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I was 7 years old when I realized my mother was not a great person.
I’d just had my birthday and I was still carrying around that

deflated helium balloon everywhere I went. The roadies used to
pat my hair and laugh, and say, ‘Hey Savvy, take care of that balloon
babe, hey?’ and shake their heads.

I’d been rehearsing what I wanted to say, pacing back and forth
in our hotel room, explaining it all very clearly: Mama, I want to
go to school. I want to play with other kids. I don’t want to do
this any more.

I had wished for it on every birthday cake, on every fallen star
and penny on the ground. I had tried everything, tantrums and
screaming fits, pretending I was sick, getting lost before a show.

The problem was, I always felt bad.
‘Baby girl, don’t you want Mummy to be happy?’ she’d say,

stroking back my hair, her fingertips at my temple, holding me
just a little too close on her lap. ‘Don’t you want Mummy to live
her dream and make all those people happy when she sings?’

‘Yes, but –’
‘Nuh-uh, ladybug,’ she’d shake her head, grinning, ‘there’s no

buts. Either you want Mummy to be happy, or you want her to
be sad.’

And I’d sigh, and mumble that of course I wanted her to be
happy, and she’d kiss my head and tell me she loved me, but that
she had to go to soundcheck now, and I should go and play.

But not any more. I was 7 now, and I was tired of our pattern.
So I dragged my sad silver balloon behind me, my toy cat Rum-

ble under my arm, and I prepared to reason with my mother.
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She stood in the middle of the room, talking to the head sound
guy, Frank. He’d given me a chocolate bar earlier that day, and I’d
squirrelled it away in the lining of my Hello Kitty backpack. I’d
been doing that for a while now, just in case.

‘Hey, you wanna test the mic?’ one of the sound guys smiled
at me, kneeling down and holding the microphone to my mouth.
‘Say, “Testing, testing.” ’

I grasped it in my chubby little hand and whispered, ‘Testing,
Mama, testing.’

She looked up, briefly paused her conversation to wink at me,
her blonde waves falling over her shoulders, her black eyeliner
smudged artfully. She turned back to Frank.

‘TESTING,’ I said, more firmly, and the sound guy started,
jerking back, trying to take the mic away.

‘TESTING!’ I yelled, holding on to the mic. ‘TESTING, I
want to go to school! TESTING, I want to live in a house, with
a garden, like normal people! I hate the bus and I want to live a
normal life! I want to have a home, Mama! Please! TESTING,
TESTING, TESTING!’

I gripped the mic with both hands, watching as she blinked
briefly and then smiled, shaking her head. ‘Don’t be silly baby,
don’t you want Mummy to be hap–’

‘–NO!’
She recoiled like I’d slapped her. Her face at that moment will

stay with me forever. It wasn’t just disappointment. It was the look
she had when she wrote a song, and she thought it was going to be
a number one hit, but when they played it, the arrangement wasn’t
quite right, or it just didn’t click. ‘Garbage,’ she’d say, ripping up
the notes. ‘A waste of inspiration.’

That was what I was in that moment. A waste of inspiration.
‘Just one year,’ I said into the mic, looking at her down there,

finally having to listen to me, because I was on stage, and that
was what happened when you were on stage, people had to listen.
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‘One year off to be normal, and then we can come back. Please,
I’ll do anything!’

And my mother smiled, and walked across the room with deter-
mination, jumping up on the stage and gathering me in her arms,
holding me close. She always smelled like nag champa incense.
Incense and cigarettes. ‘Okay, baby girl, okay. An ordinary life
for you.’

The next morning the tour bus stopped outside my Auntie
Jen’s. A beautiful little house, with vines growing up the side, and a
dog that wanted my attention. My mother smiled, and said to play
with Buster for a little while. I threw a ball, and the little spaniel
fell over himself to chase, bumbling to the end of the garden. Then
he simply turned and sat by the ball, proud of himself, but refusing
to fetch.

I rolled my eyes, and walked over to him to pick up the ball.
‘You’re not very good at being a dog, are you?’
But he was. He heard the rumble of the engine before I did.

He ran faster than I did.
By the time I got back to the house, running round the side

gate to stare at the quiet, normal street, the tour bus was gone.
My aunt hovered in the background, the dog sat at my feet and
wheezed, and Rumble was sitting on top of my suitcase at the front
door.

She was never any good at goodbyes.
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Chapter One

Persephone Black is my mother. Which, up until that moment,
was the worst thing that had ever happened to me.

‘Babe, you’re not listening. Let me speak,’ Rob said.
You know that moment when you look at someone, truly look

at them for the first time in a long time? Like they’ve just become
that piece of art on the wall that you stopped noticing because it’s
been there for years? That thing that you’ve stopped seeing, but
every time you notice it, you love it even more? Like the mug you
drink your morning coffee out of, the armchair you collapse into
at the end of a hard day. That was Rob. Pure comfort.

‘I’m listening,’ I said, focusing on the fridge magnet that had
slipped down, because we got it years ago in Ayia Napa, when
Rob first started DJ’ing, and it wasn’t very good at being a magnet
any more. ‘You’re saying that after years of me struggling to get
by, paying our bills and rent and food, because one day you were
going to make it as a DJ… you’re saying, you’ve made it, and you’re
leaving me?’

‘Hey, I always contributed when I could! And this residency
has been steady money. Why is it all about the money? You told
me to follow my dreams, babe, you told me I was talented – did
you not mean that?’

People never really got why Rob and I were together. He was
a DJ, party animal, and all-round loud mouth. I was quiet and
relaxed, and sometimes I genuinely looked forward to a Friday
night watching Gilmore Girls reruns, doing my laundry and not
speaking to anyone at all. We didn’t make sense.
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Except I loved him. I loved those moments he’d get in from the
club at three a.m., and climb into bed all sweaty, kiss my forehead
and say, ‘You missed a helluva party, babe.’ I loved the way he was
so huge that he made me feel like a delicate doll, someone to be
protected and kept safe. I loved that we’d go on holiday to party
destinations, where he’d spend the nights DJ’ing and clubbing, and
I’d spend all day on an empty beach that the holidaymakers were
too hungover to enjoy.

I liked that he marked his gigs on our shared calendar on the
back of the kitchen door, and that he took my reading glasses off
when I fell asleep reading, folding them neatly on the cheap bed-
side table we’d built together. And he always smelled like coffee.
I liked that. I liked ‘always’.

Rob was the fun one, and I was the quiet, homely one. We
needed each other, and that was the way it had always been. He
could make the smallest thing into this wonderful adventure, like
getting caught in the rain. We had been together a few months
when I realized. I had been rustling around in my bag for my
umbrella, in the alcove outside the restaurant we had just visited,
and he had grabbed my hand and pulled me out into the street,
swinging me around as we both got drenched, laughing. He had
pulled back to take a photograph of me, and he had somehow
made me look beautiful and vibrant, my hair slicked back with
rain, droplets on my eyelashes as I laughed. It was still my profile
picture.

—

I took a deep breath. It’s easy to tell when things are over. There’s
a drop in your stomach, a stone falling to the bottom of the well,
slow and heavy. Acceptance. Except there was a little voice inside
me on repeat, saying, ‘This can’t be it, this can’t be it.’

‘There’s someone else, isn’t there?’ I shocked myself with how
steady my voice was.

It wasn’t a question.

5



He paused, just for a second, a fraction of a second.
‘No.’
‘Rob–’
‘It’s not that.’
His smile was sad and tentative, those light eyes flickering as

he ran a hand through his hair. He was standing in his workout
clothes, like he’d dressed to go out to the gym, and then realized
halfway through that there was something he had to do.

Like leave me.
I looked at my watch. I had to go to work at the Martini Club

in an hour, and he had sat there whilst I’d showered and dressed,
and put on my make-up, blathering about some stupid movie I’d
watched. All the while, he’d been rehearsing the words he would
use to tell me he was leaving.

‘I just… we don’t fit any more, Sav,’ he shrugged. ‘We never
did.’

‘We never did?’
‘I’m a DJ! You don’t ever go out! You don’t drink, you don’t

even like music!’
‘I like music!’ I said, trying to think of one song I could bear

to listen to, something I could remember the name of. Something
that didn’t make me think of her.

Rob tilted his head, that patronising smile on his face. It was a
look I knew well. It was Oh, Sav, you don’t know what you’re on
about, love.

‘I haven’t changed,’ I said. ‘What’s changed? You get your big
break and suddenly you’re too good for me? I was just a stepping
stone and someone to pay your rent and wash your clothes all these
years until you made it?’

‘You know it’s not like that!’
‘Then what’s it like?’
‘I just don’t love you any more!’ He breathed, eyes glassy, re-

fusing to blink, as if by staring me out he’d convince me it was
real.
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I should have felt it like a blow to the stomach, like a sickness.
I should have wanted to cry or vomit or scream or do anything.
But I didn’t. All I did was stand there, and smell the scent of those
stupid seats on the tour bus, the scent of hot leather and cigarette
smoke.

Love a musician and they’ll leave you. That should be the rule.
‘Okay, you keep the flat, I’ll move out,’ I said, walking past him

into the bedroom, pulling out my suitcase from under the bed.
Always nearby, always ready, just in case.

‘That’s it?’ He followed me, ‘Aren’t you upset?’
I shrugged. ‘I guess I will be at some point. But I’m being

practical now. So… I’ll transfer the bills into your name this week,
and I’ll get my name taken off the lease…’

‘But I don’t have the mon–’
‘You’re a superstar now, babe, I’m sure you can figure it out.’ I

gritted my teeth into something resembling a smile, making sure
to meet his eyes. My mother’s voice was in my head: Never give
them the satisfaction, baby, never let them know they’ve hurt you.

I knew I wouldn’t get out without a fight, though. Rob loved
drama. He loved to try and start an argument on a drunk night
out, pretending some guy had insulted me, or tried it on with
me. Loved to display his masculinity. Maybe that was it – I wasn’t
dramatic enough for him.

‘But… didn’t you want to know if there was someone else?
That’s what you asked,’ he said, walking around the bed to try to
catch my eye. I pressed my lips together, determined.

Oh, you bastard. You’re not going to wind me up. No way, no
how. I’ve been broken by worse than you, buddy.

In that moment, I felt like I was channelling some sort of war-
rior goddess, and I simply looked up, adopted a friendly, blank
expression and shrugged.

‘Sweetheart, you don’t love me any more. What else is there
to say?’
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I stuffed the last basics into my case, knowing I’d send Jen or
Mia round for the rest when he was out. You never know what
the basics are going to be in that situation, do you? I realized later
I’d packed three pairs of lacy underwear, a selection of workout
gear, and some Halloween make-up. But it didn’t matter.

‘I really hope you’ll be okay, Savvy,’ he said, taking up the door
frame like a giant, blocking out the light. ‘I know you always take
things so personally. What with your mum and everything.’

Even at that moment, he had to be the light in the centre of
my world. He had to be the sun that had stopped spinning.

I heaved the suitcase off the bed, smiled and patted his shoulder.
‘Whatever is meant to be, will be. I hope your residency in

Ibiza goes well. Send me a postcard, yeah?’
I waited for him to ask where I’d go, what I’d do. But he said

nothing. Maybe he assumed I’d just go back to Jen’s, my room still
frozen in time, the same as it was when I left as a teenager. When
I’d moved out to make my home with Rob. I looked around at the
flat, the bright red electric guitar on the wall (he couldn’t play), the
stacks of vinyl piled up next to my dog-eared paperbacks. My eyes
skimmed our little open kitchen, with the professional chef knives
Jen bought me for Christmas. I briefly considered brandishing one
at him, demanding reasons, but I knew, with Rob, I’d never get
them. He picked a direction and ran, regardless of reason or the
movement of the wind. I would miss that kitchen – it was lovely
kitchen.

I picked up my coat, took a deep breath and shuffled down the
stairs.

‘Her name’s Leah,’ he said from behind me, and the silence
vibrated.

I took a deep breath, clenched my teeth and didn’t look back,
shutting the door behind me.

I walked down the parade, past the Indian takeaway we always
ordered from on Sundays, and the corner shop where the lady with
the lovely nails always smiled at me, and the phone shop that I had
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never been to, and I adjusted my coat. I turned the corner and
pulled out my phone, hearing it ring endlessly. I was just about to
give up, when he answered.

‘Dad? Everything’s gone to shit,’ I said, and finally burst into
tears.
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Chapter Two

Dad had tried to insist I call in sick to work, but it was Thurs-
day night, and I knew it would be crazy. Plus, I didn’t really
want to think, and nothing was quite as good at distracting me as
the drunken hedonists at a burlesque show demanding ridiculous
cocktails.

My dad has always been wonderful, ever since he turned up on
Jen’s doorstep when I was 16 and explained that he was my dad.
He’d had no idea until he bumped into my mum when she was
on her tour. As she was turning a corner she poked her head back
round, grinned and shouted out, ‘Hey, Jason, by the way, I had
your baby!’ And so he’d found me, 16 years after the fact. We
went through a lot of awkward conversations and failed father–
daughter outings to get to where we were now. He’d been the
complete opposite of my mother – he found me, quit his job as a
roadie, and bought a house a few streets over from Jen’s. He was
dedicated to being my dad.

Which was why he turned up in his black cab like it was a
flaming chariot pulled by Pegasus. Or rather, he saw me crying on
Crouch End high street, did a dangerous U-turn, swerved across
three lanes of traffic and gave every passing motorist the finger. He
didn’t really know what to say, so he said nothing, which is one
of the best things about my dad. He drove me into town, handed
me a box of tissues so I could sort my face out before exiting on
Greek Street, and then said he would go back with Jen to get my
things.
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‘Do you want me to punch him? I’ve probably still got it in
me,’ he had smiled, nudging my shoulder.

‘Don’t be nice to me, it’ll make me cry,’ I had hiccupped, shak-
ing my head. ‘Ask him why he’s leaving me, and if the answer
makes you want to punch him, then punch him.’

I had been working non-stop that evening since I marched
through Covent Garden and into the Martini Club. I didn’t want
to make eye contact with anyone, didn’t want to have a chat with
the other staff members or take my time freshening up my make-
up, even though the boss, Arabella, insisted upon it. I just wanted
to smile at customers and make them drinks, focusing on the
alchemy of the Gold Dust Martini, the crown on the bar’s cocktail
menu.

But not everyone was intent on leaving me be.
‘Why so glum, sugarplum?’
Jacques was possibly one of the most gorgeous men I had ever

known, and had the irritating ability to wear eyeliner better than
most women. It wasn’t necessarily his beauty that secured his job
at the Martini Club: he was a good server. But it was usually that
halfway point in the evening when the spotlight found him, and
he did a back flip on stage and tore off his shirt, that brought in
the repeat customers. Especially when he’d occasionally hook the
odd wayward member of a hen do with his tie and give her a good
smooch. There were often a lot of hands fanning when Jacques
arrived at the table.

Except I knew that he spent every morning with an Earl Grey
tea, ruminating for way too long on a sudoku puzzle and moaning
about his on-again-off-again boyfriend of five years. So he didn’t
really do it for me.

I shook my head and bit my lip. ‘Later.’
‘Okay,’ he shrugged, and pointed at me. ‘But it will be later.

Two Martinis for the old perv and his mail-order bride.’
I nodded and said nothing, gathering everything I needed for

the drinks.
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‘Um, excuse me? No rambling about love taking hold where it
needs to be, and not being judgemental, and all that other horseshit
that I’ll ignore, but really love you for?’

I shook my head, eyes on the bar, jaw set.
‘Right,’ I heard him say quietly, as the MC went on stage and

the lights dimmed. ‘We’re having tequila later.’
‘I don’t drink tequila.’
‘Tonight you do.’ He fluttered his eyelashes and stalked off,

blowing a kiss to the hen party near the stage.
I shrugged and just carried on making the drinks. I’d only been

at the Martini Club a few months, but, on a normal day, I loved it.
Something about the low lighting, the thrum of the music and the
sultry voices. All these funny, smart, beautiful people who knew
how to be sexy and playful. I wasn’t like that at all. I have always
been, and probably always will be, what people call diminutive.
I’m too calm, I’m too reserved. I’m, quite frankly, a cold fish.
And that hurts, but it’s who I am.

But at the Martini Club, five nights a week, I served drinks to
strangers who were thrilled by everything. It wasn’t great money,
enough to get by, but I was a little bit addicted. Addicted to the
customers looking across the dark bar, taking in my silk corset
and heavy eyeliner and little grin, and seeing someone alluring.
Because it was always too loud to speak, and eye contact is one of
the sexiest things there is. I got to be someone else for a while.

—

Which is the other awesome thing about being a bartender – the
minute the lights go down and the real stars swan out into the
spotlight, you’re invisible again.

There was safety in the job, in pretending to listen to the music,
in remembering the perfect balance of gin in the cocktail, putting
in little twists of mint to add flavour, enjoying it as a science, the
way I used to love cooking. The magic deliciousness of chemistry.
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‘What’s up with you?’ My boss, Arabella, raised a perfectly
drawn-on eyebrow and jutted a hip. ‘You look like someone
kicked your puppy.’

‘Sorry.’
‘Don’t be sorry, just… stop looking like that. It’s making me

have feelings. And I don’t have feelings during work hours. I am
simply here to be adored.’

Arabella spoke like she’d swallowed a polo mallet and had a pet
pony called Muffin. If I’d passed her on the street, with her dark,
swishy hair, and her curvy figure in those designer dresses, I would
have sworn she was from money. I wasn’t entirely sure of much,
but at the end of the night on a crappy week, she drank a beer
from the bottle and took off her heels, sighing, ‘Friggin’ bloody
Nora,’ to herself. That didn’t sound like private school to me. I
had a feeling her name wasn’t even Arabella.

‘Of course, majesty.’
She bared her white teeth at me. ‘Much better, darling. And

lean forward a little when you make the drinks, would you? It’s all
about spectacle.’

‘You know, you’d make an excellent pimp.’
‘The term is madam, sweetheart, and I know,’ Arabella winked,

her thick winged eyeliner fluttering with the movement. ‘And if
I was that excellent, I’d tell you to buy a push-up bra and a deeper
shade of red lipstick… but I won’t!’

I pressed my lips together and snorted quietly, trying not to
grin. As bosses went, she was strange, but she was excellent. And
that wasn’t a bad way to describe a person. I wished someone
would describe me that way one day.

I looked across the room at the expectant faces, all staring up at
the stage in awe. I liked how anyone would know this place was
Arabella’s – it looked like her. The black glittering stage, catching
the light and shimmering like diamonds, the thick purple velvet
curtains hiding those long limbs and glimpses of bare skin, right
through to the oversized Martini glass at the back of the stage, a
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homage to Bel’s idol – Dita Von Teese. ‘One day, she’ll come. I’ll
book Dita, and those investor dickheads will choke on their double
macchiatos,’ was Arabella’s war cry. Sometimes she said it at the
beginning of the night, as if she was going to magic the burlesque
goddess out of thin air, like a mantra. Say it three times, bounce
glitter off your bosom, and she will appear.

So far, her dreams had not become a reality. But the Martini
Club was packed every night of the week, with patrons looking
for complicated drinks and tasteful nudity. I loved the bar the
most. It was black with gold glitter. I don’t know whether it was
incredibly expensive imported granite, or Arabella had spent nights
when she bought the place lacquering it with sparkly nail polish,
but either way, I loved to slide a drink across it and see the sparkly
reflection shining up. Drunk girls at the bar on Fridays often tried
to take pictures of the glittering images of themselves they saw in
the bar top, and usually ended up with bumped heads and blurred
photographs. I thought there was a poetry in that.

The deep purple velvet booths matched the curtains, and the
chandeliers from the ceiling shimmered. The Martini Club offered
more than enough dark nooks and crannies to disappear into, but
you were never quite out of sight. That was the delicious danger
of it. You could be plucked from the audience in an instant, ques-
tioned and flirted with (when Gem was hosting) or treated to a
dance (if Charlotte was feeling particularly feisty that evening) –
anything was possible.

‘Cheers.’ Jacques collected the drinks. ‘Wish me luck, the
grannies at table nine are practically drooling. Gagging for it.’

‘Oh, you love it.’ I pushed the tray over.
‘Being treated like a piece of meat, lusted over and adored for

my body, my mind and personality cast aside like they’re mean-
ingless?’ Jacques grinned, ‘But of course, darling, what’s not to
love?’

The MC’s voice filtered through the air over the tannoy, whis-
pering and deep: ‘Well now, darlings, hope you’ve had yourself a
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tipple and got yourself good and ready because it is about to get
downright filthy in here. Let’s welcome to the stage our surprise
performer for the evening… the best bartender in the city… the
abs of steel all the way from sweet Paree, Monsieur Jacques!’

The hooting and cheering filled the room like dust from an
explosion, settling into awe as the music started. Jacques knew
how to move, every muscle bending or stretching exactly as he
intended, as he jumped from one hand to the other, back flipping,
and eventually did a handstand on one hand, on top of a pole in
the middle of the stage. He added in a few thrusts for the female
members of the audience, and a quick smooch for grandma, and
then he tilted his fedora and was gone from the stage, to roaring
applause.

Always left them wanting more. Popped on to the stage,
shocked them with the fact that he was almost undercover as a
bartender, as if bartenders can’t be talented people who do other
things, and then off he went.

I saw the grandma fanning herself in the corner and her friends
cackling. It was a good place to be, just the right level of sordid.

The night passed in a blur, the same way it always did, a mixture
of elation, exhaustion and constantly pushing Rob to the back of
my mind. Her name’s Leah. Her name’s Leah. I didn’t let myself
think beyond that. Where he might have met her, what she looked
like. I bet she was vivacious, outgoing, fun. I chucked the glasses
in the dishwasher and growled at myself. Not going there. Get
angry, not sad.

I suddenly felt liquid splash across my hand, and looked up.
Jacques grinned, glitter on his eyelashes, fedora tilted jauntily.

‘You looked like you were trying to break that shot glass, so I
thought I’d better fill it for you. Come on.’

‘I’m working.’
‘We’re closed, the dishwasher’s on, the bar’s clean and stocked,

and Bel’s cracking out the good whisky. Come on.’
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He grabbed my hand and pulled me through to the back of the
bar. The performers were lazing in various states of undress. Some
were already in their normal clothes, and I loved to see Miss Jolie
and Vixen La Grande (Taya and Charlotte) sitting there in full stage
make-up and baggy hoodies with jeans. They were unwinding,
stretching out in the booths, and it was like walking up to the
popular kids at school, all of them turning to look.

‘Look who I found, insisting on working,’ Jacques presented
me, and I resisted the desire to do a pathetic little wave.

Taya patted the space next to her. ‘Come sit! What’s going on?
Jacques says you’re miserable.’

I felt flattered sitting there, these people listening to me. Jacques
nodded at me to continue.

‘I’m not miserable… I just got dumped, but I’m not miserable.
I think that maybe that’s a problem. I’m angry and irritated and
really, really pissed off… but I’m not miserable.’

Taya nudged me with her shoulder. ‘That might be a sign this
was a good thing, babe. Were you happy with him?’

‘I… like routine. And safety. And it had been nine years. I
liked the way we worked.’ I shrugged, wondering if I would get
tearful. ‘Yeah… I love him. Loved… love. Urgh.’

