultimatum that way, treating me so coldly when you’ve always insisted I’m like family. It wasn’t nice, and if we are friends, like you say, I need you to know that.’

She looks at me for a beat and then nods. ‘I’m sorry. You’re right. Talking to you that way wasn’t kind, or respectful. I think I knew it even as I was doing it, and I told myself I didn’t care.’ She touches a palm to her heart, like this is where she is speaking from. ‘Sorry, Jessie. I truly am.’

‘Thank you,’ I say, amazed it can be that simple: telling somebody they’ve hurt you, and letting them fix it.

‘Friends then?’ Ali says hopefully, extending a hand. ‘We’d still love you to be around, to stop by for a cuppa or to play on the trampoline with Henry. If you want that too?’

‘I really do,’ I say, taking her hand. ‘I still want to babysit sometimes, and hang out, and watch Henry grow up. I love him, Ali. I love him so much. So yes. Friends.’

We shake on it.

I pick Henry up from school the next day, so I can take him out for pizza and tell him I’m not going to be his regular nanny any more.

‘Hello-Jessie-how-was-your-day-can-I-have-a-snack?’ he says when he sees me, hopping from one foot to the other excitedly. He’s got dirt on his white school T-shirt from playing outside on the field at breaktime, and is sticky from sunscreen. His hairline is matted where he’s been wearing his school baseball cap. He looks, in short, like an incredibly happy seven-year-old who has had a very full day.

‘You can indeed-e-o,’ I say, handing him a wet wipe for his clammy hands and then a Penguin bar and a pack of raisins. ‘We’ve got nowhere to be today,’ I tell him as he unwraps the Penguin and hands me the wrapper, gripping the chocolate-covered biscuit and undoing all the work of the wet wipe. ‘So I was thinking we could go on a little Jessie and Henry adventure?’

‘Like what?’ he says, nibbling the bar delicately. He likes to take all the edges off before he starts to eat the middle.

‘Shall we walk up to the pasta place with the lemon drink?’ I ask, citing one of the few restaurants where he’s happy to order off the adult menu, because he particularly likes their bolognese.

‘Okay,’ he says. ‘Can I have the brownie for dessert?’

‘Only if you have it with ice cream,’ I say, like that’s any kind of threat, and he grins.

‘I can work with that,’ he says, and I attack his face with another wet wipe because he’s now covered in chocolate. He squeals, because what kid willingly submits to having their face cleaned, especially when still in the presence of their school friends. Maybe I shouldn’t have given him a snack before an early tea, but whatever. I don’t have to be the perfect responsible nanny any more.

I’m so aware of an ending as we walk. This has been my routine for so long, and I’ve loved it – really, genuinely loved it. That doesn’t make leaving any less of the right choice, and intellectually I know that … but my heart! My heart is breaking. This little boy is the light of my life, and he’s taught me so much. He’s made me more patient than I ever thought I could be, and more fun too. I love him with everything I have. I hope whoever looks after him next sees as much love and light in him as I do. He deserves that.

‘Hey,’ I say, after a quick stop at the park. The restaurant isn’t far, and it’s got a lovely open courtyard at the back we can sit in. ‘Can I talk to you about something?’

‘Yeah,’ says Henry, before interrupting himself to say, ‘Can you carry my bag? It’s too heavy now. It wasn’t heavy at school, but now we’ve been walking so far it is heavy. Do you think somebody is adding secret bricks to it? A naughty little fairy?’

‘That must be it,’ I say, slipping it off his shoulders. ‘Right. This important thing. I’m setting up a club at the local park, and I want you to visit it.’

‘What kind of club?’

He’s doing the kind of listening kids excel at: digesting everything I say, whilst also looking at the sky, the ground, running his hand along the railings that we pass.

‘A kids’ club,’ I say. ‘Where you get to run around and play in the mud and not have any grown-ups telling you what to do.’

‘No grown-ups?’ he asks. ‘What happens if I get hurt?’

‘You’ll know where to get help. There’ll be a hut which you can come to, and some people nearby in special yellow jackets with the club logo, so that’s how you know you can trust them. But they’re not allowed to tell you what to do. If you want to get wet in the stream, you get wet in the stream. If you want to roll around in the mud, you roll around in the mud. So don’t wear your special clothes, okay? Wear your mucky outdoor clothes.’

‘Can Rex come?’ he says, referencing his friend at school.