‘Nine years with the same cock?’ Jacques shook his head, ‘Baby
girl, the world is your oyster. Or phallic sea creature. Lobster?’

‘Bleugh.’ Charlotte made a face at me, and Taya laughed, shak-
ing her head, reaching across to tap my leg.

‘Safety is not love.’
‘It’s the only love I’ve known,’ I felt immediately foolish, like a

16-year-old in the group of older people, revealing my immaturity
and lack of experience. To admit that love was only security, to a
group of people who sold the possibility of love, the lust of a single
glance or a shoulder shrug, desire in the dimple of a thigh. It was
preposterous.

Taya grabbed my chin suddenly, and grinned at me, her face
so close to mine that I could see the slight laughter lines and the
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tired eyes and the fake eyelashes starting to come unstuck. I was
suddenly less intimidated by her, sitting there, halfway between
a siren and a mess. ‘Then you thank your lucky stars, my love,
because now you can find out what it’s really all about.’

Arabella thundered over, hips jutting in her floor-length black
dress, the slit halfway up her thigh. She raised an eyebrow at my
presence, but slid over a glass as she poured the whisky.

‘What are we talking about?’
‘Savvy’s fella dumped her,’ Charlotte said simply, ‘but she’s go-

ing to be just fine.’
‘Oh, thank bloody goodness!’ Bel squawked, raising an eye-

brow at me. ‘That boy was a joke. You spend your evenings here
and your days working in that office so he can swan about and
play songs at parties and go on Z-list celeb reality TV shows! Total
joke. Have you ever thought about what your dream might be,
whilst you were funding his?’

‘I-I don’t know.’ I didn’t even know Arabella had heard much
about Rob. I guess I’d mentioned he was a DJ, but…

As if reading my mind she said, ‘He came in here, tried to get
me to book him a slot for the New Year’s party, if you can imagine.
Tried to use your name to do it. Looked a right fool.’ She nodded
at the full glass: ‘Bottoms up.’

I downed the drink and winced. ‘Why didn’t you say any-
thing?’

‘Because, even though you’re rather quiet, darling, and I could
be wrong, I think you’re kind of a smart cookie. And you have to
wait for girls to outgrow their first loves.’

‘Excuse me.’ Taya rolled her eyes. ‘I shall have you know I
married the first man I ever loved and we are very happy.’

‘And when did you meet him?’
‘When I was 26,’ she cackled. ‘They’re all true love until one

of them makes you feel like your heart wants to snap and your
stomach churns and you want to throw up and dance and turn
yourself into particles to surround them with joy while they sleep,
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so they always know they’re wanted.’ She clicked her fingers. ‘And
then you know.’

‘Vomiting, chest pain and the desire to leave my physical body
and become particles… okay, I’ll keep an eye out for that.’ I
laughed.

‘Sweetheart, we’re not joking here,’ Jacques said seriously, lean-
ing in. ‘What do you want to do with your life? What are you
good at?’

I shrugged. ‘Being invisible.’
I listened as they tried to tell me that wasn’t true, and it was nice

of them, but they were wrong. They’d known me a few months,
as a quiet, hard-working bartender. I was just the petite blonde
girl who had to ask for help with her eyeliner and didn’t know
how to get a corset fitted.

Before that, I had always been invisible. I was the daughter of
Persephone Black, international superstar. The number of times
I’d been pushed aside at a concert, her loyal fans reaching out for
her, knocking me back, until I couldn’t catch up with her, was
unbelievable. No one ever realized I was gone.

It had been fun, for a while, being the invisible kid. We loved
to play hide and seek, me and my mother. Moving from hotel to
hotel, city to city, we would hide and seek in hotel lobbies and
under bars, behind heavy curtains and beneath beds. One time
I’d spent an hour and a half looking for her in a hotel in Leeds.
She was due to be on stage in a couple of hours, so I knew I had
to find her quickly. I did find her, eventually. In the women’s
toilets in the hotel bar, having sex with a bartender. I saw those
goddamn brown cowboy boots with the daisies stitched up the
side, alongside black, shiny shoes, and heard those breathless gasps
and groans, increasing in speed and desperation. I thought she was
being sick. I didn’t really know what it meant at all, but when
she emerged from the bathroom stall, checking her lipstick and
washing her hands, her eyes met mine in the mirror. She blinked,
once.
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‘Your turn to hide, baby girl.’ Her eyes didn’t stray to the dark-
haired male, exiting stage left, as she wiped away a stray smudge of
eyeliner. ‘Go on, your turn.’

I’d gone, hidden on the tour bus. Which was where they found
me the next morning, huddled and shivering in my sleep. The
whole night, and no one had wondered where the child was.

But I didn’t tell them that, because things changed when people
knew your mother was a superstar.

‘I’m sure you’re not invisible.’ Charlotte rubbed my arm, her
eyes wide and kind. ‘You just haven’t found your sparkle yet.’

I opened my mouth to tell her I didn’t mind being invisible,
that it could be a superpower if you let it, hiding in plain sight, but
I thought maybe she was right. I hadn’t found my sparkle.

Maybe it was time to try.
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Chapter Three

I arrived back at Jen’s at two a.m. I would have asked Dad for a
lift, but as he’d already taken me all the way into central London,
and then gone back to retrieve my stuff from Rob’s (not ‘ours’
any more), I didn’t want to ask. Just because your dad’s a cabbie,
it doesn’t mean you can take the piss. Although I did love those
evenings when he finished early, and we caught up on the drive
home. It was our ‘thing’ and another advantage of working at the
Martini Club.

I reached for the huge fluffy purple pom-pom and picked out
the key I hadn’t used in ages. I’d never needed to – Jen had always
been standing at the window waiting, throwing open the door by
the time I walked down the drive, that huge smile on her face.

I slipped the key gently into the lock, reaching out in the dark
for the hall table. Three steps forward, one to the left. Take off the
shoes. Four steps forward to the kitchen. I pushed open the door,
and Jen was sitting there in the same blue fluffy dressing gown
with the daisies on. The same dressing gown she’d worn every
night waiting for me to get in as a teenager. She smiled at me, and
gestured at the pot of tea on the table, my yellow bumble bee mug
sitting ready.

‘What are you doing up?’
Jen smiled. ‘First night home, lovely, you think I’m not going

to wait up?’
‘Home,’ I sighed, falling into the seat and reaching for the

teapot.
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Jen always had one of those faces that radiated kindness. Even at
two a.m., when there was sleep in her eyes, yawns hidden behind
her cheeks, she smiled.

‘Aren’t you going to ask me what happened?’ I steeled myself,
looking at the dark liquid in my mug, cupping my hands around
it.

‘Savannah.’ There was a smile in her voice, so I looked up. ‘I
have known you forever. You take your time and come to me
when you’re ready.’

I felt my throat close, and pressed my lips together. ‘Thank
you.’

‘Can I make one suggestion, though?’
I nodded.
‘Stop temping. You were only doing it for the extra cash to

cover –’
‘– Extra bits and bobs.’
‘– Rob’s spending.’ She raised an eyebrow and I sighed, de-

flated.
‘I was saving for a holiday.’
‘You can do that anyway now,’ Jen said, regarding me shrewdly.

‘Call the temp agency tomorrow and say you don’t need it any
more. It was wearing you ragged. Stay at the bar. You like the
bar.’

‘How do you know I like the bar?’
‘Because you have had an incredibly crappy day, and you’re still

standing, still smiling, and you’re starting to look very comfort-
able in a corset, which is a gift that shouldn’t be squandered.’ Jen
winked slowly, and looked ridiculous.

‘I’m not smiling,’ I said seriously. ‘My life is over.’
‘Savannah, we both know that’s not true, and don’t for a minute

pretend that you believe that.’
I widened my eyes. ‘Excuse me! Where’s the sympathy here?

I’ve lost my partner, my home, I’ve been betrayed! And all anyone
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keeps telling me is that I’m better off, and it’s all for the best! It’s
horrible!’

Jen shook her head and reached forward to stroke my hair, her
dark features so different from me, and from my mum. Her dark
pixie cut and tatty dressing gown in comparison with Persephone
Black’s endless flaxen curls and her cowboy boots.

‘I am sorry you’re hurting, lovely girl. I’m sorry that boy be-
trayed you, I’m sorry that place is no longer your home. But I
would have been so much sorrier if we were having this conver-
sation in ten years’ time, when you had wasted two decades on a
man who didn’t deserve you.’

She stood then, kissing me on the forehead as she had so many
times when I was a child, unsure and upset, not knowing how to
share my feelings or ask for help.

‘Missed you, gorgeous girl. Welcome home.’
‘Night, Jen.’
‘Night, Sav.’
I sat for a few more moments before taking my tea up to my

bedroom, where my darling dad had put all of my boxes, piled
neatly. On the top, Jen had placed a pair of pyjamas and my tooth-
brush.

I slept, dreamless and relieved.

—

I woke late in the day, mascara stinging my eyes, hands clenched
around my pillow. My gaze slowly focused, and I saw the posters
on the walls. And then I remembered. There was no one next to
me in the bed, drooling on my neck, snoring like a steam train.
Smiling like a guilty child. It hit me physically, the loss, like my
ribs ached. Like something had burrowed into my chest and made
a nest there, sitting silently, stealing my warmth.

Rob.
I took a few breaths, staring at the ceiling. It was not okay to

miss him. I knew that. I knew he was a bastard who had found
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someone else, and was bad with money and had sponged off me
for years. He was a Z-list celebrity who craved attention and praise
and needed to be adored. But… I loved him. I had loved him for
years. I had loved the way he smelled, like soap and fresh coffee.
I loved the way he always knew that I wanted my cup of tea in
my oversized panda mug, and he could tell when I was tense and
wanted a neck rub, and when I wanted to be left alone. And I loved
that he could make absolutely everything into a joke. I mean, I’d
hated it at the time, but he never took anything too seriously. Like
the time he’d popped to the corner shop because I needed tampons
and was in too much pain to move, and a picture turned up in one
of the magazines of him just strolling along the street clutching a
box of jumbo tampons. I thought he would lose it, and instead, he
just rolled around on the bed laughing, and then ripped the page
out and pinned it to the back of the door. We laughed a lot. Or,
at least, we used to.

And now he’d be laughing with her. Leah.
Like a heavy, deep chime from that clock in the hallway, that

name would be my reminder. That smug look on his face. God,
I wished I was as cool about it as he thought I was.

That was one thing to be proud of, I nodded to myself, sitting
up, placing my feet on the cool floorboards. I had convinced him
I was not hurt at all.

And I was pretty sure I deserved a fucking Oscar for that per-
formance.

‘Savvy! Breakfast!’
I pulled my tatty bathrobe from the back of the door, and

reached into the pocket. There was still a gold foil wrapper from
a Christmas chocolate coin. I didn’t stay at Jen’s much any more.
Rob liked me to be there when he got back. Said it made it feel
like home.

I blinked away thoughts of him, and trudged downstairs.
Jen was where she always was at this time in the morning – in

the kitchen, dancing to the radio. Her short hair was tied up in a

23



red scarf and she had a red shirt on with black capri trousers. She’d
started jive classes, and she was pretty good, despite all the jokes
about breaking a hip.

It used to bug me, that she’d make a big deal of being older.
There was a 10-year gap between her and my mother. She’d always
been somehow aware of it, asking me if any of the other kids at
school thought it was weird I had an old auntie. I remember saying
they thought it was weirder that my mum was famous. I don’t
think that went down well.

In some ways, Jen was ageless, because she’d never followed fads
or fashions. Throughout the years, her style stayed the same. She
always dressed like something out of an old movie, lots of ’50s style
dresses and oversized sunglasses. She made an impression. Every-
one always asked if she was an artist and she shook her head, eyes
wide. I suppose she cut quite the figure of an eccentric, Jen. A
middle-aged woman with no husband, no children, raising her su-
perstar sister’s child, and turning up with armfuls of aubergine from
her allotment. She hated modernity. The woman still listened to
vinyl, on purpose. I tried to get her a phone that did more than
just phone people, and she returned it to the shop, trading it in
for the simplest one possible. She was frustrating and infinitely
loveable, and she’d been there for every tear, every tantrum, every
heartbreak and accomplishment since I’d moved in with her. And
yet people still seemed to think she was a little strange.

Once, a few months after I’d moved in, I asked her why she
didn’t have any children of her own. She’d stilled, bitten her lip,
shook her head as if she was shaking the truth away, and said some-
times that’s just the way things work out. She looked so sad that I
never asked her again.

‘Good morning, my darling!’ she wiggled her way across the
room to kiss my cheek, and handed me a cup of hot water and
lemon.

I shook my head. ‘Jen –’
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She closed her eyes and shook her own head. ‘Detox. Mind
and body. Heart and soul.’

‘I’m gonna detox my soul with lemon water?’
She gazed at me, smile in place, glassy blue eyes not faltering.

‘Well, can you think of a better place to start?’
‘Black coffee. Black as my soul. The deepest black coffee, with

three sugars and a crushed-up beta blocker.’ I fell into the chair and
hugged the mug close. I could feel myself regressing as I sat there,
bitching about something I didn’t care about. We both knew I was
going to drink the damn hot water and be done with it.

‘Someone’s feeling dramatic this morning.’ She patted my
hand. ‘Green juice? It’s got mango!’

‘Jen.’ I stuck out my lip. ‘Remember the days when I’d come
home heartbroken and you’d make me pancakes in the shape of
hearts, and smother them in chocolate spread? I miss those days.’

‘I’m sure you do,’ she grinned, ‘but chocolate pancakes are for
teenagers. Grown-ups get green juice and a talk about their life
plans.’

I took a deep breath, looking out into the garden. My aunt’s
garden was her sanctuary, an oasis of colour and life. She loved to
take the time and energy to acknowledge each plant, see how it
was doing, assess its growth, whether it needed a support or just
time to get its act together.

She was doing the same with me.
‘Kids are like plants,’ she always used to say. ‘Give them what

they need, then let them grow.’
Used to drive me mental.
Now, I took my aunt’s quirks as part and parcel of being some-

one who had taken in a 7-year-old, become responsible for her
health, education and wellbeing, and even now, 20 years later, was
still cleaning up her messes. She was born to be a mother, so un-
like the woman who bore me. Jen was unselfish, giving, measured.
She wasn’t afraid to be tough, and I’d had more than enough lec-
tures over the years. I’ve always thought the way to raise a loving
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kid is to instil a deep fear of disappointing their parent. I have al-
ways been so grateful to Jen that I never wanted to let her down.
She chose me and I never wanted her to regret that decision.

Jen sat down at the table opposite me, hands palm up on the
table, eyes series. ‘Okay, tell me the plan.’

‘Everything from the flat will be transferred to Rob’s name. He
won’t be able to afford it, but –’

‘Not your problem.’ She was gentle but firm.
I nodded slowly. ‘Right. So I’ll stay here. I emailed the temp

agency last night before I went to sleep. I’m done. They’ll just
need me to go sign some paperwork and have an exit interview –
I’ll pop over this afternoon.’

‘Good,’ she nodded. ‘More.’
‘More?’
‘This is your moment, Savannah! What do you want to do with

this precious life you’ve been wasting on a talentless arsehole?’ She
was almost frantic with energy, tapping her hands on the table.

‘I thought all of us were special creatures, worthy in our own
way.’

‘Some are more special than others.’ Jen curved her mouth
with distaste. ‘A DJ, for goodness’ sake. Of all the people.’

‘He wasn’t just a DJ.’
Jen’s head tilted to the side, as if to dare me to offer something

else Rob was. I racked my brains for something worthy, something
she wouldn’t sigh at. ‘Minor celebrity’ and ‘creative entrepreneur’
didn’t really fit the bill.

‘He was an activist!’
‘He did a gig for charity once – what, that makes him Bono?’

Jen smirked. ‘I’m going to tell you something, and you’re not
going to like it: I’m glad this has happened. Because now you can
finally stop living for someone else. You can finally put yourself
first and do whatever the hell you want. So… what do you want?’

‘Why does everyone keep asking that? And if everyone thought
he was so bloody horrible, why didn’t they tell me?’
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‘Because when you make a man the sun in your universe, no
one wants to tell you your universe is revolving around a pile of
shite, my love.’ Jen made a face and shrugged. ‘Not really the most
pleasant thing to tell someone.’ She grabbed my hand, stroking
between the thumb and forefinger in the way she used to when
I was a kid, calming me down, reminding me no one was going
anywhere, no one was leaving me. Reminding me I was safe.

‘You have an opportunity to become. Don’t let that slip away.
Do the work. Decide to be something.’

‘I am something.’
‘I’m sure you are. But at the moment, it seems like a terrible

waste of an excellent person.’
Jen stood up, patting my hand. ‘I’ve said my piece, and I’ll leave

you to it. I’ve got to get to the garden centre. There’s pancake
batter in the fridge if you want it.’

She smiled at me, bold and knowing. ‘Trust me, Savvy, this
will be the making of you.’

I nodded and sighed deeply as she put her cup in the sink, and
hovered in the doorway.

‘There’s fresh coffee in the pot.’
And she was gone, that white grin flashing at me from the

hallway.
She was always doing that, imparting wisdom and then disap-

pearing. She did it so subtly, as if she were tricking you into being
a better person. You knew it, and she knew it, but neither of you
would talk about it.

It had been that way since my teenage years. Every year it was
the same routine: Persephone would forget my birthday (or she’d
remember but get my age wrong) and I’d go out and get ham-
mered. I’d be so intent on showing her that I didn’t care that I’d
make stupid, reckless choices. I remember coming into a dark
house on my 18th birthday to find my aunt sitting at the kitchen
table, clutching a cup of tea. She was wearing that tatty blue dress-
ing gown, and it made me angry because she should have bought
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something new. She always seemed like a martyr. Everything had
value, nothing was to be discarded or replaced. It was about three
a.m., and I was struggling to see straight; the clock on the wall was
wobbling as I looked at it.

Her voice had been like stone that night, asking me how much
I had had to drink, why I hadn’t turned up for dinner when she’d
made my favourite lasagne and a chocolate coffee birthday cake. I
realized as she was talking that all night, everyone had been telling
me what a great night it was, and how much fun we were having,
and I didn’t remember that at all. I didn’t even remember getting
home.

‘Do you really want this every year, Savannah? You want every
year to be about her?’

‘It’s not about her!’ I’d yelped, hearing myself slur the words.
‘She doesn’t even remember!’

‘No, and she’s not here to see you destroying yourself. So grow
the hell up.’

Jen had made it to the door, vibrating with fury and disap-
pointment, and yet she turned back, in the way that she always
would. I could depend on her turning back, even in the middle
of her anger, to tell me that there was a plate of lasagne in the mi-
crowave, and that I could have some birthday cake tomorrow. Jen
showing kindness, even when I disappointed her, was as depend-
able as my mother forgetting my birthday. It just took me a few
years to realize.

And here she was, doing it again. Being infuriatingly right, and
kind at the same time. Everyone thought I was better off without
Rob, but the problem was that, stupidly, I had never considered
what I would do without him.

—

It took some time rooting through the boxes to find something
acceptable to wear. And then I walked down the high street to
the temp office, head down, determined. I knew they would try
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and talk me into staying – I was their hardest worker. Or rather, I
always said yes. That’s what my boss called me: ‘The Yes Girl’. If
there was an extra shift, a chance for double pay, someone dropped
out last minute – I said yes. And now I was saying no. The relief
I felt was physical, like my chest was hurting because of Rob, but
my shoulders had finally stopped tensing with the need to keep
earning, to keep us above water. I wasn’t responsible for anyone
else any more. That was both sad and freeing.

‘Hey, Yes Girl!’
So, the thing you need to know about Derek is that he’s a prick:

24 years old, got into temp recruitment straight out of school and
seemed to think it was the equivalent of day-trading. He sat back
in his office, feet up on the desk, arms bent behind his head. An
absolutely relaxed pose.

‘So, you’re too good for us now, Savannah?’
I rolled my eyes and sighed. I’d dealt with a lot of crap from

Derek over the last few years. The only reason I put up with it
was the fact that I was rarely in the office. Our main interactions
were him sending me to a different location or offering me more
hours. Or explaining, in painfully slow detail, that I had to be able
to use PowerPoint.

‘Never, Derek. Just… greener pastures.’
‘Maybe you’ve just run out of steam,’ he shrugged, wrinkling

his greasy nose. ‘Happens as women get older. Oh! You’re not up
the duff, are you?’

I tried so hard to avoid rolling my eyes that I was concerned
my cornea was floating about somewhere near my temporal lobe.
‘No. I’m just busy with the bar. I don’t have time any more.’

‘You’d think you’d need this more than ever. Trying to pay rent
alone is hard!’ He twitched his mouth in an approximation of a
smile. ‘Sorry about the boyfriend, by the way. He get too famous
for you?’

‘It only just - how did you –’
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‘I mean, I know he was only Z-list, like, a few episodes of that
MTV show and a guest spot on TOWIE, but, you know, compared
to you…’

I snorted at that, thinking of the mountains of paperwork it
took to ensure I was never mentioned on the shows, the endless
attempts to involve me, get my mother on the show. Rob pleaded
with me more than once to use my mother as a way into the famous
crowd he was so desperate to infiltrate. I think he was always a little
resentful that I wouldn’t give in.

‘She’s used you, Savannah, to write that song. Why not use her
back?’

‘Because that’s not who I am,’ I remembered saying, so sure in
that moment of exactly who I was. I was more than Persephone
Black’s daughter, and I always intended to stay that way.

But back to the question at hand.
‘How do you know about Rob?’
‘All over the tabloids, and internet obviously, him with that girl

off the telly.’ Derek grinned and gestured in front of his chest in
a way that required no explanation. He tilted his head out to the
hallway. ‘All the girls were talking about it this morning. Must
have been going on a while, eh? It’s almost like you’re a celebrity
too.’

‘Oh joy, my aim in life.’ I tried not to growl. ‘So, what do you
need for this exit interview?’

He grinned like a Cheshire cat, jumping up from the chair,
rubbing his hands together like an ageing car salesman.

A pointless 25 minutes later, after listening to Derek pontifi-
cate on policy and company dynamics, as well as passive aggres-
sively suggesting I wouldn’t find anything better, I emerged into
the open office space. To find a bunch of whispering women
hunched around a computer screen, giggling. God, it really was
like school all over again. Look, what’s Persephone Black done
now – hey, isn’t that her kid?

Except this time, I was almost certain it was Rob.
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Their eyes fluttered up to mine, then away again, these fake
friends I made small talk with on occasion.

‘Show me,’ I said. They looked secretly thrilled.
And there he was. Looking exactly as he always did in those

photos – fitted jumper and ripped jeans, baseball cap and sun-
glasses. Tall and solid and slightly unkempt in a sexy way. Except
he was holding hands with a petite woman with large breasts and
a tiny dog. So clichéd. ‘Is Leah Williams, Children’s TV Presen-
ter, is DJ Rob Knowles’ new squeeze?’ read the caption. I briefly
wanted to be sick, but the girls in that office would love it. Some
of them were probably even filming – they could send in their
own story, get their own five minutes in the spotlight, or at least
20 quid for a decent picture.

I straightened my back, smiled and shrugged, adopting that
same face I had used only yesterday, when he said he was leav-
ing me. Strong, empty, determined to be all right. Derek was
right - it had obviously been going on for a while.

‘Good riddance,’ I smiled. ‘See you, ladies.’
I walked from that room like a warrior queen returning to her

kingdom. But I felt like a child, desperate for her mother. Actually,
what I really needed was my best friend, and a glass of wine the
size of my face.
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Chapter Four

‘You’ve broken up? Thank fuck!’ Mia exclaimed, holding her
glass of wine up for me to clink against. ‘Well done, babe.’

My best friend had, at least, been upfront about Rob from the
beginning. She hated him and thought I was wasting my life. And
apparently everyone else thought so too. She was just the only one
who had the guts to tell me to my face. She’d been nice enough
those first few weeks, thought it was great, but when the weeks
turned to months, and the months turned to years, she couldn’t
stop herself from saying something. That’s the thing about Mia,
she just can’t help herself. Which is actually quite comforting,
when you worry about how to interact with people all the time.
She’d brought over a bottle of wine, listened to me talk about our
one-year anniversary, let me show off our studio flat, and then
simply said, ‘Savvy, this guy? Really? This is the one?’

I’d been hurt and prickly and defensive, and had given a million
reasons why Rob was a great guy. She’d nodded, sighed and said,
‘Okay, just… don’t be an “us”, be a “you and him”. “Us” people
suck.’

‘It’s nice to be an “us”!’
She’d rolled her eyes. ‘Fine, but if one day in the future, you

start talking about school catchment areas or Rob’s fungal treat-
ment, and expect me to actually care, I’m gonna pass out just to
make a point.’

I’d laughed, and she’d laughed and we’d left it at that. Occa-
sionally, when I cut a night short she’d wrinkle her nose, or if Rob
was on his way home I’d have to make a point that he really wasn’t
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expecting company and she’d huff and sigh as she left, but that was
it.

‘So what did the epic knobjockey actually do that was bad
enough for you to leave?’ Mia swished her dark curls and sat back,
grasping her glass of wine. It was Saturday afternoon in the Fer-
ret and Trouserleg, and the atmosphere was relaxed. We’d spent
our teenage years drinking in this pub, and the sticky floors and
the fact that there was only house red or house white was really
comforting. There were four dishes on the menu, and they were
the same four dishes that had been there since I was a kid and had
come in for sausage and mash with Dad every Sunday. The place
felt like being enveloped in a hug, from the smells of the food
to the quiet grumbles of the old men watching television in the
corner.

‘I didn’t leave… I mean, I left, physically, but he left me.’
‘Why?’
‘Because I didn’t like music? Because we were different peo-

ple?’ I shrugged.
Mia raised an eyebrow and pursed her lips. ‘What was her

name?’
‘Leah.’
The name tasted sour, and I bit my bottom lip to stop it trem-

bling.
‘The TV presenter?’ Mia asked.
‘I… excuse me?’ I blinked, and stared at my friend, waiting for

an explanation. ‘Why did you ask me if you knew?’
‘It’s the internet – I thought it was all fake. The same way

that TV show, and most of Rob’s existence, is fake. The way
he plays fake music to fake people who pretend to listen whilst
Instagramming about the great time they’re having. Fake.’

Mia dared me to contradict her, tilting her head slightly. I knew
that look, and I knew that I would back down, as I had every time
in all the years we’d been friends.

‘It freaks me out when you ramble.’
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She tried not to laugh, settling for licking her lips and shaking
her head. When she looked back at me, she was serious again.
‘Savs, I honestly thought it was just media bullshit. It’s only because
you said the name.’

I took a breath. ‘And you didn’t feel like you’d want to show
me?’

‘No, I did not,’ Mia said staunchly. ‘I am glad the fucker’s gone,
and I don’t want you obsessing.’

‘But –’
‘No, Sav, he’s gone and good riddance. What’s the point of

looking to see if her hair’s super shiny, or listing all the ways you
guys are different, or the same? It doesn’t achieve anything. He’s
gone.’

I remembered all the times we’d laughed when he was in arti-
cles, how we’d print them out and place the pictures on the pin-
board, all those mini Robs lined up, with the sunglasses and leather
jackets, or big headphones around his neck. We had a little Rob
army on that pinboard. And now she was there too.

I tried to shrug it off, ‘Well, I saw it anyway. And I didn’t
compare myself to her. Although her hair was super shiny.’

Mia placed her hand over mine, her well-manicured red nails
vibrant against my pale skin. The silence settled, and I tried to
figure out how I felt. Everyone seemed to want to fall over them-
selves to tell me Rob was awful and I was better off. But no one
seemed to think about what that said about me.

‘Mia, you’ve got to tell me the truth,’ I said.
‘I always do.’
I took a breath. ‘Have I always been such a pushover?’
‘You want it sugar coated or salty as hell?’ She sighed, putting

down her glass.
‘Sugar, always.’
‘You need people to love you, so they won’t leave you. So you

do anything they want to keep them, and it makes you loveable,
but it makes you weak.’
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I winced. ‘And the salty?’
Her hazel eyes softened, and she reached across the table for

my hand, her thumb stroking my wrist. ‘I could probably count
the footprints on your back from all the people who’ve walked all
over you.’

‘Okay, count them.’
‘David. Jeremy. Patrick. That guy you met at that party that

time.’
‘Okay, so I dated bossy guys – maybe it’s a type thing.’ I tried

not to sound defensive.
Mia laughed. ‘Savvy, Patrick asked you to look after his cat for

a week!’
‘So, I’m a nice person.’
‘You’re allergic, and he broke up with you the week before,

and you still did it!’ Mia laughed. ‘And what about David – you
helped him practise his Spanish all summer, and then he took a
different girl on holiday to Spain.’

‘Okay, but I got quite good at Spanish –’
‘Okay, fine,’ Mia huffed. ‘What about your mum?’
I felt my shoulders drop; my voice was dull. ‘What about her?’
‘The school talent show? The first time she came to see you

after leaving you with Jen?’
I didn’t need Mia to continue. I had been so excited to be

included in the talent show. I didn’t even question why they let
me have a solo song, or why my listing in the programme was ‘Sa-
vannah Curtis, daughter of singer-songwriter Persephone Black,
sings Amazing Grace’. I just thought they liked me. I hadn’t even
noticed how Jen’s lips had turned downwards when she saw the
programme. She just hugged me and told me she was proud.

I had practised for weeks in the shower. Mum had always said
the acoustics there were great for highlighting your range. I wanted
a range. I knew Jen told her I was singing; she said Mum had
called and she’d told her, and she had wished me luck. I wasn’t
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really bothered; it was bad, but for once, I wanted to be the singer.
I wanted to be the one on stage who got the applause.

And on the night, I had stepped onto the stage, into the spot-
light, and looked out into the crowd to find Jen. Next to her
sat my mother. She looked magical, as if she glowed, even with-
out a spotlight, and some of the other parents turned around in
their seats to look at her, nudging each other with elbows, raising
eyebrows.

The music started, and I lifted my voice, following the tune,
getting stronger and more confident, until another voice had
joined mine, twisting in and making it thicker, more impressive.
I looked, and my mother was standing, singing back to me. The
audience gasped and the spotlight went to her, her gorgeous face as
she sang to her daughter, and everyone commented on how mov-
ing it was. I stopped singing and shuffled from the stage, letting
her be the star, as it was meant to be.

‘She took everything from you, and you never fought back.
You never told her off,’ Mia pointed out.

‘What, you want me to fight for Rob? I thought you were
pleased?’

‘I am pleased.’ She sounded too emphatic and put up her hands.
‘I mean… I think this needed to happen. He wasn’t a good person.’

‘What, are we great people?’
Mia snorted. ‘Of course, we’re the best people.’
‘Yeah, the bartender and the make-up girl. Changing lives,

solving world hunger.’
‘And what’s Rob doing?’ Mia countered.
‘Holding hands with kid’s TV presenters, I guess.’
We paused in conversation, just sitting quietly as I closed my

eyes.
Mia’s perfect brow wrinkled. ‘Are you terribly heartbroken? Is

it too soon to say that actually I think this is a really good thing?’
‘I bloody well wish everyone would stop saying that!’ I grasped

my wine glass. ‘It’s going to be the making of me, it’s the start
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of my adventure, good bloody riddance! How about the fact that
I’m hurt, regardless of whether he was knob?’

Mia rolled her eyes and shook her head, leaning forward. ‘The
thing is, babe, anyone could see you weren’t really happy. Like,
did you ever just look across the room and smile because he was
there? Were you ever desperate to get home because you missed
seeing his face? You didn’t seem happy. You seemed settled.’

‘I was comfortable!’ I argued. ‘So sue me, comfortable can be
happy! Settled can be happy!’

‘Of course,’ Mia shrugged. ‘But not you.’ She thrust her wine
glass at me to make her point. ‘You stayed because you’d invested
so much time in your relationship that it would be a waste to walk
away.’

‘Fuck.’
There are moments when people say things, and you can feel

the truth of them deep down to your bones. Like the meaning
of the words reverberates through you, creating an echo. I had
loved him like I loved my comfortable red jumper, or the stripey
blanket with the holes in, or the panda cup with the broken handle:
because I always had, and there was no reason to stop.

‘You’re too loyal,’ Mia continued. ‘And too nice. And a people
pleaser.’

‘And terribly good at taking criticism,’ I laughed, throwing back
the last of my wine.

‘You’re also the best person I know,’ she grinned. ‘Ever since
you turned up that first day at school, and everyone kept singing
your mum’s songs, and you just smiled and told them all what nice
voices they had until they went away.’

‘And then you told them to jog on and audition for Popstars
if they were so bloody bothered,’ I laughed, shaking my head at
the memory. Even then, Mia had been terrifying, beautiful and
dominant. She was the tallest girl in the class, had towered over
the kids teasing me, and when they’d run off, she’d linked her arm
through mine and said, ‘We’re going to be friends, okay?’
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‘Well, kids are dicks,’ she shrugged. ‘I still remember you stand-
ing there in your shiny new shoes and little flowery headband.’ She
smiled at me, eyes full of affection. ‘You know, if you said you
were happy, I’d shut the hell up and never say another word.’ She
topped up our glasses and looked at me, waiting for my response,
eyes wide.

‘I wasn’t happy.’
I let the truth settle around me, wondering if I should tell her.

It had been bothering me, and I knew the minute I admitted it,
I would have had to leave. But Rob got there first, so I was the
injured party, instead of such a disgusting coward.

‘If… If I tell you something, will you promise not to judge
me?’

Mia snorted. ‘Absolutely not. But tell me anyway.’
I took a deep breath, ground my teeth together, and looked at

my wine glass, tracing the rim with my finger.
‘I couldn’t have sex with Rob unless I was drunk.’
She physically jolted, and I looked at her, awaiting the shocked,

disgusted look. She just seemed concerned. ‘How long?’
‘About six months. I just didn’t feel anything.’
‘Well, sometimes you don’t feel like it, that’s okay. Sometimes

that happens. He wasn’t pressuring you?’
I let out a slow breath. ‘No, he didn’t know. I just… the last

time I had sex with him, when I was sober, it just felt… wrong.
Like my body was just… it was just wrong. But we had this life,
and I knew I loved him, so I used to have a couple of glasses of
wine, or a shot, just to… That’s really fucked up, isn’t it? God, and
I still wouldn’t leave him! How pathetic is that?’

‘Your body knew what your mind wouldn’t accept.’
‘Do I still get to be angry that he left me? If I should have left

him?’
‘Yes! You get to feel whatever the hell you like!’
But that didn’t seem fair. Everyone was saying I was better off,

and now I could be happy. But my chest hurt whenever I thought

38



about Rob, and I missed my flat. I didn’t like sleeping alone any
more.

‘Why didn’t you just leave?’
‘I liked being an “us”, part of a team. I liked having someone

to have my back, to be on my side. Be a partner.’
‘Yeah, a partner who partied all night whilst you worked and

saved and planned.’
‘Hey, come on, it’s not like I’m perfect. He did the hoovering,

and hung the washing up sometimes. And he booked holidays.’
‘To places where he was DJ’ing!’ Mia protested.
‘Yeah, but he wanted me to go with him.’
Mia paused. ‘Did you ever go on a holiday that wasn’t for his

work?’
I shrugged, tired of talking about it. What did it matter now

anyway, who had booked holidays and where we had been? He
was with Leah, and I was alone. I sipped my wine and frowned at
the table.

‘This is a good thing, I promise you.’ She smiled across the ta-
ble, and I looked up at her, my gorgeous friend who never seemed
to have problems like this because she avoided relationships at all
costs. She only did things that made her happy, or made her family
happy. ‘Besides, you wouldn’t have stayed with a man who you
had to get drunk to sleep with, just to protect your little bubble of
security and stability.’

‘You know, I hate myself for it, but I really think I would have.’
It was then that I felt the judgement, that look she gave me as

if she didn’t know me at all. And I couldn’t blame her, because I
was judging me too.

—

The next week was a busy one. The Martini Club was booked
solid each night, and I suddenly had no idea how I’d spent so much
time working in an office during the day and nights at a bar. How
did I find the energy? And the Martini Club was much nicer than
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some of the other dives I’d worked in over the years. How could
I possibly have got enough sleep? I slept all the time now, curled
up in my duvet having joyous, lazy mornings, emerging only for
tea before I returned to bed with a book.

It was fear. I worked that much out of fear, a need to survive,
to make ends meet, to still be able to have date nights and drink a
cheap bottle of wine at the pub or have a visit to the chippie on a
Wednesday night.

And now I didn’t need to fear any more. I could just work.
‘Hey, Africa, come tell me what you think of this sauce.’
I hated helping with service – I was a terrible waitress. Being

behind the bar was comfortable, there was a method to it. The few
people who sat at the bar were relaxed and enjoying themselves.
Most of the time, I was making drinks for the tables, so there wasn’t
much interacting or pressure.

There was one thing I liked about working service. Hanging
out with Ricardo.

Ricardo was the chef at the Martini Club. A round, an-
gry Spaniard, he was consistently tetchy. He’d started calling me
Africa, because he thought I was lying when I said my name was
Savannah. Since then, it had sort of stuck and I took it as an affec-
tionate nickname. Or as affectionate as the giant, burly man could
be.

‘What do you think of the balance? These knobheads can’t
taste for shit!’ He handed me a spoon, and I tasted, thinking. I
took in the texture, the flavours, the slow emergence of the heat
as it became a little spicy, just an edge of sweetness that followed.

‘More coriander, definitely. Is there lime in there? Because I
can’t taste it.’ I shrugged. ‘That chilli is good, though.’

‘More lime! That’s what I thought, but these idiots smoke so
much on their endless breaks that they can’t taste anything any
more. Dead taste buds.’ He smiled widely at me and chucked my
chin like a cheery uncle. It should have pissed me off, but I loved
that I was special. Not that there was a reason my opinion mat-
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tered, beyond the fact that I could taste things properly. Anyone
could do that, if you didn’t work in a kitchen and smoke 30 a day.

‘You’ve worked in a kitchen – don’t lie.’ Ricardo pointed at
me, his lips a thin line.

I shook my head, and Ricardo’s expression didn’t change.
‘I did two months of cookery school,’ I said, holding my hands

up, ‘but that doesn’t really count.’
‘Why doesn’t it count? It counts!’
I smiled at him. ‘My boyfriend… at the time, he lost his job,

and we’d just got a flat, and we needed money. I dropped out to
make money.’

‘Isn’t the point of training as a chef to make money as a chef?
The outfit’s pretty cool.’ He nudged me with his elbow.

‘I had to make a choice, so I did. Never really thought about
it after that, beyond the odd dinner party and some pretty good
brunch recipes. Life goes on.’

‘You need to come work in my kitchen, Africa, I’ll teach you!’
Ricardo nudged me again. ‘You’re wasted out there making drinks
for drunken idiots.’

‘I’d last five minutes in a kitchen, I’d end up in tears.’ I shrugged.
‘Always happy to taste your wonderful food though, chef.’

Jacques walked in and narrowed his eyes, ‘Order up or what? If
you’ve quite finished flirting to get yourself a better dinner, harlot.’

‘Hey! You leave her alone.’ Ricardo put a sweaty arm around
me. ‘This girl’s got a magic mouth.’

Jacques raised an eyebrow and smirked. ‘Oh, well, with praise
like that. Filthy cow.’

I stuck out my tongue. ‘Be nice, or me and my magic mouth
will have some choice words for you.’

He snorted and shook his head. ‘Your table are looking antsy
for their bill.’

—
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I didn’t think any more about it until later that night, when I was
back safely behind the bar, cleaning up, and Jacques handed me
a business card. It was dark, with silver font: Love food? Know
good service? Bottoms Up!’

I frowned. ‘What the hell is this?’
Jacques grinned at me, gesturing. ‘It’s a website where you get

discounted meals for writing reviews! One of the customers was
in here chatting about it. Perfect, right?’

‘What an awful name,’ I looked back at the card. ‘Do I look
hungry to you?’

‘No, smartarse, it’s your chance to use your talents. It’s like
TripAdvisor, but only the restaurant sees the review, not the public.
So they can improve without being embarrassed. Plus, people love
to write angry reviews. I think it’s bloody genius. Being invisible
and your magic mouth, remember? No excuses. Time to find a
purpose.’

With the taste of the chilli still on my lips, I smiled. I was
excited about something for the first time in what felt like forever.

42



Chapter Five

‘So what’s this website dinner thing, eh? You going to take me
out for a slap-up meal?’ Dad wriggled his eyebrows as he sat at the
kitchen table. He had been working a night shift down at the O2
the night before, so our schedules were finally aligning.

I put the vase of yellow roses out of the way, and plonked down
two plates of cheese on toast with two mugs of strong tea.

Dad took a large bite and sighed. ‘You know, I don’t know
how you make the most basic things taste delicious. It’s bloody
cheese on toast and it’s one of the best things I’ve eaten. Always
said you should have been a cook!’

‘It’s just sundried tomatoes and some chilli flakes, Dad. And
some different types of cheese. It’s not rocket science. And we
both know I’d be crying and running out of a stressful kitchen
within minutes of being shouted at.’

I took a bite and he was right, it was pretty damn good. The
flavours merged well, balanced out and the addition of the moz-
zarella really added texture.

‘Surely not every bloody restaurant in this country is run by
Gordon Ramsay?’

I shrugged and shook my head.
‘So…’ Dad pushed back his plate and attempted to look seri-

ous. Which wasn’t always possible. He had a permanently round,
slightly red face, a cheery disposition, and twinkling blue eyes. His
hair was getting whiter and thinner, and he still insisted on wear-
ing all black, with some ancient band T-shirt. That day, it was
the Clash. I always teased him that he only wore those T-shirts
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so he could tell some story about being their roadie. Dad was full
of stories of his time on tour. Now he was a cabbie, and taught
guitar lessons on the side, usually at a ridiculously cheap price. He
lived two streets away from me and Jen, a choice he’d made to be
near to me.

‘So…?’
‘How are you doing?’
I smiled. ‘I’m doing fine, Dad. How are you?’
‘You know what I mean, Savannah. I just… you know, I don’t

want to crowd you. And we never talked about this stuff before.
And you’ve had your heart broken and I’m your dad, and I can’t
tell whether I should be bringing you chocolate or punching the
bastard.’

I patted his hand; his forehead scrunched up with concern as
he leaned in, really earnest for me to know he cared. My dad was
one of the best people I knew.

‘Dad, I want you to know… you should always be bringing me
chocolate.’

He rolled his eyes and sat back. ‘All right, smartarse. Tell me
about this website thing then, maybe I should sign up?’

‘Dad, I couldn’t even make you leave a review when Arturo’s
cocked up your birthday and brought you out a cake with nuts in
it. We spent your birthday in the hospital because they picked up
the wrong box.’

My dad frowned, shaking his head, ‘Now, they are good people,
and they made a mistake. I’m not going to have a go about that.
Is that what this is, ranting and raving at people in cyberspace?’

‘No. I go, I have my meal, I write up about it afterwards,
sending a picture of my receipt to prove I went, and I get some
points. The more helpful, and longer, the review, the more points
I get, until eventually I get a free meal voucher!’

‘I thought you were meant to be working less.’
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‘It’s not work, it’s for fun,’ I kissed his cheek, ‘And as soon as
I figure out if it’s worth doing, I’ll take you out to dinner. To
somewhere that is not Arturo’s.’

‘You judge, but you’ll never find a better spaghetti bolognese-’
‘-outside Naples, I know.’
Dad wriggled his eyebrows and shrugged. ‘Oh well, I guess

your poor auntie will have to put up with me coming around,
begging for scraps after she’s made me go to that bloody dancing
class.’

I frowned. ‘You’re doing swing dance classes with Jen? Why?’
Dad shrugged. ‘She asked, and I thought it was good to get

a bit of exercise. I’m terrible, of course, but it seems to make
her happy, me bumbling around like a moron whilst she grins and
dances like a professional.’

‘I wonder why she didn’t tell me you were going too?’
Dad shrugged again. ‘Probably didn’t want to embarrass me.

So… seeing as we’ve both got nothing to do today, fancy going to
the cinema?’

‘Abso-bloody-lutely.”

—

‘Are you kidding me? This place is bloody fantastic! Look at it!’
Mia whooped, her eyes wide as she took in the chandelier in the
middle of the sunken bar.

‘Stop looking so fucking impressed,’ I laughed, holding her
arm, and smiling at the host. ‘What are you talking about, this
place is epic!’

‘Sure,’ I shook my head and nodded hello as the host took our
details and led us through to the bar.

‘I’ll come and get you when your table is ready, okay?’ She
tilted her head with a chipmunk smile, and disappeared. Mia stuck
her tongue out and grinned at me.

‘I think this is fabulous. Why don’t we go out in town for
dinner more, we should?’
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‘Well, look at how much a cocktail costs and see if you still
think that,’ I grinned, shaking my head as we hopped up on the
bar stools, resting our hands on the oak bar.

A bartender immediately came over, smiling at us. ‘Good
evening, ladies. Can I get you some water whilst you’re deciding?’
We nodded and looked back at the menus, trying to decipher what
half of the ingredients were, as nothing was described.

We suddenly heard the bartender hiss at his colleague across
the bar, ‘Milo! This isn’t Tiger Tiger, okay, mate? That’s not
appropriate here.’

The other bartender, Milo, had been throwing the cocktail
shaker up in the air, twisting it around behind his back and grin-
ning at the customers as he did so. He shrugged and poured the
cocktail, looking across the bar to see me watching. He grinned
and winked at me, before gesturing at his colleague in a ‘What can
you do?’ kind of way. I bit my lip and looked away.

‘So… what are you thinking?’
‘I’m thinking my life is crap and I should be in Greece,’ Mia

sighed, chin on her hand.
‘Um, I meant about the cocktails,’ I said, aware that the bar-

tender would probably return within 30 seconds, and I wanted to
quiz him on the ingredients. The best reviews on Bottoms Up!
contained lots of details, and I was taking this seriously.