‘If he wants to,’ I say. ‘Anyone can come. They just have to have their grown-up book them in.’

Henry nods at this, satisfied. ‘Okay then,’ he says. ‘I’ll come.’

‘Great,’ I tell him.

We get to the restaurant and find somewhere to sit. It’s so popular here that even at 4.30 p.m. it’s pretty busy. We order, and play a bit of I Spy, and I hear all about how his dad is taking him to surf school in Portugal this summer, even though he’s not sure where Portugal is.

‘And Daddy says if you need a wee, you do it in your wetsuit!’ Henry tells me, giggling. ‘Isn’t that so gross!’

‘So gross,’ I say. ‘Don’t get confused when you’re back on land and start weeing in your clothes because you’ve forgotten you’re not in your wetsuit any more. That wouldn’t be good!’

He chuckles again. ‘No, it wouldn’t! Everyone would say, who is that boy who keeps weeing in his trousers?’

‘They would!’ I laugh.

Our food comes and we eat, and a gentle lull in the conversation means my time is now.

‘You know I told you about my kids’ club?’ I say. He nods.

‘Uh-huh.’

‘Well, that will be my job. Right now, my job is looking after you. Taking you to school, picking you up, staying with you when Mummy goes away … I love doing it, but Mummy pays me. That’s what makes it my job. But if I have a new job, it means I can’t do this one any more.’

‘You can’t take me to school any more?’ Henry says, worried.

‘I love you,’ I say. ‘That will never change. But the person who takes you to school is going to change. I’m still going to hang out with you sometimes, if that’s okay, but I won’t see you every day. When you’re in Year Three, you’ll have a new nanny.’

‘Why?’ he says.

‘Because the kids’ club will be my job.’

‘But I can come to kids’ club?’

I nod. ‘You can,’ I say, and he answers: ‘Can I have a babyccino?’

It’s all gone better than I could have hoped.
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I can’t believe the day has come: the first session for Stray Kids. It’s all happened fast, but then been a long time in the making, too. I have thought about this for so long that by the time I finally put everything into action it’s slotted into place almost seamlessly. Cal is an arse, and did an awful, vindictive thing when he made out to his boss I didn’t deserve my Health and Safety certification, but I send a little thought out to him, wherever he is, because he gave me the funding form in the first place, for all his sins. That said, I seriously hope never to see him again. How’s that for a one-eighty? I used to pine for crossing paths with him again, and now it’s the opposite.

I braid my hair so it’s out of my face, and pull on a new Stray Kids branded T-shirt in a fetching violet colour, all the better to complement the high-vis jackets we’ll be wearing. I grab a Stray Kids baseball cap, too, and stuff snacks into a Stray Kids tote bag so I’ve got sustenance for the day. Everything the kids will need is already in the hut: water, juice boxes, boxes of raisins, bananas and apples. That’s where the first-aid supplies are, too, and things like blankets, towels, deckchairs, some sports equipment for the kids in case of a boredom emergency. But really, the idea is that they make their own fun. I appreciate, until they get used to it all, they might need supplies for building dens or a few bats and balls to keep them active. Let’s see how it goes.

Today is the day! India texts me. Let’s do this! I also get messages from my dad, Leo, and Zoya and Rain and Bear from the gym. And one from Ali.

I get to the park with extra time to spare before anyone else arrives and survey my new kingdom. We can’t stop other people from using the same area of the park, but we have set up watchpoints and tried to deter people not associated with us, with signs that say ‘KIDS PLAYING!’ I organise some logs for climbing further into the woods, put out some pots and pans if kids want to make a mud kitchen, and then grab one of the deckchairs so I can sit and drink the coffee I picked up on the way here. It’s cold by now, but I don’t care. I’m pumped.

‘Oh, hi, I wonder if you can help me?’ says a woman dressed head to toe in cream linen, two kids running around her playing tag. She’s one of those perfect mums I have so often envied as I’ve seen them on Church Street or in Clissold with their perfect kids and perfect husband and perfect, nutritionally balanced picnics.

‘Are you volunteering for this?’ she asks, gesturing around us.

‘Not volunteering,’ I say with a smile, and suddenly feel ten feet tall. ‘This is my club. Stray Kids is mine.’

‘Oh my gosh!’ she says. ‘Well, that’s such a relief. I’m so worried about the kids – I’ve put them in puddle suits and told them to be careful and ask if they need help, but we’ve never done anything like this before. Is it safe?’