I never should have brought Mia with me, but I thought she
deserved a treat. In fact, we both did. The problem was, Mia
didn’t really eat. She got distracted halfway through eating, she’d
push at it, not really sure what it was. Once I asked her how her
steak tasted, and she looked up, frowned, and said, ‘Like steak.’

She was also not great at focusing, and was not really into detail.
Unless it was a beautiful dress, or some obscure historical artefact
that no one else gave a crap about. Then, she had lots to say.

‘Oh, a Bellini,’ she shrugged. ‘Whatever.’
‘Ladies.’ The bartender called Milo came over, grinning at me,

his dark hair flopping across his forehead. ‘What can I get you?’
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‘Can you tell me what this is?’ I pointed at the menu, and he
smiled, crinkling around the eyes.

‘My personal favourite. It’s like a posh gin and tonic, but we
use infused elderflower tonic, plus a mixture of herbs, a twist of
lemon. A basil liqueur as a base. It’s refreshing, light, but a little
bit special. Perfect.’ He winked again, and I blinked.

‘Sure, sounds good. She’ll have a boring Bellini.’
Mia looked around at the other customers and the beautiful

glass drops hanging from the ceiling, making everything sparkle.
The bar we were seated at was dipped, and following a grand spiral
staircase, we could see people upstairs on a wraparound balcony,
sitting at tables, enjoying their food.

She sighed deeply. ‘I want what they have.’
‘The sea bass is excellent.’ The bartender nodded as he focused

on brushing the herbs up and around the glass. I watched him
furrow his brow slightly in concentration.

‘Not the sea bass!’ Mia rolled her eyes, pointing up at them.
‘Happiness, connection, purpose!’

The bartender stopped. ‘You got all that from a bunch of peo-
ple sitting at a dinner table?’

‘Yes,’ my friend said seriously.
‘Mia, this nice man is a real bartender, not one of those ones in

movies who are there to give you advice over a shot of sarsaparilla.’
I pursed my lips, turning back to the bartender. ‘Sorry!’

‘Hey, if I could be one of those wise bartenders who slides a shot
of something down a long bar and tips his hat, I would love that.
Sadly, I’m only good for cocktails and food recommendations.’

The accent became more evident, the more he spoke.
‘American?’
‘Yes, my apologies,’ he smiled. ‘Feels like I should be saying

that more than ever now. Except for the drinks, because these are
the best you will get in London, I guarantee.’

‘That’s some big talk,’ I said.
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‘Where are you from, in America?’ Mia said, leaning forward,
looking at him with something like desperation.

‘New York.’ He paused. ‘But I’ve been travelling around Eu-
rope for a while.’

‘New York!’ She sputtered, ignoring the second part of his
sentence. She turned to me. ‘See, Sav, I need to go to New York.’

‘Sweetheart, I have a feeling if the nice man said he was from
Tallahassee, you would say you needed to go there too. If you want
a holiday, just book a bloody flight and stop going on.’

‘Hey lady, I listened all week to you about getting dumped.
You can’t hear about my wanderlust for five seconds?’ Mia rolled
her eyes and stared at me.

I felt my cheeks redden as the bartender, Milo, placed the drinks
on coasters in front of us. I felt his eyes on me, and stayed silent.

‘There you go, ladies. I’ve been told you’re dining with us this
evening, so I’ll put the drinks on your dinner tab.’ He nodded,
stepping back. ‘Hope you enjoy your meal.’

And he was gone, back to the other side of the bar before we
could thank him.

‘Thanks for that! Mentioning getting dumped!’ I hissed side-
ways, staring down at my drink. It was beautiful, a work of art.
Served in a Champagne coupe, with slices of cucumber floating
on top, stems of herbs, and a little sparkle somehow. Mia’s was
simpler, a pale orange colour in a Champagne flute, with a slice
of peach on top. Well, if it ain’t broke…

‘Didn’t want the hot bartender to hear, huh?’ She shrugged,
grabbing the cocktail stick. ‘Fair enough!’

‘Wait! Let me take a picture!’ I knew that she wouldn’t be able
to remember what that cocktail looked or tasted like five minutes
after it was finished, let alone by the end of the night. I put my
phone away. ‘Cheers!’

We clinked our glasses together. She sipped, pressed her lips
together and nodded.

‘It’s good.’
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‘What does it taste like?’
‘Um… fizzy, and kind of… like… sweet?’
I growled a little, and took it from her, sipping delicately. The

peach puree was sweet but had a sharp edge, topped with a dry
Champagne. I remembered reading that the Bellini was created in
Harry’s Bar, Venice, by Ernest Hemingway. Maybe I would go to
Venice and drink cocktails. Mia wasn’t the only one who wanted a
holiday. I wanted a holiday from my life. And why didn’t we ever
go to nice restaurants? Perhaps because Mia was always working,
or supporting Rob used up any spare time – and money – I had.
Usually, after temping and working at the bar, I just wanted to eat
toast and pass out. It felt special to be all dressed up for a meal out
in the city.

‘Yeah, fizzy and sweet.’ I handed it back, and picked up mine.
My immediate thought was that it was like a garden. The first sip
made me think of walking barefoot on the grass in summertime,
in the back of Jen’s garden. There was the sweet elderflower, the
sparkle of wine, the bubbles lifting the drink. The cucumber had
a luxuriousness to it, it tasted like indulgence and spa days. The
herbs were subtle, kicking in after, the gin sat at the bottom, wait-
ing to knock me over the head if I didn’t eat something. It tasted
like a memory felt, like I was walking through a photo album try-
ing to remember a moment that tasted like this, and I closed my
eyes to savour it, pressing my lips together. It needed something
though, a little edge, a drop of citrus, or something darker and
naughty, like the spice of rum, summer nights in the garden after
smoky bonfires, hoodies worn over shorts.

I opened my eyes and caught him watching me, a small smile
playing about his lips that looked like pride. I nodded, as if to say,
‘Yes, you were right.’ He nodded back to say he knew.

We were led to our table not long after that, and Mia, typically,
ordered the sea bass because it meant she didn’t have to look at the
menu or think too much. I took my time deciding on my food,

49



asking questions about the dishes, and then became distracted as I
watched the diners around me, wondering what their stories were.

‘Hello?’ Mia huffed, tilting her head as she looked at me. ‘Any-
body home?’

‘I’m sorry, you’re right. I’m here. What’s going on?’
Mia’s features softened and she flicked her black hair. I was

easily forgiven.
‘The usual. I hate my life, everything’s awful, woe is me. Blah

blah blah.’
She grinned, her perfectly straight teeth gleaming, and I knew

that anyone who hadn’t grown up with Mia, who hadn’t seen ev-
erything she’d been through over the years, would look at how
beautiful and confident she was, wearing that gorgeous deep blue
dress that seemed to accentuate her tan, and wonder what on earth
she could possibly complain about.

I steeled myself, hands on the table. ‘Hit me. I’m ready for it.
Complain away.’

She took a deep breath, ‘I think my dad is sick again. No one’s
saying anything, but Marjorie is flitting about like a blue-arsed fly,
getting shitty at me when I breathe too loudly.’

I reached across the table and squeezed her hand briefly.
‘And I know I’m not allowed to be annoyed, but I moved back

for him, to help look after him, and she’s annoyed I ate the last of
her vile crackerbreads. Like, it’s an ongoing war, the Battle of the
Last Crackerbread. Who cares? I bought her a new packet, and
she went on that it wasn’t the right one. Maybe she’s regretting
marrying someone so much older than her.’

‘Okay, I know Marjorie can be a pain, but she’s been with your
dad the whole way through his illness. She loves him.’

‘Yes, she does.’
That fact still seemed to piss her off. When Marjorie had first

come into Mia’s life, not being much older than us, it had been a
tough few years. But Mia went off to study and it wasn’t so much
of a problem. Until her dad got sick.
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‘I moved back for him. I sacrificed my career, my life. I’m
nearly 30 and I’m living with my dad and his girlfriend!’

‘It was the right thing to do at the time.’
‘I could have been having adventures! Doing something im-

portant! Actually using my degree!’ She rested her cheek on her
hand and picked up her glass of wine. ‘One of the girls from uni
is on a dig in Greece. You’d think there’d be nothing left to find
in Greece, right? But no. Bitch found a cup or something.’

‘A cup?’
She raised an eyebrow at me. ‘I know you zone out the minute

I start on archaeology or history or anything older than the ’80s,
so I’ll spare you the details. But it was important. The point is,
I should be knee deep in dirt, discovering symbols of history in
far-off lands. Not selling make-up in Hertfordshire.’

Mia had always been an unlikely choice for an archaeologist.
When people asked her why she chose that field (which was a lot
more than anyone else got asked why they chose to do something)
she said she’d played too much Tomb Raider as a kid and looked
surprisingly good in khaki hot pants.

The problem was that being as beautiful as she was, people
didn’t think she was smart. And they didn’t like it when she sur-
prised them. She’d been on a dig when her dad ended up in hospi-
tal the first time round, and she flew back, never giving it a second
thought. She moved in when he was going through chemo, and
got a job as a make-up girl because her dad was getting annoyed at
her sitting around the house all day, looking at him with worried
eyes. The make-up counter people took one look at her and de-
cided she’d sell their brand perfectly, whether she wore it or not.
And then… time passed, in that way it does.

‘I’m getting bitter,’ she sighed. ‘I don’t want to be bitter. It saps
your life force and gives you wrinkles.’

‘Go and be an archaeologist!’ I said, smiling as the waitress
returned to top up our wine glasses, pausing until she left. ‘At
least you know what you want to do with your life.’
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I could hear my own bitterness seeping into my sentences, and
shook my head.

‘Savvy, you have endless opportunities. You’ve lost a weight
around your neck, and now you can do anything.’

‘Well, so can you!’ I countered, sticking out my tongue at her
before noticing the bartender looking across at me and biting back
a smile. Great. I win the attention of a hot guy then ruin any
chance of him finding me attractive by acting like a child.

‘Well, maybe I will,’ Mia replied, holding out her glass. ‘To the
great things we will do.’

I clinked my glass against hers, and paused before I sipped. ‘Do
you think he left me for her? Or do you think it was just that we
didn’t have anything in common any more, like he said?’

Mia pressed her lips together, and I could tell she was irritated
with me. I had asked the question so many times already, but I
wasn’t getting the answer I wanted.

‘I don’t know, Sav. Maybe you should ask him, if it’s bothering
you so much.’

‘I haven’t seen them in any more magazines,’ I said lightly, not
meeting her eyes.

‘Please tell me you haven’t been out stocking up on cheap gossip
magazines in the hopes of seeing your ex?’

I didn’t say anything.
Mia pressed her lips together and pulled on her left earlobe.

She did that whenever she was reaching into a well of patience and
finding the bucket empty. She did it a lot at work when teenagers
came to the beauty counter and tried to nick the lipsticks, then
explained that it wasn’t fair that things were expensive when they
got caught.

‘Savannah. This is your time. You have made your life about
him for the last nine years. That’s bad enough when you’re in love,
but it’s irresponsible when you’re not. You have a duty to live a
life you’re proud of.’
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I widened my eyes at her, pausing to find my words before
saying, ‘Seriously?’

Mia grinned. ‘I’ve been reading a lot of self-help books, but
I’m not wrong.’

‘No, you’re not wrong.’
‘Good! So we’re both going to make an effort to live our lives

to the fullest.’ She smiled, taking a large bite of her food. ‘You
know, this sea bass really is fab. Light, fluffy, with just a hint of
garlic and a beautifully crispy skin… yum.’

I blinked. ‘You’re messing with me.’
‘Of course I’m messing with you, sweetheart. It tastes like fish.’
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Chapter Six

I posted my review and photographs on the Bottoms Up! website
that night and emailed a photo of the receipt to the admin team,
which I had to do in order to receive a reimbursement for the
discounted rate to apply. Writing about the meal gave me a sense
of achievement. I took my time, describing things in detail – the
flavours, textures and aromas. I took pride in trying to capture
those experiences in words. It was fun.

I forgot how much I loved thinking about food, considering
how things went together. I loved looking at the dishes and as-
sessing the colour, composition and balance. Each dish was a work
of art to behold, and a journey in flavour. I loved that my opinion
mattered, that someone cared if I thought the caper sauce over-
powered the pollock in the dish, or that the scallops had been
overcooked by about five seconds. All these little things I used to
notice and obsess over, things that used to annoy everyone around
me when we went out to eat; they were useful. Plus, I liked
the idea of getting more points than NotQuiteBlumenthal who
seemed to slate everything and was still top of the leaderboard.

I thought about what I’d told Ricardo when he asked about
cookery school. Did I really believe I wouldn’t be able to hack it
in a kitchen, that I’d run scared, upset by the sweating intensity and
aggressive banter? I must not have at the time, because I’d enrolled,
and in those few months I had been so inspired, enjoying learning
much more than I ever had before. I had felt like an artist. I
wondered when it was that I had started assuming I couldn’t do
things.
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The next morning I woke and lay in bed, staring at the ceiling
I had stared up at for endless years as a happy child, a grumpy
teenager and a satisfied 20-something. How did someone get to
nearly 30 without dreams? It seemed like no one cared that Rob
had cheated, that he’d taken advantage of me for years, and then
left me. It was a reflection on me. It was my fault. I was a pushover.
I was a dreamless pleaser and I had no one to blame but myself.
And that was unfair, but also… it was true.

My phone rang and I looked, paused, and answered it anyway.
‘Rob.’
‘Hey, babe!’ He sounded too cheerful. But his voice was warm,

soft. Made me think of those nights when he’d crawl into bed and
tell me a story about his day, but tell it like it was a fairy tale or a
kids’ story. The man could make going to the corner shop for a
pack of Rizlas into an epic adventure. I took a breath and hardened
myself. No more doormat.

‘Uh… hi. How’s it going?’
‘Great, great! I’m gonna be at Ministry! How wicked is that?’
‘Yeah. Wicked…’ I paused. ‘So, why are you calling?’
‘Oh.’ He paused. ‘I just wanted to share that with you… check

in. I mean… I know we’re not together and that’s on me. But after
all these years… you’re kind of like my best friend, you know? And
I wanted to tell you.’

I nodded silently, smiling a little into the phone. My eyes wa-
tered and I looked up at the ceiling again, feeling an infinite sad-
ness, but also a relief. He felt my loss. He was sad.

‘Also… I got the council tax bill, and I was wondering, you
know, because I’m not used to paying it, if you could help me out
a little, just until I get on my feet?’

‘Why don’t you ask Leah?’ I asked, my hands shaking with
rage, but my voice even and light.

‘Well, it’s early days, babe. That’d be a bit rude, don’t you
think?’

He was serious. He was actually serious.
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‘Ruder than asking the girl you dumped to pay your bills for
you?’

‘Ah, right, yeah, I see.’ He spoke so slowly, like his brain
was trying to catch up with his mouth. Had he always spoken
so slowly?

‘I saw you in the magazines, with her.’ I don’t know why I said
it, what the point was. I was giving in to him, letting him think I
cared.

‘Hey now.’ His voice was soft and warm, trying to soften the
blow. ‘Remember when we used to laugh about those articles,
babe. They’re still as full of shit as they always were. That hasn’t
changed. And we’ve got history, haven’t we? Years of friendship.
That still matters – that will always matter.’

I nodded against the phone, and then cleared my throat. ‘Yeah,
I guess you’re right.’

‘So, as friends, do you think you could –’
I hung up.
The first step on the road to no longer being a doormat. Al-

though I did wish I’d shouted, ‘Fuck you!’ down the phone.
The phone rang again, and I answered it immediately. ‘Look,

Rob, seriously. I will –’
‘Hello?’ a female voice asked. ‘Is that Savannah Curtis?’
‘Yes?’ Please don’t be Leah. Please don’t be Leah.
‘This is Alba from Bottoms Up! - is now a good time?’
Oh great, this is the part where they get you to try and sign up

for something or buy something. Should have known better than
to trust Jacques flirting with some dodgy guy for decent informa-
tion.

‘Oh, um, hi?’
‘Sorry to bother you so early. Have you got five minutes?’ Her

voice was clipped and smart, as if she wanted me to know she was
just asking out of courtesy.

‘Sure… I’m sorry, did I mess up? Was something wrong with
the review?’
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She chuckled down the line, and I relaxed.
‘No, not at all. In fact, I was hoping you could come into

the office and have a chat with me? We’ve got a sister company
with some different opportunities, similar to Bottoms Up! but at
a slightly different level. Are you available today?’

This doesn’t sound right.
‘Today?’
‘Yes.’
I looked at my watch.
‘Sure, I start work at seven, but –’
‘Wonderful!’ Alba’s voice was loud and insistent, and I could

visualize her clearly in my head, with a razor-sharp bob and dark
lipstick, wearing a power suit. ‘Two p.m? I’ll email over the ad-
dress, but we’re not far from Tottenham Court Road.’

‘Do I need to bring anything?’
‘Like what?’ She sounded amused.
‘I… have no idea.’
‘Just bring yourself, and an open mind.’
Oh God, that sounded worrying.
‘Well, I work in a burlesque bar, so that pretty much comes

with the territory.’ I laughed nervously.
‘Ah, fabulous! We’ll see you at two, then, Savannah.’
‘Right, thanks.’
I put down the phone and blinked. Well, things were suddenly

happening in my life.

—

A few hours later, I was sitting in Alba’s office. Everything I had
visualized was completely wrong. She met me in the reception
with a grin, sticking out a hand.

‘Hi, Savannah, so good to meet you!’
Her long, straight blonde hair fell over her shoulders, and she

was wearing jeans, a striped T-shirt and a royal blue blazer. Her
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stiletto heels were so thin I wasn’t sure how she was walking as fast
as she was.

‘You too,’ I mumbled, standing up.
‘Come on then, let me show you through!’
I followed Alba through to her office, where she gestured at

me to take a seat, and offered me a coffee. I assumed she would
buzz through and someone would bring it in, but she used a little
coffee machine in the corner of her office.

‘I’m addicted.’ She made a face as she placed the cup down in
front of me. ‘I’m trying to limit myself, but I’m pretty much 80
per cent caffeine.’

I nodded, and smiled politely.
‘So,’ she eased into her chair. ‘I guess you’re wondering why

you’re here.’
I nodded again.
She smiled widely. ‘We’re impressed, Savannah. Your review

was one of the best-written posts we’ve had on the site. It’s rare
we get someone who offers so much attention to detail, who can
identify flavours and describe them well. The hint of fennel in that
salmon dish you had at Cafe Argentine last night? The chef read
your review this morning and noticed one of his team was making
the dish incorrectly. That’s the effect we can have here. We want
restaurants to be the best they can, and for reviews to be helpful,
not a way to hold restaurant manager’s hostage.’

I nodded. This all sounded good.
‘Also, I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but most people don’t

actually taste their food. They gobble it down without realising
they’re eating a celeriac mash instead of potato gratin. You know
your flavours.’

‘Well, I love food.’
‘You’re a cook?’ she asked, pausing with the espresso cup close

to her lips.
‘A bartender,’ I said warily. ‘A damn good bartender.’
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‘Well, I’d imagine so, the way you described those cocktails.
You really have a gift.’

I thought about Ricardo’s comment about my magic mouth,
and smiled to myself.

‘So, the thing I’m really excited to talk to you about is one of
our offshoots – The Restaurateur Club. It’s an exclusive members
club that is only available to absolute foodies and we don’t advertise
its existence. Like a secret society. Any one who wants to join must
be recommended by at least two existing members. We currently
highlight some of the best restaurants in the world.’

‘Wow.’ I couldn’t even imagine what that might be like. Being
so rich you were a member of a club just to find new places to eat.

‘Yeah. It’s pretty cool. It was my concept,’ Alba grinned at me.
‘People like to feel like they know about things other people don’t
know about.’

‘But what stops them just telling people about these restau-
rants?’

‘Oh, they can absolutely tell people – the existence of them
isn’t a secret – but our members pay a substantial fee to get prior-
ity reservations and lots of other perks. Non-members could be
waiting up to a year. Everyone loves something they can’t have.
Cafe Argentine was one of them, but they’ve grown and expanded,
become more about a wider audience. Some of other restaurants
owned by the same group are on the list, and are more exclusive.’

It was genius.
‘Where…would I fit into this?’
‘Well, I’ve been concerned for a while now that we have no

way to check on the quality of our recommendations. They were
initially selected by the top food critics we work with, but the staff
get to know their faces and expect that they’re probably going to
write a review, so we can’t send those people back to check that
the standard are being upheld. Restaurants want to be on the list,
obviously, and they pay well to be on there, but if they’re not pro-
viding a great experience I’m going to have unhappy customers.
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And seeing as this project is my baby, I want to ensure quality con-
trol. We need someone who appears to be a normal member but
is in fact reporting back to us. And I think you’re the best person
to do that.’

I froze, ‘But NotQuiteBlumenthal has the highest rating on the
site.’

Alba snorted, ‘Ah you’ve noticed that? That guy is a hack, a
total moaner who takes joy out of giving negative reviews. I need
someone who can be balanced and…’

‘And what?’
‘Someone who seems like they might belong on The Restau-

rateur Club’s list.’
‘Yeah, I’m sure there’s lots of bartenders on that list.’ I snorted.
‘Well yes, that is one of the issues.’
‘I’m not quitting my job.’ I was surprised by how much strength

was in my voice, how much I cared about working at the Martini
Club. Or maybe I just needed a bit of stability when everything
else in my life had changed so rapidly.

Alba smiled. ‘You don’t have to quit your job. Our members
are discerning when it comes to quality dining so it would just be
good if you had a background that it would make you a foodie.
Even though you’d eat for free at any places on the Restaurateur
Club list there is the issue of explaining how a bartender would
afford a membership. We need something that means when they
make your reservations, it won’t be surprising that you’re a Restau-
rateur Club member.’

‘I’m an absolute nobody, sorry. Last night was the first time
I’ve been out to dinner in months.’

‘You mean you’ve got no industry connections? Previous jobs
or projects?’ She watched as I shook my head. ‘Family members?’

Ah, of course.
‘You know.’
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‘Of course I know, you’ve done nothing to hide who you are
or protect yourself from the media, except by living a very normal
life.’

‘Well, that’s done me well so far,’ I replied. ‘So would that be
enough, my mum being famous?’

‘Enough to explain away a very expensive membership, sure.’
‘I wouldn’t have to… answer questions about her, or anything

like that?’ I felt suddenly sick at the thought, but Alba shook her
head.

‘No, it just… builds a backstory. The staff sometimes check the
names of the Restaurateur Club members coming, to make sure
they know who needs special treatment. Knowing you’re Perse-
phone Black’s daughter should ensure you get the star treatment.
And if you don’t, I want to know that too.’

‘Would we still be sitting here if I didn’t have a famous mum?’
Alba patted my hand. ‘I’m sure you’ve been burnt before, but

really, I just do my research. Consider it the outcome of a career in
marketing – you have talent, but you’ve also got a backstory that
makes you easy to sell. No one will ask you about your mother.
There’s got to be loads of people wandering around London with
famous parents.’

She saw me hesitate, and added, ‘We’ll pay for your time, too,
of course.’

I secretly hated the idea of my mother being responsible for
anything of mine. I wanted Alba to tell me that regardless of that
tiny piece of pointless fame, it was my skill, my way with food and
flavours that was getting me noticed. But I just had to get over it.

‘Okay, sign me up.’

—

My Restaurateur Club card arrived a week later, sat in a velvet
box, with gilded letters on rose gold. It was ridiculously ostenta-
tious, and made me feel special. The yearly membership to The
Restaurateur Club was in the thousands, just for getting priority
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reservations and some other perks. But when I logged on to their
website and saw what restaurants they had on their list, and how
easy it would be for me to get a reservation, I started to see the
point. Every famous person must be a member, an easier, simpler
way than needing to name drop to get what you wanted. I could
almost taste Chef Romero’s famous charred artichoke hearts with
spiced hollandaise at Parisienne, or the gold-dipped churros with
salted caramel from La Borra. I grinned to myself and waited pa-
tiently for Alba to email me, letting me know where she wanted
me to go.

A few days later, Alba got in touch to ask if I wanted to visit
Razamataz, the latest hip ‘coffee bar experience’ around Leicester
Square. It was on the ground floor of The Grand Hotel, and I was
pretty sure it had won some sort of award for doing something
brilliant with avocados.

The hotel matched its name, the gilded letters and ancient brick
somehow shocking down a side road from Leicester Square. I
suddenly regretted wearing jeans, and walked past the doorman
with a sense of being fraudulent. If in doubt, I would pretend
to be a lost tourist. Surely I had retained enough of my GCSE
Spanish for that.

The inside was just as beautiful. High ceilings, marble floors
and beautiful people standing behind the reception desk as young
professionals with MacBooks and beanies seemed to lounge on
every available surface. Seeing their scruffy jeans as they sat on
velvet sofas, I wondered who the hell had come up with this con-
cept. And then I figured the jeans were designer, and it probably
cost a lot of money to look like you were poor. It made me feel
better about my jeans, though.

’Hi there, can we help?’ The shiny haired receptionists had
matching white smiles.

‘I was just looking for Razamataz. Savannah Curtis. Am I in
the wrong place?’ God, I’d screwed this up already.
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She checked her tablet, looked up and smiled, ‘Ah Miss Curtis,
we’re excited to be one of the first places on you Restaurateur
Club journey. Let me show you through!’

The high heeled woman in the dark suit led me through the
wide hotel lobby, and around a corner to a small staircase. ‘Just
down there. Try the smashed avocado with quail’s eggs! It’s to die
for!’ She paused then looked back, ‘I’ve got to say, I love your
mum! Is she performing in London any time soon?’

So much for not answering questions.
‘Uh, no, I don’t think so.’
‘Oh, that’s a shame,’ the girl blushed. ‘Okay, have a lovely time!’
And then she was gone. I blinked in the face of such enthusi-

asm, and went down the dark staircase. What kind of weird con-
cept was this? Why put a hidden cafe in a posh hotel? It was like
things only mattered when they were secret, and only the select
few knew about them.

The coffee shop was so far removed from the high street variety
it seemed like some sort of joke. It was indoor, but the bright lights
and glass walls, interspersed with growing vines and low, wooden
seating, gave the impression of being a rooftop garden. It was
halfway between a tiki bar and a well-organized allotment. The
knives and forks sat in tin cans, there was a huge bowl of fruit on the
table. All around, there were people on computers, reading papers,
having design meetings. They all looked vaguely familiar, like I’d
seen them in a magazine once, or they were in the background
when the TV was on. Everyone looked normal, but attractive.
They looked as if they could be famous, and they were just waiting
for people to realize. There was a slightly rowdier group in the
corner, already on the Champagne, and I settled myself further
away from them, opposite the bar.

The menu listed a variety of coffee as well as cocktails, wine
and food, including the famous avocado dishes. I asked stupid,
pernickety questions about almond milk and hazelnut milk, and
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every other kind of ‘not really milk’ I could think of, and got out
my notebook. On one page, I made notes for Alba.

On the other page I had written, in large capital letters, ‘Savvy’s
Big Life Plan’.

It felt a bit pathetic, even just looking at it. More pathetic still
was the fact that nothing was written underneath that title. Just
empty space, judging me.

The problem was, I had too many options. I could do anything.
If I wanted to go travelling for a year, I could. If I wanted to go
to university, train as something. The problem, for once, was not
the could. Which made it worse. It was the fact that I had no
idea. I liked writing about food for this company, I liked eating
and cooking. Maybe I could become some sort of social media
star, shouting, ‘Wham!’ as I chucked some chicken in a pan, and
people would love me. I could at least take a class – that would
make sense.

I looked up as the coffee was put down on the table, and smiled
my thanks. It was black and strong, served in an old-fashioned
teacup, with a pot of sugar and a little rustic-style jug holding
some almond milk. Or whichever milk it was I had finally settled
on.

Alba had explained to me that I shouldn’t worry about asking
questions or requesting adaptations to the menu, because people
who spend that much expect to have things their way. ‘I’m not
fussy – I just like things the way I like them,’ she’d said. ‘Make that
your motto.’

I sipped at my coffee, looking around at everyone else. They all
seemed fascinating, somehow. Part of a secret society who made
reservations at hidden coffee shops and paid eighteen pounds for
avocado on toast. Please do not stare at the possible celebrities,
a zookeeper voice narrated in my head. They are likely to either
huff and become rude, or throw a hissy fit.

Perhaps that was unfair. Who knew what these people were
really like?
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I looked across at the bar and blinked as I saw Milo, the bar-
tender from Cafe Argentine, cleaning glasses and chatting with an-
other bartender. Alba did say some of the restaurants were owned
by the same company.

It was nice to properly look at him, the dark hair flipping over
his eyebrow, only slightly too long. His eyes were dark, like his
features. He looked like he was of Italian descent, not only the
hair but the quirk of his lip, the hand gestures. His colleague
asked him something, and he grinned, shrugging with one shoul-
der and holding his other hand up. He was full of energy, and I
smiled looking at him. He seemed like the most alive person in the
room, despite the growing noise from the party in the corner. His
colleague seemed less impressed, frowning and shaking his head.

I wasn’t going to go over, I wasn’t going to say anything. But
he looked up and saw me looking. His eyebrows raised and he
tilted his head slightly, as if to say, Well, what do we have here?
Even as he answered his colleague, his eyes never left mine.

I stood up, suddenly feeling foolish, and crossed to the bar,
leaning my elbows down as I slid onto one of the high stools.

‘Word on the street is, there’s a bartender here who serves the
best cocktails in London.’ I tried for charming, and came across as
awkward schoolgirl, but he smiled nonetheless.

‘Unfortunately, today it is mainly Macchiatos,’ he smiled, then
faux whispered, ‘although apparently brunch is code for “booze
with breakfast”.’

‘I think you’re the only person in London who didn’t know
that.’

‘Well then, I have learnt an important lesson,’ He winked, slid-
ing the cocktail menu over to me, carrying on talking before I
could babble incoherently in response. ‘So, are you a Restaura-
teur Club member?’

‘Do I not look the type?’ Oh god, what was I doing? Drawing
attention to myself.

He smiled easily, ‘All types of people love good food.’
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I nodded, ‘It was a gift. My family know I’m a foodie.’
‘Family and food go together pretty well. Whatcha having?

Negroni? Espresso Martini?’
‘It’s kind of early to be drinking, isn’t it?’ I looked at my watch.

‘On a weekday.’
‘They don’t think so.’ Milo nodded his head to the corner

group. ‘Not a big drinker then?’
I shrugged. ‘It kind of has to blow my mind to be worth it.’
His eyes lit up. ‘A challenge! Let me make something for you?’
‘Off menu?’
‘A twist on the menu. I call it a Spicy Mule.’ He started getting

together the ingredients, moving speedily but with efficiency, with
purpose. ‘It’s all about the quality of the ingredients. Just like food.
Sounds clichéd, but it’s true.’

I watched him relaxing into the process, the wriggle of his fin-
gertips. ‘What makes it different from a traditional Moscow Mule?’

‘Well, madam, I’m glad you asked! The flavours are the same
– ginger, lime, light and spicy. Traditionally served in a tin cup.’

‘So what do you change?’
‘Brown sugar on the lime, high-quality vodka, the slight differ-

ence between a ginger cordial and a ginger beer, and I make my
own ginger infusion, with tea, takes the fizz out, but you bump
it up with a little sparkling wine.’ He topped up the drink and
grinned, dropping in the lime.

‘Go ahead.’ He wriggled his eyebrows and paused, bouncing
on his heels like a puppy waiting for praise.

I sniffed it first, and he was right, a strong ginger flavour hit me,
making my taste buds tingle. The lime was strong, tart, but there
it was just like he’d said, the brown sugar. It tasted like summer,
hazy days lying in the park, nights with too much liqueur on your
tongue, a slight naughtiness, a recklessness.

I closed my eyes briefly, revelling in it. When I opened them,
he was staring at me, waiting.

‘How do you do it?’
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‘What?’ That lip quirk again.
‘You make them taste like memories,’ I said, sipping delicately

again and biting my lip, licking the last of the sugar. ‘It’s like magic.’
‘It’s science.’ He looked pleased, rubbing the back of his neck.

‘And maybe just a pinch of flair.’
‘A lot of flair, maestro.’ I nodded to him. ‘Well, I’d better…’ I

tilted my head. ‘I’ve got work to do. Thanks, though.’
Milo nodded, smiling, ‘My pleasure. The rest of my day will be

much less interesting, probably just ferrying bottles of champagne
over to the midweek party animals.’

My phone buzzed, and I pulled it out – Mia.
‘Hey.’ I mouthed an apology at Milo. ‘Everything okay?’
‘I think I left my scarf at the restaurant we went to. I know it’s

stupid, and it wasn’t very expensive, but it was my mum’s and –’
She sounded distraught, rambling on about where she’d looked

and how it was the only possible explanation.
‘It’s okay, I’m early for work – I’ll pop by Cafe Argentine and

see if they have it.’
‘You’re an angel, thank you.’
I put down the phone and checked the time.
Milo came back down the bar from where he’d retreated. ‘You

okay? You need something at Cafe Argentine?’
‘The friend I was with thinks she left her scarf there. It’s got

sentimental value. I’ll walk over and see if they found it.’
Milo held up his hands. ‘They’re closed for a private function

today, that’s why I’m working here. I’ll give them a call and see if
they’ve got it– wait one second. What’s it look like?’

‘It’s white, a sort of pashmina with watercolour red flowers on
it.’

He held up his hand and went out through the back of the bar.
Poor Mia, she cherished the few things she had left of her mum’s.
I knew she’d be devastated if she didn’t get it back.

Milo returned, jubilant. ‘They’ve got it! If you head over, tell
them you spoke to me, and they’ll let you in.’
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I felt my smile echo his as we stared at each other for a moment.
‘Thank you, really.’

‘No problem. I hope to wow you with another cocktail very
soon.’

I paused, wondering whether I was making a terrible mistake.
‘If you’re ever doing research on excellent cocktails, you should
try the Martini Club, in Covent Garden. Their bartender makes
magic happen.’

‘Is he better than me?’
‘She is pretty damn good. You should check it out,’ I said,

biting my lip.
‘I definitely will. Thanks for the tip.’
I walked away before I could make even more of a fool of my-

self. Invisible. I was meant to be invisible. Not inviting bartenders
to my place of business.

—

It was a quick walk down to Tottenham Court Road, where
Cafe Argentine sat staunchly between two ancient buildings, all
worn brick and chandeliers sparkling through glass. The doorman
greeted me with crossed arms, ‘Sorry, lovely, private event today.’

‘Milo called ahead? My friend left something here and I’m
picking it up?’

He nodded, flashing me a smile. ‘For Milo, of course.’ He
stepped aside. ‘Go through to the end of the bar and up the stairs
– someone will be able to help you.’

—

There was a party in full swing, which was insane for a week-
day afternoon, and yet a DJ was playing background techno beats
whilst waiters swanned around with canapés and glasses of cham-
pagne. There were cameras everywhere, and I wondered if it was
a setting for a film. Texting Mia that I was grabbing her scarf, and
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would drop it off later, I ran up the stairs and knocked on the door.
A waitress poked her head round, frowned, and then said, ‘Ah, the
pashmina, right?’ handing it over.

‘It looks crazy down there. What’s going on?’ I asked.
‘They’re filming a new reality TV show, I think? The guy’s a

musician, and she’s an actress? The journalists are all down there
too. I’m staying out of the way, don’t want to be on camera!’ She
waved a hand around her perfectly attractive face, as if there was
something wrong with it.

I thanked her, jogging back down the stairs, and was about to
push through the doors to the exit when I saw him. The crowd was
gathered around them in a semicircle, the beautifully coiffed extras
looking delighted at a man down on one knee. As he looked up
adoringly at the dark-haired woman, I could hear his voice clearly.
The same voice that had whispered ‘I love you’s and sung loudly
in the shower, the voice that had hushed me when I cried, now
that voice was asking Leah to marry him.

There was the perfect pause before she jumped up and down,
clapping her hands. He stepped up, pulled her into his arms and
they kissed, an excellent movie moment. I ran.

—

I have always been an incredibly practical person. I survive by
micromanaging, and if there’s something I’m feeling I don’t like,
then I deal with it. Which was why I called Jacques, told him I
was being violently ill (I felt like it) and couldn’t come in to work.
Then I called Mia.

‘Thank you for finding it! The biggest bar of chocolate for
you!’ she sang, the smile audible in her voice.

‘I found some other things too – you done at work?’ I sounded
like I had a cold.

‘Just finishing.’
‘Meet me at the Trouserleg. I am going to need the largest

drink imaginable.’
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‘Are you okay?’
‘No fucking clue,’ I sighed. ‘See you soon.’

—

The train ride back was about avoiding those circling thoughts,
tapping my feet and fiddling with the strap on my bag. I had
been with someone for nearly ten years who had expressly said he
didn’t believe in marriage, when what he really meant was that
he didn’t want to marry me. Second, how long had this thing
with Leah been going on if they were engaged now? He’d said
he’d met someone, not that he’d cheated. All those late nights at
clubs, I’d never even considered that he might be unfaithful. And
why hadn’t I considered it? I’d been one of those girls in the club,
flirting with him and demanding his attention. That was how we’d
met.

Rob was so desperate for fame and validation, and I had wanted
a quiet life with marriage and stability and a mortgage. Everything
my mother dismissed and rejected.

Rob hated the idea of marriage. He said it was archaic and
pointless and tied people together legally so they never had to make
an effort any more. A small, dark part of me hoped it was that the
TV show was making him do it now. That it would offer great
ratings. Seeing the tears in his eyes as she said yes and he scooped
her up into his arms, I didn’t think he was acting. But what did I
know any more?

‘Married!’ I huffed to myself. ‘Married!’ The man next to me
looked up and shuffled away slightly, brandishing his open book
like a talisman.

I tried to distract myself on my phone, kicking my leg irritably
until the woman across the train carriage tutted. I apologized,
launching myself from the seat and out onto the platform as soon
as it stopped. I just had to make it to the pub. I would get there,
and Mia would call Rob some hilarious name, and remind me that
I didn’t really want to be with him anyway. She would explain that

70



it was probably all to do with my mother, and that the only cure
for mother issues was a large drink and four tiny packets of jumbo
salted peanuts, before watching Clueless for the 100th time.

And everything would be fine.

—

I stumbled to the pub and burst in, happy to see Mia standing
there, her bright eyes full of worry. She grabbed me, hugging me,
squeezing me tightly. ‘It’s all going to be all right, lovely, it really
is.’

I took a deep breath. ‘Right. Good. Yes.’ I kept on hold-
ing her, arms tightly around her as we swung side to side, tears
threatening to fall.

‘You know why I called?’
She winced, holding up her phone. An article and photo were

already being shared on Twitter.
The Real Way DJ Rob Jensen and TV presenter Leah Williams

get engaged! In the background, Rob’s ex, Savannah Curtis,
daughter of rock-and-roll legend Persephone Black, seems dis-
traught. The pair had been together almost ten years before DJ
Real met Williams on The Real Way, back in season two, and
sparks flew. Maybe Miss Curtis should have been watching the
show more carefully if she wanted to keep her hands on her man.
We suggest she follows in her mother’s footsteps and writes a song
to woo him back. Seems to have worked with Persephone Black
and her record producer boyfriend Dez ‘Copper’ Taylor last year,
where fan-recorded videos of her song ‘It’s Not Over Yet’ went vi-
ral, and Mr Taylor returned to their home in the South of France.
Come on, Savannah, is it going to be ‘I Will Survive’ or ‘Stand by
Your Man’? Vote at the bottom for who you want to see DJ Real
end up with!

The photo could only have been taken half an hour ago. And I
did look pathetic, standing watching as they kissed. It was artistic as
hell, I’d give the photographer that. Next to it was another photo
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of me taken years before, blotchy eyed and tearful after watching
a tearjerker in the cinema. God, they must just save these images
up so they’re useful one day.

‘Oh, fuck.’ I closed my eyes. ‘This is awful. This is worse
than them getting engaged, the papers painting me as a pathetic
dumped loser!’

She held me tightly, grabbing me by the shoulders as she pulled
back. ‘Listen, I’m going to get us a ridiculous array of drinks, and
we’re going to down a bunch of shots and we’re going to list one
hundred reasons – that’s right, one hundred reasons – why Rob is
a wimpy, spineless wombletoff dickbag. And we don’t even have
to stop at one hundred!’

She kissed my cheek. ‘Go and grab our table.’
I walked resolutely, head held high as I headed to our normal

booth. And then someone turned the music louder. Too loud for
a quiet Wednesday in a half-empty pub.

It was that song.
Her song.
Listening to it at that moment was the thing that drove me over

the edge. Hearing her soft voice, the one that had sung songs to
get me to sleep, imagining her hands brushing back my hair gently
at the exact moment I had felt betrayed again, it was too much.

Which was why when Mia came over, brandishing a tray with
a bottle of wine and two flaming sambucas, I looked at her and
promptly burst into tears.

—

Mia walked me home, rubbing my arm and telling me it would be
fine. The panicked gasps for breath in between sobs had slowed
to a quiet rasping, my shoulders shaking. It was everything. It
was Rob, and Leah, and moving back home. It was the paparazzi
finding me. And it was that song, that same song that had haunted
me for the last ten years, ever since she sent me a copy in the
post. ‘Baby Don’t Ask Me to Stay’ wasn’t one of her best, in my
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opinion, but people liked it. They sang along. Going into sixth
form one day to hear one corner of the common room singing that
line, ‘Don’t ask me to stay’, was excruciating. They didn’t know.
They just thought it was my mum’s song. They didn’t know she’d
written me a note, saying it was her ‘processing her feelings about
what happened to us’. It was me she couldn’t stay for. She gave
radio interviews about how painful it was leaving her daughter, but
how she had a better life now, how she’d sacrificed motherhood to
allow me to grow. It was infuriating, and painful. The only thing
worse than your mother writing a pop song about abandoning you
as a child is when it gets to number one on your birthday.

I’d gone off the rails completely, drinking too much, fighting
with Jen, trying to prove that I didn’t need her, that she was selfish
and awful to use me as an inspiration piece, a marketing ploy. The
morning after my 18th birthday, I woke up in hospital. Alcohol
poisoning. Jen was the angriest I’d ever seen her, asking me if I
was finally done now, if I would stop letting my mother control my
life. And I had to say yes, because I was tired of being Persephone
Black’s daughter, and no one else. Every time that song’s come
on, I’ve turned over the station, or I’ve left. If I can’t, I make
conversation with someone, or put in my headphones. But that
day, well, she got me good. With excellent timing, as always.

Mia helped me up the stairs into bed, like I was some ageing
relative, but I did feel weak and empty. I felt like I was a hundred
years old as I grasped the banister and held on to her. I crawled
into bed and pulled the cover over me. I heard Mia’s footsteps as
she closed the door gently.

In the dark, it was hard to breathe; it was damp and stuffy,
but the material muffled the crying. I choked out the tears, raw
and painful and never-ending, until I thought I might be sick. I
hiccupped, holding my breath as I blinked, my eyes red and sore.
I made a tiny air hole in the folds of the soft fabric, sucking down
the cool air, and returned to my cocoon.
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I focused on my breathing, solid and steady as the tears slowed
and then eventually stopped. My breath caught a few times, when-
ever I thought of Rob’s face, or Leah’s ring, or the words of that
fucking song that never left my mind for more than a few months,
like it was the lift music of my subconscious, always waiting to pop
up. Why at that moment? Why, kicked and low, ashamed and
embarrassed, did that bloody song have to play? The most recent
horrible moment in my life bookended by the original horrible
moment in my life. The defining one, in fact. When the peo-
ple you love leave you, and tell you it was your fault for wanting
them around in the first place. Both Rob and that song, they both
seemed to say, matter-of-factly, You should have known better.

Sometime later, I became aware of voices outside my door,
dark, deep whispers.

‘What happened?’
That was Jen.
‘Rob’s engaged. And the paparazzi got Sav when she found

out,’ Mia said dully.
‘WHAT? That slimy git!’
That was Dad.
‘Oh God, the papers? Did she give a quote?’ Jen asked.
‘No, someone just saw her and took a picture. Look.’ Mia must

have been giving them her phone to look at, as they were quiet
for a moment, reading together.

‘Ugh, that horrible bastard,’ Jen said, and I could imagine her
physically bristling with the injustice of it all. ‘So, he cheated?’

‘Who knows – it’s all for some TV show. I have trouble telling
which bits of those are true or false.’

‘So were you there?’ my dad asked Mia, who must have been
shaking her head, as she didn’t say anything for a while.

‘We met at the pub, I showed her the article. Then… that song
came on.’

‘That bloody song!’ my dad huffed, and I could visualize him
ruffling his feathers like a distraught little owl. ‘That woman is
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one of the most selfish creatures… does she know what sending
that song did to her? It’s not even a good song! And in the live
recording she’s completely off key!’

I snorted to myself, curling up into the warmth and listening
as their voices merged into one.

‘She’s going to be okay though, right?’
‘She’s going to be more than okay, sweetheart,’ Jen said, and I

heard the click of the door as she pulled it closed, and that final
muffled sentence before blissful nothingness. ‘She’s going to be
fabulous.’

—

Sometimes, as Jen used to say, all you needed was a good cry to
feel right as rain. When I woke the next day, I didn’t feel right
as rain… but I felt less wrong, somehow. Like something had
passed, or lifted. I felt like if I blinked too much a whole desert
would flutter down the bridge of my nose, and my face was red and
blotchy when I looked in the mirror, but I definitely felt lighter.
My chest didn’t want to cave in every time I thought of his face,
kneeling before her on the floor.

I stretched fully, looking around my pink polka-dot room, the
old posters still on the wall, and wondered if I should change it.
Was I going to be here a long time? Did it matter? Perhaps it was
time to clear all that teenage drama away anyway, moving on from
the posters of bands I didn’t like any more, and glow-in-the-dark
stars (which never really glowed in the dark anyway) blu-tacked to
the ceiling. Fresh coat of paint. New starts.

I slumped slowly down the stairs, not really sure what I was
going to be faced with. In the end, it was just what I should
have expected. The radio was on, playing something from a long-
forgotten era. Jen was dancing by the kettle, waiting for the tea
to stew in that ridiculous teapot that looked like a cabbage, and
Dad was sitting at the kitchen table, awkwardly nodding his head.
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Next to him sat Mia, chin resting on her hand as she stared at her
book, frowning.