‘Safe enough,’ I say. ‘They’ll always be watched from a distance. But the idea is that if they want to lie down in the muddy stream, we let them, because it’s only by doing that they’ll figure out that it makes them cold, and a bit grumpy, and then they won’t do it again, probably. We want them to experiment with their intuition. But they’ll all know where base is, all know which grown-ups to look to for help, and they’ll have ground rules. They have to stay in groups of three or more, can’t pick up needles, glass or anything else that might be dangerous. They can’t throw stuff at each other. And we’ll brief them on what to do if there’s an emergency, too. Just in case.’ The woman looks pale as pale can be, glancing nervously over at the playground where I assume the kids are playing.

‘Okay,’ she says, sounding anything but okay herself.

‘Hey,’ I say, reaching a hand out to her shoulder. ‘They’ll have fun. That much I can promise.’

The volunteers start to arrive: Dad, India, Zoya and Leo, and I brief them on their duty of care, making sure to emphasise that they are to be as invisible as possible, but still vigilant. The hut will be known as ‘base’, and kids can come back to it whenever they want. The volunteers will be assigned to a specific area, and are at no point to leave that area unsupervised.

‘Let’s come in with a hand and on three shout “Stray Kids” and break, okay?’ I say, once I’ve fielded questions and everyone knows what they’re doing.

‘One, two, three, Stray Kids!’ we yell, and soon enough twenty little ones between the ages of five and eleven are milling around, some of whom know each other, some of whom don’t, but all of whom seem pretty excited to be there – including Henry, who has come down with his school friend Rex and his mum. We scoop them up, explain all the rules, and then that’s it, Stray Kids session one is officially under way.

Some kids run off wildly, launching into puddle-splashing and tree-climbing. A couple of others take longer to warm up, but they manage it within ten minutes or so. Getting started is the hardest bit, and I spot parents by the café straining to look over, worried that their kid isn’t getting involved or doing the involving. But that’s the whole point – that they’ll figure it out.

Three hours fly by, so much so that when my phone alarm goes off to let me know to start corralling the kids back at base, I’m sure it’s a mistake. But it’s not. Children flock in, their parents rallying round to be greeted with muddy hands, sweaty faces and gleeful tales of adventures had. It’s wonderful. I feel so utterly proud of myself that tears well in my eyes – happy tears, tears that let me know how much this means to me, as if I needed the reminder.

‘You’re filling up fast,’ India says, from inside the hut. She’s set up with the Wi-Fi on her phone and is tracking the new booking system. ‘People are adding in more sessions before they’ve even left the park! Look!’ She points at the screen and I can see two summer sessions already at capacity, and several more with a bunch of new bookings. ‘You’re a hit!’

‘Thank god,’ I say, waving the last few attendees off. The volunteers drift around HQ, swapping stories about what they’ve seen the kids get up to and what the parents were saying as they left. India emerges from the hut and says, ‘Well! I think there’s only one thing left to do now!’

‘What’s that?’ I ask, confused.

‘Go to the pub and get absolutely shit-faced,’ she grins.
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We take over the beer garden at the back of the Hope and Anchor, our backdrop the Stray Kids mural. It’s very, very cool to be here, surrounded by people supporting my thing, a thing I thought about and planned and financed and executed. I did it! I actually, really did it.

‘I’m proud of you, kid,’ Dad says to me, handing me my drink from the bar. He lifts his glass in a cheers and we clink.

‘Thank you,’ I say. ‘I feel proud of me too.’

India overhears, and suddenly starts banging on a table to make everyone hush as she cries, ‘Speech! Speech!’

‘India!’ I admonish. ‘Shut up! No!’

But it’s too late. Everyone has their eyes on me, waiting for me to say something. They’re kind eyes, though, and everyone here loves and supports me. I know that. I see Thom and Ali slip into the courtyard as India and Zoya help me up onto a bench so I can see everyone. They both give me a little wave. I take a breath, and then nothing comes out because I spot Leo, lingering at the back, pint glass in hand. He raises it to me in cheers, and waits to see what I’ll say, alongside everybody else. I’m so happy he’s here. So much so, I pretty much direct my entire speech to him.

‘It’s been a good day,’ I say. ‘And I feel really proud of what we’ve built. I’m proud of myself for taking the leap, but more than that I’m proud of myself for being surrounded by so many loving, supportive, hilarious people who have kept me going whenever doubt crept in. So my cheers is for me, yes, and for Stray Kids. But it is also for you, my people, who make every day, in so many special ways, so very much sweeter. Cheers.’