I leaned on the door frame and smiled. ‘Well, good morning.’
They turned to me, and I caught the looks of concern before

they masked them. Dad immediately looked relieved, smiling at
me, and Mia closed her book, clenched her hands to stop her from
launching herself at me, and then launched herself at me anyway.

‘Had me worried there, petal,’ she whispered, her dark curls
covering my face as she tightened her arms around me. We’d gone
through a phase of calling each other that; when we’d worked in
the cafe in the park as teenagers, there’d been an old man who
always called us both ‘petal’ and always left a couple of quid tip.
I told her it made me feel cherished, and we’d used it ever since.
When she talked about her mum dying, she was petal. When my
mum got married again. When her dad got remarried, and then
got sick. It was the language of being loved. I squeezed her close.

‘I’m fine. Was just overdue a meltdown, don’t you think?’ I
whispered back and she nodded and released me.

I stood there whilst Jen surveyed me, lips pursed, eyes narrowed,
like she was looking at that poor old wonky willow tree in the
garden that never quite managed to grow the right way. She finally
nodded, smiled and winked at me. ‘You know it’s actually “good
afternoon”, lazy bones.’

She brought the teapot to the table and Dad grabbed the cups,
along with a plate covered by a tea towel. He lifted the towel with
a flourish, watching for my reaction.

‘If it’s the afternoon, then why have you made tree-shaped pan-
cakes with chocolate spread?’ I asked, smiling, feeling those mus-
cles ache with disuse.

Jen rested a hand on my shoulder. ‘Because, darling, girls with
broken hearts get pancakes, no matter how old they are.’ She kissed
my cheek as she sat down. ‘Now come on, tuck in.’

‘You know, actually, Jen… I think I’d quite like to have a green
juice.’
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She turned to me, eyes wide. ‘Really?’
‘Yeah!’ I laughed. ‘But I’m gonna have the pancakes too.’
As Jen enthusiastically poured me a glass of green sludge, I re-

alized how truly lucky I was to have my weird, mismatched family
and that, as annoying as it had continually sounded, maybe this
was the best thing to ever happen to me. I would have stayed with
Rob forever. Even if we didn’t get along any more, even if I wasn’t
happy, or satisfied or in any way passionate about him any more.
Because the scariest thing was change. Except the scary thing had
happened, and here I was. Sure, I still didn’t know what the heck
I was going to do, and it still hurt to be lied to, walked all over
and, quite frankly, to be the girl you spend nine years with before
you marry someone else, but this was my adventure now.

‘So, I’ve been thinking about a new look,’ I said to Mia, watch-
ing as her eyes lit up with possibility.

‘What kind of new look?’
‘Something so brilliant that no one could ever call me mousy

or invisible again,’ I said. ‘Any ideas?’
‘Only about a thousand,’ she grinned. ‘This is going to be

great.’

—

You know how in those movies, the girl takes off her glasses and
changes out of her dungarees and puts on a dress and has a stunning
figure and all of a sudden, ‘Wow, she’s beautiful’? That is not what
happens when you dye your hair. It doesn’t magically fix all the
problems in your life, and quite frankly, if I’d been wearing dunga-
rees, Mia would have had words with me by now. But that magic
feeling, that power that comes with feeling really damn good, it’s
maybe a tiny percentage of that ‘wow’ moment. I felt invincible.
My long hair had been cut shorter, the golden colour replaced
with an iced blonde, with vibrant pink tips. Mia had done my
make-up, so that I looked like the other girls at the Martini Club,
sleek with liquid eyeliner and perfectly matched purple-red lip-
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stick. She’d also helped me find some chunky boots to go with
my black work jeans, so that I didn’t feel so short any more. I
wanted to tower over people. Or at least not have to use the step
behind the bar for the high shelf. I felt more like myself, like I was
ready to be seen, not shocked and alone as I was in that photo-
graph, standing on the outside. I was ready to smile at the camera
and have everyone know I was all right.

It helped that the minute I walked into the Martini Club for
my shift, the girls immediately cornered me.

‘Your hair!’ Taya grinned. ‘You look fabulous! You should be
on stage with us tonight!’

‘I’m going to come up with a burlesque name for you. Some-
thing ice-cool,’ Charlotte added, fingering the dark pink tips of
my now white-blonde waves. I shook my head and watched as
the pink ends swished.

‘Are we having a moment of rebellion, darling?’ Arabella
stalked over and jutted her hip as she surveyed me. ‘It’s a good
look for you. A little bit of rebellion is exactly what you needed.
Now, I’m going to need to take the special off the cocktails menu,
because we’re out of mescal. Let everyone know, okay?’

As she started walking off, I caught her. ‘Wait, uh, Bel, I’ve
been working on this new cocktail, and it would use up the extra
rum we got from that mix-up with the order last week. What do
you think? Can I have a go?’

‘Can you have a go?’ She snorted, rolling her eyes. ‘You can
make me a cocktail that makes me want to fall in love with you and
sells up that bastarding rum, yes. Let me taste it before opening,
though.’

It was pathetic to feel that excited about being able to add my
own concoction to the menu, but I was. I flittered my fingers and
collected the ingredients. I’d been working on it in my head on
the way into work, imagining the flavours on the train. I’d take
what Milo told me about his Mule, but I’d twist it, make it richer,
warmer.
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I switched out the vodka for the traditional rum, added a little
honey to the ginger beer, taking away the need for the brown sugar.
I left the ginger beer to go a little flat before I used it. Switched
the lime for lemon, topped up with a little sparkling wine.

I tasted it. It still had those memories, the same depth that
Milo’s drink had, but whilst his was summer evenings, the smok-
iness of bonfires and the fizz of excitement, mine was winter
evenings. The lemon and honey with the rum made it feel slightly
medicinal, in a good way. It was hardy. The ginger lightened it,
made it playful, like nights sitting around with your friends, hud-
dled in the living room, drinking before a night out, lit up with
anticipation.

I served it to Arabella in a short, square glass, two perfectly
sharp-edged cubes of ice and a slice of candied lemon. She pursed
her lips, took a sip and closed her eyes. I waited, grasping the edge
of the bar, hoping desperately.

She smiled, licked her lip slowly, and her brow creased, as if
she was asking herself a question. She took another sip without
opening her eyes.

‘2014,’ she said, blinking her eyes open hazily, the smile still
there.

‘I’m sorry?’
‘2014. I was in the Caribbean with an artist called Angelo. I’d

met him the week before. We flew to the Caribbean and spent the
week on the beach, dreaming and professing our love. Watching
the sun rise and set. I was drunk most of the time.’ She snorted,
shaking her head. ‘That’s what this tastes like. How did you do
that?’

‘Science.’ I shrugged, then held my fingers up. ‘And maybe a
teensy pinch of flair.’

‘It’s special. And it’ll get rid of that bloody rum. What’s it
called?’

I made a face. ‘It’s originally based on a Spicy Mule, which
comes from a Moscow Mule…’
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Arabella got a mischievous look on her face, dimples appearing
as she clapped her hands. ‘I’ve got it. In honour of you, obviously.’

She walked over to the chalkboard at the end of the bar, and
after a few seconds scribbling, she clapped her hands, releasing
chalk dust into the air, and turned the board around:

The Martini Club Stubborn Mule.
I snorted. ‘Cheers.’
‘I consider stubbornness one of the best traits in people. Good

work, Sav. I’m glad you’re finally showing us what you can do.
And you took my advice about the lipstick!’

I shrugged, smiling as she walked off. I had never felt less in-
visible in my life.

The restaurant filled gradually, anticipation building as the ta-
bles were seated. A few people came in during happy hour, seat-
ing themselves at the bar, and the Stubborn Mule was selling well.
People’s faces told a story as they drank it, and I couldn’t help
but watch them, giddy and excited as they sipped and talked and
blinked and smiled.

I was reaching down to grab another bottle of champagne from
the fridge when I heard his voice. ‘One of those famous Stubborn
Mules, if you please.’

I looked up in surprise, and Milo blinked back at me.
‘You’re the Stubborn Mule?’ he asked.
‘Um, no. That’s a drink. You want one?’
He nodded, sliding onto a bar stool. ‘I barely recognize you.

You on the run from the cops or something?’
‘That’s the point of the Martini Club. We get to be who we

really are, or who we wished we were.’ I fluttered my eyelashes
and smiled.

‘And is this who you really are?’ He leaned in, chin resting on
his hand, staring at me. ‘A bartender with a Restaurateur Club
membership?’

‘People can be complicated. I work here because I like it. The
Restaurateur thing is… a family thing. It’s complicated.’
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‘Family stuff always is.’
‘So… what are you doing here?’
He threw up his hands dramatically. ‘Well, I was trying to be all

impressive with this excellent cocktail I made, and someone tells
me I need to come here for the best cocktails in town. So I worry
I’m losing my edge. And then I arrive to find a twist on my Mule.
Obviously, my first thought is that girl from Razamataz stole my
recipe.’

He raised his eyebrows and tilted his head, grinning.
‘This is nothing like that! I took what you taught me and I –’
‘Improved it?’
‘Adapted it,’ I corrected, shoving the glass in front of him.

‘Look, try it and see. If you still think I’ve stolen instead of being
inspired by you, I’ll take it off the menu. I mean, you’ll have to
deal with Arabella freaking out about what to do with all that rum,
but by all means…’

He took the glass, sniffing the drink with suspicion first.
‘Oh, for God’s sake! You think I’m going to drug you so I can

use your top-secret cocktail recipe? Drink the damn thing.’
I was surprising myself with how feisty I was. I was on a high,

feeling beautiful and bold and talented. And here was this man
who made something in my stomach feel like it was alight, pre-
tending to be mad at me.

He sipped, staring intently at the back of the bar, his brow
furrowed. He nodded, sipped again and shook his head slowly, a
smile emerging as if against his will.

‘How do you do that?’ he asked, finally meeting my eyes.
‘What?’
‘Make them taste like memories.’ His voice was throaty and

low, repeating my words, and I couldn’t look away.
‘Pure flair.’ I managed to breathe after a second, laughing and

leaning away, putting as much space as I could between us. ‘Ab-
solutely no science at all.’
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He laughed fully then, loud and booming, only softened by the
music in the background.

Milo stood, putting his money on the bar, ‘Well, thank you
for the lesson in mixology, and for thoroughly burying my ego.
I’m gonna have to stop using the line about the best cocktails in
London.’

I didn’t know what to say to that, and the orders for the tables
were building up, so I shrugged helplessly, smiling.

‘I’m working at Soraya next week – it’s a bar in Kensington.
Will be on your list. Come by sometime soon,’ Milo said as he
backed away from the bar. ‘I’m sure I’ve got some other recipes
you can improve on and make me look bad.’

‘Hey! Do you really think that?’
‘Nope,’ he grinned, hands in his pockets, bouncing on his heels.

‘I’m still the master. But you’re someone to look out for. See ya
around, kid.’

He disappeared up the stairs into the daylight, and I found my-
self bristling and shivering deliciously at the same time.

‘Kid!’ Arabella rolled her eyes. ‘Americans! The man has an
accent and a decent pair of pressed trousers and he thinks he’s
Humphrey Bogart! For shame!’

I blinked. ‘Okay.’
‘Tell Monika how to make the special, and Jacques is going

to jump behind the bar. Your assistance is needed,’ Arabella said
simply, nodding at the other bartender who was just starting her
shift. Jacques widened his eyes at me from across the room.

‘Is something wrong?’ I asked Bel as I followed her through
the restaurant, out to the back.

‘You could say that.’ She opened the kitchen door and gestured
inside.

Ricardo sat on a stool with a leg in plaster, two crutches resting
either side of him. His right hand was wrapped in a bandage. I
strode in.

‘What the bloody hell happened? Are you okay?’
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Ricardo rolled his eyes, huffing. ‘It’s no big deal, seriously,
everyone’s such a drama queen.’

Arabella sighed deeply, ‘The sous-chef called in sick, Armando
just cut the tip of his finger off and went off to the hospital, and…
what’s the little one called again?’

‘Damien,’ Ricardo supplied, his lips curling around the name
with distaste.

‘Damien is too scared to work under the big angry chef with
no one else around, so he’s locked himself in the chiller unit.’ She
pointed across the kitchen.

‘Shouldn’t someone get him out?’
‘Give him half an hour to realize he’s a snivelling little weasel

missing his cojones, and then he can go home. All I told him to
do was grate the cheese! What does the moron do? Starts trying
to grate mozzarella! Mozzarella! You ever try to grate mozzarella,
Africa?’

‘No.’
‘No! Exactly!’
I turned back to Bel. ‘So… why am I here?’
‘You’re the only one Ricardo will work with. He’s fun like

that.’ Her lips quirked up in an impersonation of a smile but her
eyes were deadly.

I turned to him and raised an eyebrow. ‘Ric, I’m not a chef.
I’m not trained. I just make drinks.’

He grinned at me, shrugging. ‘Well, tonight you’re making
dinner for the restaurant. Not much difference. Come on, let’s
get to work. Tie your hair up and grab some whites from the
back.’

‘I…’ I turned to Arabella, waiting for her to tell me what to do.
Apparently, when it was Friday night and you had a full house on
a set menu, and one chef, that chef got to do whatever the fuck
he wanted.

She threw up her hands, almost vibrating with rage as she
walked out. ‘Do whatever the daft fucker says, darling. Just get

83



the food out on those tables and don’t poison anyone.’ The door
swung behind her and I knew she’d be muttering to herself in that
way she did, counting back from 20 under her breath when she
thought no one was listening.

When I returned, Ricardo grinned at me. ‘Well, now I finally
get to see what you’re made of!’

‘Yes, I’m sure you maimed yourself on purpose.’
‘No time to waste, Africa, let’s get cooking.’

—

I actually enjoyed it. It was simple, rhythmic. Ricardo explained
the dishes’ components, showed me how to make them, and I was
off. Chargrilled chilli prawns in a lettuce cup, with an avocado
salsa and crème fraiche. It was simple, well balanced, and easy to
organize. By the end of the first few, I was adding a twist of lime,
a dash of pepper here or there. Ricardo watched quietly, nodding,
letting me try things, encouraging me to taste, taste, taste.

By the end of the main courses, he was holding his hands up
when I asked to make an addition, or a swap, or suggested a pinch
of something else. ‘Go with your gut, Africa, you’ve got this.’

Jacques occasionally popped his head round and grinned as he
collected plates.

By the end of the night, I was invigorated, excited. Ricardo
had the music up loud and I danced as we added the final touches
to the lemon tarts. When the last plate was out and the ingredients
were cleared away, Ricardo turned to me with a smile.

‘Well, girl, you just dealt with a Friday night single-handed.
You don’t think you can work a kitchen, I don’t know what you’re
thinking.’

‘It… this was a quiet Friday, though, right?’ It had to be, it was
easy.

Ric shrugged one shoulder. ‘Maybe a little quiet, manageable,
but it was you and me and a dining room full of people! Come
on, get excited!’
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I grinned, feeling the flush of my cheeks as he waved his hands
around. ‘I am. I am excited. I loved it.’

‘Good, because the work’s not done!’
I thought for a second. ‘What, cleaning?’
‘No,’ he huffed, ‘you’re gonna cook for me. Something you

want to cook. And we’re gonna have dinner, with the staff, and
they’re gonna eat it. So… go.’

‘I… uh… but – stock, and how do I know what I can use, and
are any of them vegetarian?’

‘Sweetheart… just go with it.’
So I did. I went with it.
I checked the sweetness of tomatoes, sprinkled with salt and

left to rest, matched with torn coriander, a little red onion and
chilli. I towered up grilled aubergine and mozzarella, I seasoned
and sprinkled and tasted, tasted, tasted. A little of this, a little of
that.

Jacques ferried the bowls out to the restaurant, and when I
walked out, they had set up some of our longer tables, so we could
all eat together, family-style. The table was full with the food I had
made, the salads and bruschettas, the cooked meats and rice dishes.
It was simple food, rustic and colourful.

As I walked out, they stood up from their seats and cheered,
clapping. I looked at each of their faces, grinning as they thanked
me for their meal. I sat at the head of the table and watched as
they passed food between them, commenting, tasting with their
eyes closed.

‘Savvy, this food, it’s…’ Arabella sighed. ‘It’s wonderful!’
‘It’s simple.’ I shrugged. ‘It’s basically barbecue food.’
Arabella frowned, turning to the others. ‘You ever had

aubergine and mushroom arancini at a barbecue? I haven’t.’
‘Dunno what barbecues you’re going to, babe, because this is

fab. High quality right here.’ Taya smiled, cheeks full as she licked
her lips, sparkling lipstick still in place. ‘You just walked into a
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kitchen and saved the night, no training, no prep! You should be
a chef! Go back to school and open a big fancy restaurant.’

‘So we’ve found Savvy’s life calling then, aren’t we smart!’
Charlotte added, shimmying and grabbing the bottle of sparkling
wine in the middle of the table, ‘Shall I do the honours?’

Arabella nodded and Jacques pushed the glasses forward. When
they’d been handed out, and Ricardo gave one to me, Jacques
cleared his throat.

‘We would like to thank Savvy for this wonderful meal, and
congratulate her on realising that she is not, in fact, invisible, but is
a fucking fine foodie. To Chef Savvy!’ Jacques blew me a kiss, and
they all raised their glasses, shouting, ‘Chef Savvy!’ and cheering.

Ricardo nudged me. ‘You know, I’d say stay here and I’ll teach
you everything I know, but it’s not enough.’ He looked at me
intently, dark eyes serious even as he smiled. ‘You’ve got it, that
thing chefs have, and if you don’t go and get some proper training
and use that gift, you’re the biggest chickenshit I’ve ever met. So
what ya gonna do, Africa?’

I watched the rest of them again, chewing and tasting and sigh-
ing. Passing dishes between each other, grinning at me as they
noticed me watching. It was the most glittering, glorious dinner
party I’d ever been to, even at the end of a crazy shift. The dancers
and performers laughed and glimmered, like bustling, beautiful
peacocks, all feathers and sparkle. My heart was full to bursting.

‘I guess I’m gonna go get some proper training and be the best
goddamn chef I can,’ I said, wildly alive and exhilarated.

‘Exactly.’ Ricardo grinned, clinking his glass against mine. ‘Ex-
actly.’
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Chapter Seven

The euphoria hadn’t worn off the next morning. I couldn’t stop
grinning. I grinned as I drank green juice with Jen, even offering
a little shuffle and spin along with her music. I grinned as I patted
Noodle’s head, soft and still as she dozed in the corner. Baxter had
gone to doggy heaven years before, but Noodle was my little lady, a
raggedy mixed breed with golden curly fur. She was one of those
designer dogs who hadn’t turned out quite right, but when we
went to see her at the rescue centre, and she put her head next to
mine, my long golden curls mixing in with hers, everyone laughed
and said owners looked like their pets. It was meant to be, and I
spent most of the next few years running with her around the park,
and falling asleep with her curled up against me, her paws hanging
neatly over my arm.

‘I think we should go for lunch,’ I said to Jen suddenly. ‘A
whole new world of food awaits with this restaurant thing. Wanna
have a fancy lunch with me today?’

Jen placed a hand on her chest. ‘A fancy lunch with little old
me? What did I do to deserve this honour?’

‘Because you’re always looking after me, and I think it’d be fun.’
‘Getting dolled up and eating in the city at one of your fancy

freebies? You’ve got me,’ she smiled.
‘Nope,’ I shook my head, ‘not a freebie. I’m paying and we’re

not going to a Restaurateur Club venue, otherwise I’ll have to pay
attention to every detail of the meal and I want to concentrate on
you.’
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Jen started to protest, but I interrupted. ‘Even without the
temping I’ve got more free cash now that I’m not paying for DJ
equipment and subscriptions to fancy gyms. As well as the infuri-
ating fact you won’t take any rent from me – my treat.’

‘You win. Pick somewhere.’
A few hours later we emerged from the Tube arm in arm, walk-

ing down Embankment. I’d booked at Amazing Grace, an Italian
restaurant. It was just sparkly and vintage enough to impress Jen
without making her feel overwhelmed.

She grinned as she looked up at the chandeliers, engaging in a
back and forth with the cheery host as she led us to our table. I
looked around to see if there were any famous people, wondering if
I’d know them if there were, and in between I watched with delight
as Jen took in every dish, tasting with her eyes closed, revelling in
them. And I suddenly realized where my love of food came from.

‘So I’ve been thinking I might want to train as a chef,’ I said
into my wine glass, looking up at her briefly. ‘What do you think?’

‘I think that’s a wonderful idea! You’ve always been an excellent
cook.’

‘I was just worried about working in a kitchen, being strong
enough, tough enough…’ I pressed my lips together. ‘But I think
I’ve just got to get over that.’

‘Savannah, you are one of the strongest people I know. Just
because you don’t shout the loudest or demand everyone’s atten-
tion the minute you enter a room does not mean you’re not tough.
Tough can be quiet. Being strong is a long-time gig, sweetheart,
and you’ve been doing it your whole life.’

I felt the sudden desire to cry, and shook my head to try and
ward the tears off.

‘You know, my favourite times were cooking together when
you were a child. It was the first thing we did together, do you
remember?’ Jen ruffled her dark pixie hair and her cheeks dimpled
at the memory.
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‘The pancakes the first morning after she left,’ I nodded. I was
silent and still that first evening, sitting stroking Baxter as Jen put
Disney movie after Disney movie on the television. She made me
fish fingers for dinner, and I wondered how she had kids’ food
when she had no kids. By the end of the evening I’d smiled a cou-
ple of times, mainly excited to have an adult sit with me all evening
without having to go anywhere, and having a fluffy companion to
warm my feet and be happily cuddled. The morning after, Jen
had asked if I had ever made pancakes, and I said I hadn’t. She told
me there was a very special way to make pancakes, and you had to
have great music and lots of dancing whilst you stirred the batter,
to make the pancakes fluffy.

‘You were the one who taught me how to cook,’ I said. ‘Before
you I lived on McDonald’s and room service, and suddenly there
was all this amazing food in the world.’

‘I loved it. I loved every minute teaching you to cook, and
helping you with your homework, and watching you become this
amazing person.’ Jen clasped my hands across the table, then lifted
her glass to clink against mine.

I paused. ‘Are you happy with how everything turned out? Is
this what you wanted for your life?’

‘I’ve had a wonderful life, Savannah, and I continue to. I didn’t
have the career or adventures in the way your mother did, but I
lived a wild life earlier, before you, and then I got to be with you,
and what an adventure that was.’

‘Still is, if these last few weeks have been anything to go by,’ I
laughed. ‘But you didn’t… you didn’t want that traditional thing,
the family, more kids?’

Jen’s smile faded a little, and she regarded me seriously. ‘You’ve
been wanting to ask me that for about 20 years, haven’t you?’

‘I remember asking you before, and you seemed sad.’
Jen leaned back in her chair, moving the food around her plate

before putting the fork down, and pushing the plate away.
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‘When we were kids, your mum and me, we were quite dif-
ferent. If anyone had guessed which one of us would be the crazy
party girl with no responsibilities, it would have been me.’

‘Really?’ I couldn’t help myself.
‘I know,’ she smirked. ‘I travelled, wanted to be an artist, sold a

few paintings, got in with a bad crowd. Lots of drugs and drinking
and I ended up feeling numb. Your mum was a lot younger than
me, she was the golden child, still doing what she was told and
singing for family friends at dinner parties.’

‘Wow.’
‘I know,’ Jen snorted, ‘and then I met Dave, and he pulled me

back from all that. I met him when we were in our early 30s –
he was in the art scene, and he thought I had talent. I wish you’d
met him.’ Her face lit up with the memory. ‘He was the kindest,
cheeriest guy. Always turned everything into a joke. There was
nothing that couldn’t be fixed. And he taught me about everything
else in life, beyond partying and losing myself. He taught me about
plants, took me abroad, showed me art and history and all sorts.’

‘So before him, you weren’t you?’ I said in surprise. ‘I mean,
the you I know.’

‘Exactly.’ She shrugged. ‘Before him, I was… well, I was more
like your mother.’

The waitress came over and offered us desserts, and Jen seam-
lessly switched, her voice light and cheery as she asked about the
cherry cheesecake and what flavour ice cream was available. As
the waitress left, she turned back to me.

‘So, obviously, there’s not a happy ending to the story, is there?
Or rather, I had a happy ending with you, but it wasn’t as expected.’
Jen took a breath. ‘He died. In a car accident. I was pregnant at
the time, and the grief and the shock – well, I lost the baby.’

‘I’m so sorry.’ I reached across the table for her hand, and she
squeezed it as I took hold.

‘It was a long time ago,’ she said, ‘a very long time ago. And
I lived my quiet life, as he had shown me, seeking to find joy in
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growing, and cooking, and learning, and day by day, the colour
came back. And then you arrived. And even though I was so
angry at my sister for the way she left you, the way she ignored
her responsibilities and didn’t think to call or stay in touch, I had
been angrier at the way she had been raising you on the road, all
the things she was denying you. And I was relieved that she left
you with me, so I could give you something warm and loving and
stable. Something I had always been ready to give, and something
you needed.’

She met my eyes then, searching mine for something. ‘I did all
right, didn’t I? I know… I know it wasn’t always easy for you, but
you were happy overall, right? You had a happy life with me?’

‘I had a very happy life with you,’ I told her, smiling. ‘Happier
than I had on the road, definitely. I was difficult sometimes, but
I was always so grateful for you taking me in. You saved me from
being miserable and lonely.’

‘You saved me too, sweetheart. You have no idea.’ She
squeezed my hand again, those light eyes of hers so like my
mother’s. ‘But if you want to pay me back for all those years of
teenage strops and rolled eyes, you can bloody well go to cook-
ery school and live your life to the fullest. Don’t live small. You
deserve better than that.’

‘Live small?’
‘Settling for the quiet, easy life. You need to love things enough

to fight for them.’
I paused. ‘What are you fighting for?’
‘For you, obviously,’ she laughed. ‘I’m fighting for you to live

the life you deserve to have. That’s what I’ve always been fighting
for. And first place at the swing dance competition, of course.’

‘Of course,’ I laughed, stealing a forkful of Tiramisu, feeling
more and more like I was finally making the right choices in my
life, grateful to finally know the person who had raised me as more
than a guardian, but as a whole. She was right, I didn’t just deserve
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to ‘live big’ – it was my duty. And that’s why I was going to see
Milo again.

—

I finally felt like I was making the right choices, guided by instinct.
I grinned at the man who stood too near me on the Tube, until
he backed off. I grinned at the lady who bumped into me and
told me to watch where I was going. And I grinned as I walked
through the lobby of Soraya, explaining that I was a Restaurateur
Club member, and, no, I didn’t have a reservation, but maybe she
could make an exception, seeing as it was three p.m. and I just
wanted to sit at the bar? I was getting a little too comfortable with
the privilege. The staff member smiled through gritted teeth and
assured me it wasn’t a problem.

I’d already checked with Alba if I could start visiting different
places as and when I felt like it, and she said as long as I sent her
an email to report whether it was a crappy experience, or if I got
any VIP treatment, she was happy for me to pick and choose.

I don’t know what it was, but I just wanted to tell Milo things.
I wanted to walk up to him and say, ‘Hey, I’m not just a bartender,
I’m gonna be a chef. Let me tell you about my life. Tell me about
yours.’

But I considered it was probably a little less crazy to work on
the facts first, rather than walking up to a near stranger and telling
them your life plans. Soraya was gorgeous. A little 1940s, with red
leather chairs and the bartenders wearing braces over their white
shirts. The floors were marble and there were floor-to-ceiling
windows. The food was pan-Asian, and the cocktails followed
suit, with lychee, coconut and lemongrass featuring in most of
them.

I was surprised how at home I felt in such a beautiful place. I
felt less shocked by it all now. It was just dining out, but with really
tasty food and interesting drinks. I deserved to be there. I wasn’t
scared of anything any more, because I had found something I was
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good at. Something that made a table full of talented, beautiful
people who moved on stage and got paid for being their wonderful,
glorious selves turn to me and say I was brilliant too. Nothing
could take that away.

There were fewer beanies at Soraya, but still a lot of laptops.
People sat reading the paper, eating their gluten-free, vegan, paleo
meals and generally not paying attention to the world around them.
I ordered a Thai coffee, sat and observed and got out my computer.
Not quite as expensive as everyone else’s but at least the childish
stickers on the lid added a little personality. Although the ‘Keep
your hands off my kitties’ sticker was probably a bit ridiculous,
thinking about it.

A cheerful female server came over to take my drinks order and
recommended a few options. I enjoyed asking questions about it,
being specific in this new joyful world of food that I was going to
be a part of. What was in the salad, could she tell me about that
ingredient, was there anything special about the mayo or was it just
out of a jar? She looked unflustered and unsurprised, and it was
just like Alba had said. People pay good money for something,
they expect to get what they want. Even if it was a complete pain
in the arse. Just as she started to leave, I suddenly asked, ‘Oh, is
Milo working today?’

She tilted her head in that way women do when they’re work-
ing out your intentions. A small smile played about her lips, and
I felt my cheeks redden even as she answered. ‘Yeah, he’s helping
set up for an event downstairs, but I think he’s on his way up. I’ll
send him over.’

‘Oh no, that’s just –’
‘No, really –’ She smiled, overly helpful. ‘It’s no problem.’
‘No…’ I paused, searching for a lie. ‘He served me the other

day, and I was a little curt with him, so I just wanted to apologize,
that’s all.’

The girl blinked, as if she’d never heard of a customer doing
that before, and her gaze seemed to soften. ‘That’s so nice. People
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tend to not even really see servers half the time. It’s nice that you
would do that.’ Then she straightened, realising that was probably
not the right thing to say. ‘Your drink will be over shortly.’

As she retreated I wanted to shout after her, I’m one of you! I
get shouted at each night, or hit on, or mocked, or have to deal
with someone using me as an emotional punchbag because they’ve
had a bad day! I get it!

Instead, I was on the other side now. I was the customer who
wondered what the heck was so special about the dressing, if they
had aioli instead, and asked if they could have it on the side.

I decided Soraya was definitely somewhere Alba should be
proud to have on her list, as long as the food was as good as the
coffee. Then I started looking at cookery schools. There were so
many options. I’d started looking around London; then I found
one in Scotland, using locally grown produce. Then there was
France, where everyone trained. If you were going to be a clas-
sical chef. But did I want to be a classical chef? Maybe I wanted
to train in cooking with foraged ingredients in Denmark, or make
pasta in Italy. Maybe I wanted to make sushi, or do a course pair-
ing wine with food? I thought back to watching Audrey Hepburn
in Sabrina with Jen, not long after Mum had left me with her.
‘Watch this, Savvy! Look how all her dreams come true!’ And I
had loved it, even though it was black and white, and everyone
spoke so quickly and I wasn’t really sure why she’d been sent away
to learn how to make soufflés. Sabrina was sent to Paris to learn
to cook and she came back someone glamorous, beautiful and so-
phisticated. That was what Paris could do for a broken-hearted
girl. But I didn’t want sophistication. I didn’t want classic. I
wanted something new, something about flavour and experimen-
tation and the music of food. I wanted to do what I did last night
every night, getting better and better, learning more and more
ways to make people sigh in delight as they ate.

I had never really travelled, and now there were so many places
to see, things to eat, recipes to try. I could go anywhere I wanted,
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depending on whether the cookery schools would accept me. I
had some money saved up, scrimper and saver that I was, as well
as those odd cheques my mother sent to Jen, who had deposited
them in my account over the years. I had never touched them,
out of pride, but as Jen has pointed out, my mother would never
know if I’d cashed them or not. And sometimes, when it came to
money, you had to swallow your pride. Especially if that money
could float my dreams. I could go somewhere sunny, somewhere I
could ride a bike in the morning, or walk down little cobblestone
paths. I pictured myself buying vegetables from a local market and
cooking in a cute flat with hardwood floors and colourful kitchen
tiles. I enjoyed the dream for a little longer, imagining what wine
I’d be drinking and the view I’d see out of my window, when I
saw Milo turn up behind the bar. I got up to walk over to him,
eyes focused, and was immediately knocked into.

She hadn’t aged at all. Her golden hair still curled gently, long
and heavy with perhaps a couple of lighter streaks. She was still
wearing the jeans and floaty tops and those goddamn cowboy boots
with the daisies up the side. There were hundreds of necklaces
laced one over the other, and almost each finger had a ring on it.
She swirled round as she knocked into me, grabbing my shoulder
to stop me hurtling along.

‘Sorry, sweetheart, you okay?’ Her voice was drier, rasping just
a little. It used to be deep but sultry; now it sounded like she’d
been smoking since she left all those years ago. I searched her face
for recognition, waiting for that moment, for that light to come
on in those brown eyes, but she just blinked again. I saw the tan
lines, faint around her eyes, where she’d been wearing sunglasses.
Papers said she’d been playing in LA. She looked good, but I took
joyful notice of the crow’s feet at the corners of her eyes, and the
chapped lips.

‘Darling, you all right there?’ She caught my eye, moving
closer, still holding my arm. I waited, not saying anything, just
breathing, just waiting for her to say, Oh my God, baby girl!
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She got a little smile on her face, understanding but patronising.
‘Do you want an autograph, or a picture? I don’t mind. Especially
as I knocked into you!’

Oh, St Persephone of the adoring fans, always thinking of how
she can give back, make them love her more. But can’t recognize
her own fucking child.

I shook my head, blinked in disbelief a couple more times, and
watched as she shrugged and smiled, patted my shoulder and was
gone, striding over to the other side of the room. She sat in in-
tense conversation, and I realized her manager had changed again.
This new one was young, too young to handle her. His blond
hair slicked back, his suit a little too sharp for his surroundings,
where everyone looked boho chic and shabby-but-expensive. He
wouldn’t last. She always went back to Pete, no matter what. Pete
was the one who jumpstarted her career, who recorded her album,
got her the first tour. No matter how many times she switched
labels, I was pretty sure she still spent nights smoking in Pete’s base-
ment and drinking whisky, running back to her label when he told
her what to do, or what to record.

I told myself I never looked for news about her, but if it came
my way I paid attention. The word in the industry was that she’d
dried up – there hadn’t been a new album in forever. There was a
time when she put out hits like clockwork, but she was jumping
from agency to agency non-stop. Now even the tours had stopped.
It wasn’t like her to go quiet – she was frenetic, moveable chaos.
She wasn’t about the long term.

I kept looking, twisting my neck to check she was still there,
like picking at a scab. She didn’t look interested in what the Suit
was saying. He was leaning in, all earnest, hands tapping the ta-
ble to demand her attention. She was leaning back, unengaged,
looking around at the other people in the restaurant. I willed her
to make eye contact with me, willed her to suddenly see me and
recognize me. But that moment had already passed.
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I couldn’t just sit there. I shuffled in my seat, half stood, then sat
again. What could I say? But if I didn’t say anything, this would be
another incident like the other night with Rob. Another occasion
when Savannah Curtis stood on the sidelines, watching as someone
who had wronged her got away with it. It was painful enough to
watch Rob propose to Leah, and stand there in the dark. Now I
was standing in the dark again, letting her get away with making
me invisible. I stood up, bridling with anger, ready to confront
her. And then the waitress brought over my salad, looking at me in
confusion. I sat down again, mumbling a ‘thank you’ and avoiding
eye contact.

I just looked at that stupid sandwich, shell-shocked, angry at
being denied my chance. I didn’t look at my mother again, in-
stead focusing on the flavours of the salad, how the crunch of the
cabbage and the light ginger dressing worked well, how the aioli
was unnecessary and that I would have served the chicken hot.…
but I truly did not give a shit. A salad had stopped my path to re-
demption. A salad. A few moments later, the same server brought
over a Bloody Mary, with a receipt underneath. She was gone
before I could say I hadn’t ordered it. It was served in a short glass,
with a range of vegetation sprouting from it, a huge celery stick,
vibrant carrot, herbs and ice, with a tiny bottle of Tabasco on the
side. I looked at the receipt, and saw no charge, just a blank paper
with an easy, looping scrawl:

Meet me tonight at the Attic for drinks we haven’t made our-
selves. I’ll give you all my cocktail recipes if you stop looking so
sad. 5 p.m.? Milo

I placed my shaking hand around the cold glass and sipped,
considering the balance, allowing the flavours to ground me. I
turned around before I could stop myself, and Persephone was
gone, the slimy Suit along with her. The meeting would not have
gone well. I suddenly thought I might have imagined her. But
I remembered that physical bump, the smell of cigarettes and nag
champa, still the same. Unforgettable. I took a breath and sipped
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the Bloody Mary again, looking back to the note. I added some
Tabasco and a little pepper, tasting it again, before sighing, focusing
on my breathing.

Milo looked at me from across the bar, dark hair falling over
his eye as his tilted his head in a question. The note. Right, see
Milo. The whole point I was here. Apart from being blindsided by
the mother who abandoned me. I held up the drink and nodded.
He tilted his head to the note and raised his eyebrows. I nodded
again, and he smiled, bright and beaming, before pressing his lips
together and turning away. That one moment made me feel a little
better, but as I looked back at my computer screen, I suddenly
wondered what the hell I was doing. I wanted to travel to Italy
and make pasta? I’d never travelled alone. I’d never lived alone.
My own mother didn’t even recognize me. I wasn’t interesting or
engaging, and yes, so I could cook decent food, but the people at
the Martini Club liked me, they were friendly and felt sorry for me.
They were being nice. Proper chefs, proper people who had been
studying cooking for years, they weren’t going to like me, they
weren’t going to think I was special. Everything I’d been thinking
suddenly seemed ridiculous, and in the space of 30 seconds with
my mother, I was back to being invisible Savvy. I could put a
thousand colours in my hair, or cook a thousand wonderful dishes,
but I was still just going to be me.

—

I didn’t bother going home. I didn’t want to talk about Mum, I
didn’t want to see Jen’s eyes widen or her hands clench. I didn’t
want to hear my dad wave it away with, ‘That’s just your mum,
love. That’s the way she is.’ I wanted to hold on to the feeling
of that Bloody Mary in my stomach, the curls of Milo’s ‘l’ on his
note, that smile beneath his lashes across the bar. And I wanted to
cook.

I strode into the Martini Club whilst the guys were rehearsing.
Arabella was singing ‘All that Jazz’, and it was funny to see her on
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stage in jeans and a T-shirt, still giving it her all, still sassy without
the black eyeliner. She never really performed any more – running
the business was more than enough – but she liked to rehearse, and
she liked to occasionally wow us when she returned to the stage.

‘Hey, closed session –’ She paused, suddenly looking less like a
builder who’d deck you for trespassing, and smiling sweetly. ‘Hey,
Savvy, back so soon?’

‘I… I’ve got some time to kill, and I am pissed off about life,
and I thought maybe I could make you lunch?’

She grinned from the stage, her round face and blue eyes
suddenly so less bombastic without the make-up or the figure-
hugging outfits. ‘That would be fab, darling. Thank you.’

‘The others rehearsing?’
She shook her head. ‘About half an hour, I just… I missed it,

you know? Wanted to make sure I still had it.’
‘I don’t think you lose what you’ve got, Bel.’ I shrugged. ‘I

think it’s part of who you are.’
I watched as her forehead lifted in surprise, and she simply

stared at me in pleased wonder, until I shook my head.
‘Ricardo here? Think he’ll mind me using his kitchen?’
‘I think he’ll be thrilled,’ she said. ‘We got a ridiculous ship-

ment of salmon in – the orders guy is trying to get in my good
books. Use up as much as you can!’

I walked into the kitchen, pushing the door with force, letting
it swing. It was clean but empty, and I knew Ricardo had probably
already been and done his prep that morning. I tied up my hair,
washed my hands and put on an apron, before assessing the spare
ingredients. I looked at each one, considering flavour, texture,
cooking method. Time of year and location. These things were
important; they were the basis for how to create a meal, how to
make something that evoked memories and stirred taste buds.

I did everything in slow motion, working from instinct. Chop-
ping slowly, properly, speeding up. Tearing herbs, crushing garlic.
I heated a pan and watched as the oil sizzled. I spread out, using
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all the space, turning up the music on my phone and dancing as I
moved. I was queen of my own domain and it was beautiful.

When I brought out the food, Bel and I sat in the corner booth,
which she’d laid out with knives and forks and a bottle of beer each,
and clapped her hands together as I placed the plates on the table.

‘What is it?’
‘Poached salmon salsa tacos, with crème fraiche and baked av-

ocado fries.’ I smiled. ‘I need to work on plate presentation but…’
‘It smells amazing!’ She fell into the booth and gestured for me

to join. ‘I thought we could watch their rehearsals. You’re never
here at this time of day, and you never really get to watch whilst
you’re working anyway.’

She picked up her fork and speared some salmon, before paus-
ing and looking at me. ‘I know a lot of people think seeing it all
in rehearsal spoils it, but I think it’s the best bit. Without the frills
and the make-up and everything else, they can still make it seem
magic.’

She tilted her chin towards the stage, where Jacques was prac-
tising his moves, twisting his shoulders before doing a one-handed
back flip, righting himself instantly.

‘Whoa.’
‘See,’ Bel snorted, ‘it’s important to see how much work goes

into stuff like this. The same way you’ll be with your craft. It
takes practice, and instinct and talent, and desperation, all rolled
into one.’

We sat in a companionable silence as we ate, nodding to our-
selves, sipping at the beers as they each started to sing, dance,
move. The music started playing, and eventually Taya and Char-
lotte moved and preened and sang along to ‘Stupid Cupid’, flut-
tering their eyelashes to let you know that the winged little bastard
had never got them yet. But if you hoped enough, maybe you’d
be lucky.

‘They’re selling possibility,’ Bel grinned at me, suddenly looking
so young. ‘That’s the beauty of it.’
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‘You know,’ I ventured, swirling my fork around, ‘this is the
longest time we’ve interacted without you calling me “darling”.’

‘That’s because technically I’m off the clock,’ she winked, her
dark brown hair flowing loose over her shoulders, her lovely round
face crinkled in a cheeky smile. She sighed, looking at the forkful
of food, held up to her eye line. ‘You know, I never used to be
able to eat like this – I would never even have looked at this food
– and now here I am, tasting it and enjoying it. It’s wonderful.’

‘It’s not unhealthy… I poached the salmon!’
Arabella snorted, and smiled at me, tilting her head. ‘When

I came to London I was here to be a dancer, a singer, an actress.
Anything. Only work I could get was modelling, which seemed
great at the beginning. I was 21, living on coffee and cigarettes.
But then… well, there seemed to be less dancing, and I was getting
too old for the modelling, and gradually, these hips and boobs and
arse seemed to grow, because I wasn’t working, and I was drinking
every night and living off takeaways, and somehow… no matter
how hard I hated my body, or how much I tried to force it to go
back, it wouldn’t.’

‘You stopped dancing?’ The thought made me sad.
‘For a while,’ she shrugged, ‘and then one night I came to a

burlesque show and I saw this woman, this femme fatale standing
there proud and shameless, knowing how to contort her body to
make jaws drop, how to bare all and give nothing away. How to
make them weak with a wink. And so I decided to become that.
And this place was born.’ She threw her hands up. ‘I was reborn.’

She winked slowly, and even without her fake lashes or dark
eyeshadow, even without the sparkle, she had it.

‘And that, my darling, is why I will eat this and fucking well
enjoy it. Because that’s what my beautiful body deserves.’ She
nodded her head at me.

‘This place is all yours?’
Bel snorted. ‘Sweetheart, did it never occur to you that I swan

about as if I own the place because I do, actually, own the place?’
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‘… I didn’t think people owned burlesque clubs. I figured some
rich fat-cat banker was sitting in his Notting Hill mansion getting
rich, and we were putting in the work.’

‘I can assure you no one is getting rich. But we’re all working,
we’re all making money and friends and memories, right?’ Bel
laughed at me, piling up our plates. ‘And one of these days we’re
going to get you on the stage, too – right, Sav?’

‘You’ve already got me in the kitchen. Leave me be!’
‘And look how wonderful you were once we got you in there.’

Bel winked as she stood up, taking the dishes to the back. ‘Think
of the wonderful things you could do.’

—

The Attic was one of those pretentious places that tried to trick
you into thinking it was something that it wasn’t. Mainly in that
it was called the Attic, and it was a basement bar.

It was one of those places Rob used to love, lots of people
talking to each other loudly about how great they were, and trying
to look like they were having the best time. Everything was a
competition. However, at five o’clock, it was quiet. There was
space to sit at the bar, and the few people in there had clocked off
early to have a quiet Tuesday with their friends. Buddy Holly was
playing in the background, and the bartender was dancing along
behind the bar as she swept. When she looked up and saw me, she
didn’t even look embarrassed.

‘What can I get you?’
‘She’ll have a Manhattan Twist, my way.’ Milo slid onto the bar

stool next to mine, and I jumped at the proximity. I was used to
him being on the other side of the bar, and to have him right there
felt too close. I could see each inch of the stubble on his chin, the
hazel of his eyes.

‘You know why no one makes it your way any more, Milo?’
The girl rolled her eyes and made a face, but winked at me.

‘Because nobody can get it right?’
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‘Because it’s pretentious and people would rather have a fish
bowl of Woo Woo, even if it tastes like someone tried to hide the
taste of vodka with a bucket of Listerine.’

Milo turned to me and pointed at the bartender ‘Can you be-
lieve you’re hearing this?’

He sounded even more American, suddenly making me feel
uptight and overtly English somehow.

‘Come on, Dana, you can do it, I believe in you. Two Man-
hattan Twists, for old times?’

‘What, those times where you called yourself the best bartender
in London and jumped ship to work at a fancy restaurant?’ Dana
bit back, but she was already making the drinks. ‘Sure.’

‘Don’t forget –’
‘The extra lime juice and to char the brown sugar slightly. Fuck

off, Superman, I’ve been doing just fine without you.’
Milo turned to me. ‘She loves me really. I taught her every-

thing she knows.’
‘I can see that,’ I laughed. ‘Seems to be endless waves of affec-

tion and gratitude.’
He twisted his body to face me, laughing slightly. His smile

was soft and I liked the way his eyes crinkled and a dimple briefly
appeared in his cheek, before disappearing.