‘Here, here,’ shouts Leo through a cupped hand, and it hits me, as I look down at him, that I really do deserve it all. I deserve to be happy, and loved, and successful, and it’s time to stop being so afraid of what could go wrong, and focus instead on enjoying what could go right. Leo smiles at me, broadly. It makes my throat go dry, my stomach flip at the sight of his handsome face. I’ve done it – I’ve launched Stray Kids, and survived, and it’s all going to be okay. And I think Leo is right too – that he won’t be a distraction. Leo is, and always has been, a plus, not a minus. He adds, he doesn’t subtract. It all makes sense now.

Bear, from the gym, breaks the spell by saying loudly, ‘Shit. I think I’m going to cry!’ but there’s lots of clapping and back-slapping. I think they’ve heard me. I think they’ve accepted my words and know how much I love them. Now I’m ready to love myself, too.

I get down off the chair, helped by Thom, who pulls at my elbow to have a word. I’m distracted, wanting to get to Leo to tell him I was wrong, I’ve changed my mind, that I am ready to want him and give it a try. I don’t want him to leave. He can’t go before I tell him!

‘Really well done today,’ Thom says. I look down to see his other hand on Ali’s waist, and they clock me noticing it.

‘Yeah,’ says Ali. ‘This is a thing.’

‘I wanted to come and apologise myself,’ Thom says, ‘for what you saw the other week. And if you’ve suspected anything, or been made to feel uncomfortable even before that …’

‘Thank you,’ I say. ‘I appreciate you saying that.’

Ali sees somebody she knows and says, ‘I’ll be right back, guys. There’s somebody over there I need to say hello to.’

Thom and I watch her go, and I can tell there’s more he wants to say.

‘I never got over her,’ he admits. ‘I never even wanted the divorce. But I know we’ve been toxic for each other. Can’t live with each other, can’t live without each other … that can’t have been easy to be around.’

I hold up my hands. ‘None of my business. So don’t sweat it.’

‘But I do, Jessie. Things need to change. Ali told me about you leaving, and for what it’s worth I think you’re absolutely right. This is all amazing.’ He gestures around him, and as I follow his movement, I see India and Leo huddled in a corner together, talking avidly. India looks up in my direction and then signals with her hand for me to mind my own business. I turn back to Thom, suppressing my curiosity. At least Leo is still here, at least I can still talk to him myself.

‘It’s been an honour to know you, and work with you, these past seven years,’ Thom continues. ‘The impact you’ve had on my family is immeasurable, and now you’re going to have an impact on so many more families.’

‘Thom!’ I say, forcing myself to focus on what he’s saying. ‘That’s a really nice thing to say! Thank you!’

‘I mean it,’ he tells me. ‘And at our end, we’re doing therapy, you know. So we don’t muck this up again.’

‘That’s good,’ I say. ‘Congratulations. Really.’

‘Thanks,’ he says. ‘It drove me mad to see her with someone else.’

I haven’t thought about Cal since this morning, and the mention of him spikes my cortisol, my heartbeat skipping in anger.

‘Well, fuck him,’ I say with a wink, and Thom laughs.

‘Yeah,’ he says. ‘Fuck that guy.’

Somebody ordered in pizza from the place where they make it with love, and as it appears, we feast, and drink. Dad seems to be chatting with Thom’s agent, an older lady with fabulous hair who lives west but is in Stoke Newington to see an old friend by chance. They’re laughing, and Dad keeps reaching out and touching her arm when he talks, and I can tell that he’s flirting by a country mile. I never thought I’d see the day when I’d be happy to see my dad’s pick-up game, but after Simone it feels joyous to watch. He’s going to be okay. I take a deep breath and let my body feel it.

Really. We’re going to be okay.

‘You all right?’

Leo. I turn to him and smile. He’s here, and he is wonderful, and I’m going to do it. I am going to declare my feelings. I feel sick, and not at all cool, and like the only thing worse than saying the words would be not saying them.

‘Yeah,’ I say, and we stand there, out in the cool breeze of the night in the pub garden, looking at each other. When Leo looks at me, I feel happy. When Leo looks at me, I feel safe. When Leo looks at me, I feel like nobody else in the world exists except me and him. Plus, he really makes me laugh.

‘Leo,’ I say, stepping towards him. ‘Do you fancy taking a walk?’

I gesture to the quiet street beside the church, and he looks to where I’m pointing and then back again.

‘Okay …’ he says. ‘You’re not going to, like, murder me or anything, are you?’

I shake my head.

‘No,’ I say. ‘But … can I hold your hand?’

Slowly, he replies, ‘Okay …’ before offering it to me. I lace my fingers through his and hold on tightly. It feels nice. We walk in silence, because I don’t know where to start. When we reach the cemetery, I point to an old tree branch that has fallen, just under a street lamp, so we can see one another.

‘Come here,’ I say.

Leo sits beside me, and I will myself to breathe deeply.

‘I’m a bit nervous,’ I say, quietly, trying to laugh but sounding manic. Leo reaches out to my leg and puts his hand on my knee to stop it shaking.

‘It’s only me,’ he says.

I nod, letting the fact sink in. ‘Yeah. I suppose I just … urm … well. You know the other night? Did you mean what you said?’

I dare to look at him sideways, just in time to see a flicker of something at the corner of his mouth, like he might burst out laughing.

‘About … having feelings for you?’ he says, reluctantly, like this might be a trap.

‘Yes,’ I say.

‘I meant it.’

‘Okay.’ My voice is a whisper. Why is this so scary? Why do I feel so afraid? Is this what it’s like to put yourself out there? Is this feeling why I have avoided it for so long, let myself fall for people I can’t have instead of confronting the possibility of anything real? To avoid the possibility of rejection?

‘It’s just, urm, I think I want you too,’ I say.

Leo nods, digesting this. ‘Okay …’

‘So, what do you think?’

‘I think you’re going to have to do better than that,’ he replies.

I look at him, and he throws up a hand in a half-shrug, his other still firmly planted on my thigh.

‘A man likes to be romanced,’ he says. ‘Likes the big declaration. I think I’m worth it,’ he adds. He’s not even kidding – he means it.

‘That’s such a Leo thing to say,’ I tell him, smiling. Relaxing.

‘Doesn’t make it any less true.’

I nod.

‘Leo,’ I begin, ‘I’ve known you for a while now. You’ve always made me feel good, always been good chat at the pub, always told me I’m cute or pretty or whatever. And something stopped me from believing it was true. But, just lately, I’ve been thinking that I might want to believe everything you say. I’ve been thinking that I’m my best self when I’m with you, and that you’re kind, and loyal, and always show up. You’re also okay to look at, which helps.’

Leo laughs.

‘Much better,’ he says, gently.

‘And so,’ I press on, and I must admit, the more the words flow out of me the easier it gets to say them, ‘I was wondering if …’

‘If …?’ he says, shifting his body so that his face is closer to mine. I look at his lips. His perfect, full lips. He pulls the bottom one between his teeth, slowly, seductively, and then smiles.

‘If you would kiss me,’ I say.

And he does, those lips meeting mine, soft and perfect and true.
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I spent a few weeks after Leo and I got together thinking about how I almost missed my chance. My attention was so focused on Cal that I nearly couldn’t see what was right in front of me. I concocted these cutting speeches – incisive monologues that I told myself I’d recite calmly and word-perfect if I ever bumped into him. But, when he appears at the end of the dried fruits aisle at Whole Foods one afternoon, right after Leo nuzzles my neck and makes me laugh, my head tipping back as I giggle freely, any urge I once had to put Cal in his place is gone. Leo doesn’t see him. Leo lives to make me laugh and adores public displays of affection. He loves holding me, kissing me, caressing me, barely able to let me go when we’re out getting ingredients for dinner. It’s taken some getting used to, to be honest, to be so openly appreciated that way. But I’m learning. And Leo is a fantastic teacher.

Cal freezes as he catches sight of us, and it takes me a second to register it’s him. But then Leo whispers, ‘Come the fuck on, I want to bend you over the kitchen table before we eat and I can’t wait any longer.’

He’s half joking, doing it to get a reaction, and I give him one.

‘Sod the pasta,’ I say, tugging at his arm to head for the exit. ‘Let’s go.’

We walk straight past Cal, Leo’s eyes on me, my eyes on the door, and that’s all the closure I need. I once thought Cal and I had an instant connection, that love at first sight was real. Now I know better. What I have now, with somebody wonderful, grown over time and with care and patience – that is love.

They say what’s meant for you won’t pass you by, and so I grip on to Leo and promise myself I won’t ever let go. He really is my guy. He really is the one.
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