‘So, this isn’t the way I usually do things, but I was thinking,
seeing as we’re here –’ He gestured around them. ‘We’ve shared
recipes, I’ve seen you a few times and you’re possibly going to make
me look bad at my own art… what’s your name?’

I laughed, clapping my hands over my mouth. ‘Have we really
not –’ I pointed between the two of us, and shook my head, before
putting out my hand awkwardly.

‘Savannah Curtis.’
He took my hand, thumb stroking gently as he smiled.
‘Milo Durante.’
I smiled too, waiting for him to let go of my hand, and he did,

his eyes still on mine.
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‘Savannah, I never would have guessed that.’
‘It’s too interesting, right?’ I said without pause, as if I was

talking to Mia or Jen. ‘It doesn’t fit at all. I’d be better off as a
Sarah or a Mary or a normal name.’

His forehead creased, and he raised an eyebrow at me. ‘That
wasn’t what I meant. I just wondered what led your parents to
name you that. Were you conceived at a safari park?’

I snorted, shaking my head as the bartender brought over the
drinks. I smiled at her as she placed them down, and left.

‘I don’t think anyone’s ever asked me that before.’
‘I get that a lot.’ Milo laughed, pushing the drink towards me.

‘Try it.’
I sipped tentatively, closing my eyes and licking my lips. ‘Okay,

yeah, it’s good, but who the hell puts lime with a Manhattan? Is
nothing sacred?’

‘Oh, so now you’re a purist!’ That dimple appeared again. ‘I
go with the unexpected. It’s not a Manhattan, but I didn’t know
what to call it. Besides, it never made it onto the menu here.’

‘Then why’d you order it?’
‘It’s the drink that got me into Soraya and Cafe Argentine.

Restaurateur Club standard. Why they hired me. My interview
piece, in a way.’

He looked so proud of himself, not vain or showing off, but
quietly pleased.

‘I’ve always loved that playfulness, that there are basic cocktails
and things you can improve on,’ I told him. ‘I’ve been doing it
with food more and more too now. My colleagues are convinced
I should quit and go off to cookery school.’

‘You’re not sure?’
‘I…’ I winced a little before speaking. ‘I’ve had a fairly small

life. Simple. I did my job and I came home and I loved my family
and spent time with my friends, and that was kind of it. The idea
of taking a risk, doing something I’ve never done before…’

‘It’s scary,’ he finished.
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‘And invigorating, and exciting. I don’t have to tell you – you’re
here.’

Milo smiled softly, nodding at the bar as he sipped his drink.
‘Sure, exciting and scary. And lonely. And sometimes you wonder
what the hell you’ve done or why you’re here.’

‘Well, thanks!’ I laughed. ‘That’s exactly what I needed to hear
when making a big scary decision about my life!’

He winked. ‘There’s good bits too. Adventures, you know?
Can’t beat a good bit of adventure.’ Milo put down the drink.
‘This big life change wouldn’t have something to do with an ex,
would it?’

I blinked and he laughed. ‘Your friend, remember? At Cafe
Argentine. She said she’d had to put up with you moaning about
your ex.’

I nodded, taking a breath. ‘Ah, you remember that.’
‘Yeah, so I wondered if that was why you looked so sad today…’
‘You saw that all the way from the bar?’
‘I think you could see that sad, beautiful face from the moon,

it was so full of despair,’ he said softly, eyes hovering on my lips
before meeting my eyes. I snorted gently at the cheesiness, but he
looked incredibly earnest.

‘It wasn’t Rob today. It was Rob a couple of weeks ago, when
he was proposing to another woman. After leaving me because we
didn’t have anything in common after nearly a decade together.
And I’m the moron who was plodding along with damp socks and
lonely Friday nights instead of kisses like fireworks.’

I blushed, staring at the bar.
‘Fireworks, huh.’ He grinned, waiting for me to look up.

‘Good to know. So what was today about if it wasn’t about the
damp-socked moron?’

I paused, wondering how to say it. I avoided telling people
about her, because it just led to endless questions, and a fake sense
of who I was. I wasn’t the child of some rock-and-roll star. I’d
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grown up in a semi-detached in Watford, with my dad living a
couple of roads over. I wasn’t who she made me sound like.

‘It’s about one of your guests, at Soraya today.’
Milo tilted his head. ‘Get a bit star-struck? I know it’s easily

done.’
I bit back a smile. ‘I don’t really have that problem. Unfortu-

nately I know that fame often doesn’t make a difference to who
someone really is.’

‘Meaning?’
‘Persephone Black was there today, which means she’s probably

staying in the penthouse suite above the restaurant I’ve read about.’
Milo paused, sipping his drink. ‘I can officially neither confirm

nor deny that.’ Then he blinked, twice, incredibly slowly, then
grinned.

‘It’s okay, I know because I bumped into her there. Or rather,
she bumped into me, quite literally.’

‘And that’s what made you sad?’
I took a breath, and sighed. ‘She didn’t recognize me. I mean,

we haven’t seen each other for a while, but she didn’t recognize
me.’

He smiled suddenly, like it was the most adorable thing that I
was upset about that. ‘I wouldn’t take it personally. I’m sure she’s
just got so many fans around the world that she can’t always –’

I laughed, shaking my head. ‘I’m not a fan. I’m her daughter.’
Milo blinked, widening his eyes and turning his whole body

on the bar stool to face me.
‘You’re Persephone Black’s daughter? Persephone Black is your

mom?’
‘Uh-huh… It’s not as exciting as it sounds.’
‘And… she didn’t recognize you?’ I shook my head and he

pushed the drink away. ‘Well, fuck, we should be drinking some-
thing stronger.’

I laughed, swirling the final dregs of the drink around my glass.
‘Go on, ask.’
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‘What?’
‘Ask the same question everyone always asks – what’s it like to

have the wondrous Persephone Black as your mum? What’s she
like?’ I made my voice starry-eyed and full of awe.

He laughed, shaking his head. ‘Actually, I was going to ask
how you were feeling about that.’

I shrugged. ‘No idea.’
‘Really?’
‘It’s complicated. I’m pissed off that I’m not memorable, I’m

sad because I felt invisible. I wish I’d walked over to her and told
her to fuck off before she disappeared, and yet… I’m relieved be-
cause I don’t think I could have dealt with her bullshit, pulling
me into some big, fake, emotional reunion. She’d have had her
favourite journalists running a story about Persephone Black’s tear-
ful reunion with her long-lost daughter before I’d left the building.’

‘Sounds like that would have been fun to grow up with,’ Milo
said.

‘And that’s why I was very lucky that I didn’t grow up with
her. She dumped me with her sister when I was 7. And I’ve had
a lovely, very quiet, very happy life without her. Very boring, the
end.’

‘Wow,’ he said, nodding. ‘I don’t think that’s the end.’
‘Well, I’ve got a very mixed view of her. Like, in some ways,

I have some amazing fun memories, living on a tour bus as a kid,
and all the roadies who looked after me and made me feel special,
but… well… my mother is a mess.’

‘You know what you should do?’ Milo said. ‘You should walk
up to her and announce yourself as her daughter in front of every-
one.’

‘Just walk in and say, “I’m Persephone Black’s daughter”?’ I
laughed. ‘That’s the only label I’ve ever been allowed to own.
I was Rob’s girlfriend, and Persephone Black’s daughter, and a
doormat for anyone who felt like walking over me.’
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Milo tilted his head. ‘Really? I don’t get that, because you seem
like Savannah Curtis, overly polite to serving staff, food obsessive,
cocktail-making genius, who is just waiting for her adventure to
start.’

I tried to look away, but I couldn’t. I coughed, instead, looking
at the ceiling.

‘Seems as if you’ve got me down pretty easily, especially from a
couple of chats across a bar and a scribbled note on the back of a
receipt.’

‘Well, you’re pretty memorable.’
I shook my head. ‘Now that is one thing I am not. My own

mother doesn’t even remember me.’
‘Then maybe you’ve changed.’
‘I hope I have. I think I’m changing,’ I smiled, feeling the

warmth of the alcohol in my cheeks.
We moved to a booth in the corner, ordering a bottle of wine

and some tapas. We picked at it, talking about the flavours, the
textures.

‘I love tapas!’ Milo exclaimed, holding up a deep-fried cro-
quette. ‘I want to open a tapas bar one day.’

He paused before looking at me, as if waiting for laughter or
derision.

‘That sounds awesome. Tapas is the friendliest way to eat, isn’t
it? Sharing everything, tasting little bits of everything.’

‘Exactly!’ He sat up straighter in his seat, beaming. ‘The family
weren’t so keen on that idea. If I was going to give up my life to
cook food, why couldn’t it be good, traditional Italian food?’

‘Ah, well, excellent question – why not Italian food?’
He smiled at me, shaking his head. ‘Don’t get me wrong, there’s

magic to Italian food, there’s flavour and passion and home. But
it’s like your response to that Manhattan – you’re not allowed to
bend the rules or play with recipes. You’re meant to make it the
way your grandma makes it. The way her grandma made it before
her.’
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‘No changes?’
‘No changes. My mom… my mom once left a restaurant be-

cause she saw they were serving jalapenos on pizza. She was a
purist.’ He smiled sadly, shaking the memory away. We sat qui-
etly for a moment.

‘So where’s this wonderful tapas place gonna be – London?’
He shrugged, throwing his hands up. ‘I have no idea. I have

no idea if I still even want to do it. I’ve been jumping from job
to job for so long, with this little dream in my back pocket, that I
didn’t even stop to think it might die if I didn’t keep dreaming.’

‘Dreams don’t die. They just sleep sometimes.’ I nudged his
shoulder, my inhibitions softened by the wine. ‘They adapt, like
your Manhattan.’

‘I think I need to remember it – Soraya may like my cocktails,
but they’re not mad about my manner,’ he sighed, shrugging.

‘You’re perfectly polite, what are they on about?’
‘I’m too friendly… informal was the word they used. People

who pay money like that want to be reminded that they’re paying
your wages, sir, madam. Even if they’re sauntering in hungover on
a Sunday, wearing a onesie, you can’t chat to them like a normal
human being. And that’s kind of my thing.’

‘So they want you to be more stand-offish?’
Milo grinned. ‘Their precise words were, “Milo, we would ap-

preciate it if you would strive to be just a tad more… well, British,”
I believe.’

I snorted. ‘Painfully polite and uptight. Of course.’
He smiled, wide and beaming, and I was taken aback by how

gorgeous he was. How his dark hair flicked over his eye, just a
little, and how the hands on the table were tanned and gentle. ‘So
cookery school wasn’t always your dream?’

I lifted my glass. ‘I was one of those rare people who didn’t
have dreams. I was too busy helping other people make theirs
come true… actually, that’s not true. All I dreamed of was a quiet
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life, with structure, stability and boredom. I wanted every day to
be like the day before it.’

‘Being the daughter of a rock star could do that, I’d imagine,’
he smiled. ‘So what happened to that dream?’

I paused. ‘You know, I think I was wrong. Dreams die. They
die when they’re ready to die, and when new ones are ready to
bloom.’

—

We talked about pointless things after that, the songs playing over
the speakers, the taste of the food, how we’d change it or make it
better. What I’d cooked that day and stories of Arabella and the
Martini Club girls. It was easy, easy to talk and be listened to,
and somehow, easy to believe that I was interesting, that he wasn’t
pretending when he leaned in close and asked me questions.

When we stumbled from the bar it was late, and though I wasn’t
drunk, I felt light, giddy. I felt visible. He grinned at me, awkward,
hands in his pockets as he rocked back on his heels.

‘So…’
‘So… I guess I’ll head to the station.’ I shrugged. ‘This was

fun. Really, really fun.’
‘Well,’ he smiled, ‘if it was really, really fun, you think you’d

want to do it again? I thought maybe I could cook for you, and
you can make changes and make it better. Might as well carry on
as we’ve started. Whatcha think?’

I pressed my lips together to stop myself from smiling too much.
‘Yeah, sure.’

He paused. ‘So… could I have your number to go with your
newly acquired name?’

‘Oh!’ I laughed. ‘Sure! Sorry!’
We switched numbers and gave each other a hesitant grin as we

put our phones away.
‘So…’ I said.
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He shook his head, leaning in and kissing my cheek, the stubble
scratching my skin softly, the smell of him engulfing me. ‘I had
a good time too,’ he whispered in my ear. ‘A really, really good
time.’

And then he was gone, and I felt the loss of him, the warmth
of his body dissipating, as I watched him walk down the road.

Turn back. I crossed my fingers behind my back. Turn back
and look.

I almost lost him in the crowd, but just before going left, he
turned around, saw me looking, mouthed ‘Shit’ to himself and
waved, grinning widely, before speeding around the corner.

I laughed as I skipped down the steps at Piccadilly Circus, hear-
ing music in the stamps, coughs and conversation of the strangers
around me. When I fell asleep that night, it was with a smile on my
face, his assertion that I was memorable rolling around my head. I
had changed, I was changing.
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Chapter Eight

I woke with a fire in my belly, and I knew exactly where I was
going. I teased my curls, watching the darks of my eyes in the
mirror, the frown of intention in my brow line. I saw the certainty
in the smirk of my lips as I painted them Dirty Trollop red. I
remembered thinking I was scandalous, and loving it just the tiniest
bit. I pressed my lips together and blew a kiss at my reflection.
Today was the perfect day to be Savannah Curtis, who made an
excellent cocktail and whose life was just beginning. But first, I
had to push some boundaries.

I texted Milo:
I need to be completely inappropriate and ask you for a big

favour – I’m taking your advice. x
The phone beeped almost immediately.
Well, good morning to you too, sunshine. One date and al-

ready asking for favours. What do you need? x
I fought back a grin.
Date?
The response was even quicker.
Don’t do that. You know very well what that was. Ask for

your favour instead of making me nervous. M x
I took a breath.
I need to know if she’s booked in at the restaurant today. I’ve

got a rock star to confront. x
The pause was slightly greater this time, and I shook with the

fear that he’d refuse, that I’d ruined something wonderful with my
insistence, my sudden need for… something.
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I see how it is, using me for my important connections. I’ll see
what I can do. x

My hands shook a little, my fingers hesitant over the keys.
Should I explain? Should I say I had a nice time? Should I tell
him how much it meant?

Thank you. x
There was no way Persephone wasn’t staying in the grand pent-

house above Soraya. I would have staked my life on it. I could
remember that she didn’t like to go far, and that her accommoda-
tion was never anything less than luxurious. She would be there,
chilling in the rooftop hot tub or making use of the private spa
next door. I’d done my homework. Soraya was known as one
of the best restaurants in town for celeb-spotting, and the hidden
hotel suites nearby were one of the reasons.

I knew it was finally time to say my piece.

—

I spent the morning with Jen in the garden, telling her about Milo,
talking about food and dancing and Manhattans made a different
way, and tapas on tiny plates.

‘I remember Spain.’ Jen smiled to herself, leaning back on her
haunches, closing her eyes. ‘I went on a college trip, to study art.
Fell in love with Manuel, stayed there for three months. I was only
meant to be gone a week.’

I blinked. ‘I never heard that story!’
‘I told you, I was a wild child once.’ Jen smiled at me, pursing

her lips. ‘I can’t be the good one just because you see your mum
as the bad one. Can’t be angelic just because you see her as the
devil.’

‘I know that.’ I frowned, thinking of what she’d told me about
her husband, her wild days. It was nice to know there were good
ways to be wild too. It wasn’t all darkness and sadness.
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‘I had my own adventures once. Long before your mother
came along, before she sang and danced and drank, before you
arrived.’

I watched her bright eyes and vibrant features, so birdlike, glossy
feathers and wide smile.

‘And then you came along, and it was my job to be what you
needed.’

I wilted a little. ‘No, it was her job.’
‘Well, I flatter myself I did it better.’ She nudged me, winking

as she got up.
‘You absolutely did,’ I said, linking my arm with hers as we

walked back to the kitchen. ‘What would you say to her now? If
you could say anything?’

‘I’d say she messed up enough times over the years, but she
made the right choice to leave you with me, to give you something
stable. And I’d tell her I missed my sister. I miss Clare. I don’t want
to hear about Persephone Black. I wanted to know about Clare.’

I’d almost forgotten her name. She’d wanted to be seen as the
mystical Persephone, and we obliged. It was a beautiful lie, and it
was easy to see her that way. Clare Curtis, plain Clare Curtis, sister
to Jen, mother to Savannah. It didn’t seem possible that person
even still existed, that she’d ever existed.

‘I’m going to talk to her. Today. I’m going to talk to my mother
today.’

The words almost didn’t belong to me: they appeared, from
ether, from dust and intention, as if a thought bubble had been
narrated above my head. Jen stilled.

‘And what are you going to say?’
‘I have no fucking idea. I’ll find out when I get there.’

—

A few hours later I was pacing back and forth in the park near
Soraya. Milo’s text had come in not long before, a reservation
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for dinner that night, and a booking for the spa next door that
afternoon. I looked at the end of the text again, smiling to myself.

I had to do a lot of sweet-talking to get this. I hope you’re
taking this rule breaking as a sign I like you. Do what you need
to do. x

He was right. I needed to do it. I needed to look at her, and
make her see me. Make her say something, anything real.

My hands trembled as I stepped down the side street and
through the door to the spa. There was no name, just a sym-
bol of a lotus flower on a black door. Inside, however, it was a
completely different story. It was an oasis of calm.

As I walked up to the reception desk, I looked around at the
people sitting, getting their nails done, chatting away with glasses
of Champagne or cups of herbal tea, blissful smiles on their pos-
sibly famous faces. I had to find out where my mother was. She
certainly wasn’t getting her nails done in the open space, although
I noticed a woman who I was sure I’d seen on a Tube poster on
the way in.

The overtly serene face of the receptionist greeted me. ‘Hello
there.’

Her voice was low, the tone deep and gentle. It was like having
someone run their fingers through my hair. But I didn’t want to
be relaxed, I wanted to be riled up, angry and outraged. I wanted
to keep that fire in the pit of my stomach as I listed every horrible
thing she’d ever done. The time she lost me at the airport, the sex
with random men, never saying goodbye, stealing the limelight,
getting my birthday wrong, writing that goddamn hideous song,
and failing to notice me when she saw me. She only remembered
people who she could use for her own benefit.

I remembered that much clearly. She’d smile at the boys behind
the bar, the man who took our luggage to the room, the fan behind
the check-in desk who could bump us up to a first-class flight. ‘Be
nice to useful people, Savannah – they’re the ones whose names
you have to remember. Everyone else is dust.’ I think I’d hated her

115



in that moment, that everyone had to exist to help her and please
her, or they were nothing. And even I, young and mostly ignorant,
had noticed that almost all of those names she remembered were
male. Women never seemed to exist. Just dust. That’s all people
were to her.

I smiled painfully at the assistant, checking her name badge,
‘Hi, um, Carol. I’m meant to be meeting my mum here, but she’s
terrible at remembering what treatment she’s having. I have no
idea where she is!’

Carol’s perfect skin stretched around the edges of her mouth,
as she briefly smiled. ‘Of course. Can I take your name?’

‘Savannah Curtis, my mum is –’
‘–Ah, of course¡ She smiled again. ‘She’s one of my favourites!’
‘I hear that a lot.’ I gritted my teeth.
‘She was getting a massage in room two earlier, but I think she’s

gone through to the sauna. Feel free to go back there.’
It was that easy? What if I’d been a reporter? I supposed my

blood ties perhaps made that less likely. For once, being Perse-
phone Black’s daughter meant I got exactly what I wanted.

‘Oh, and, um…I’m sorry about your boyfriend. That DJ. You
can do better,’ the receptionist said sweetly, then looked away,
suddenly aware of her indiscretion.

‘Um… thanks, I guess.’
I poked my head around doors, looking for my mother, walked

into the sauna, immediately blinded by steam. I made sure she
wasn’t in there and quickly backed out again.

Then I heard a gong, a steady hum, and walked down the cor-
ridor towards the sound, peering through the crack in the door.
There she was, sitting cross-legged on the floor, head thrown back,
eyes closed as a calm smile played about her lips. She looked happy.
I was an angry, broken mess who had thrown away years of my life
on a moron because she’d abandoned me, but she was happy!

I strode in, pushing the door, trying to find the words.
‘Oi! You!’ Her eyes opened and she simply stared.
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‘Excuse me,’ the therapist said, voice soothing even though she
was clearly angry. ‘This is a private gong-bath meditation session
and you are disturbing the calm –’

‘Well, she’s disturbed my calm for the last 20 years!’
The therapist sighed, standing up. ‘I’m going to need you to

leave, or I’ll have to call security.’
‘No, wait,’ my mother said, leaning back on her hands and

smiling up at me. ‘This is interesting. I don’t think I’ve met anyone
whose life I’ve ruined. At least not recently. How exciting!’

Her voice was low and raspy as I’d noticed the day before, dif-
ferent from when she was younger when it was smooth and soft
and she pulled melodies out of thin air. She had a magic about her
when she sang.

‘Aren’t you the girl I bumped into yesterday? Did that really
ruin your life that quickly?’ She snorted, shaking her head. ‘Give
me some time, babe, I’m sure I could mess it up worse.’

‘Is that a threat?’
She rolled her eyes. ‘God knows, it’s just true. Come on, sit

down here, tell me your name and what I’ve done.’
I laughed in disbelief, shaking my head. ‘Okay, well, my name’s

Savannah Curtis, and you abandoned me when I was 7 years old.’
She widened her eyes, then put her hand to her mouth to stop

herself laughing. ‘Savvy! Holy fuck. Well, I win mother of the
year, don’t I? Good to see you, baby girl.’

I stood there, mouth gaping like an idiot. She was laughing. It
was funny, to her, that she didn’t recognize her own daughter.

The therapist looked between the two of us, bemused. ‘Would
you like to join the ceremony? It can often be used to dissipate
tensions and create a wonderful sense of harmony.’

‘Yes!’ Mum yelped, patting the ground next to her. ‘Come
and meditate with me – I’m sure that would be excellent. Really
deal with those feelings.’

‘There is not enough therapy in the world,’ I fumed. ‘I can’t
believe you’re sitting there laughing at me! You don’t give a shit,
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is that it? You haven’t seen your daughter for over a decade, you
bump into her, don’t even see her, and… that’s just fine with you,
is it?’

‘Baby –’
‘No! I get to speak now. I get to be the one to tell those home

truths you so loved to hand out. Going on about which people
were important. How those who sparkled were loveable, and the
invisible ones like me didn’t matter at all. I have a family who
love me, okay? I matter to them. I have a dad who gave up his
job the minute he realized I existed and moved to live near me so
he could get to know me. I have an aunt who waited up every
night whilst I went out partying to try to forget the fact that you
got married again and didn’t tell me, or you were caught cheating
with that PR guy, or you re-released ‘Baby Don’t Ask Me to Stay’
and talked about how emotional it was to say goodbye to people.’
My voice cracked but I was determined to say my piece. ‘I had to
sit on the sidelines and watch your life through the tabloids. And
you never even called me to see how my life was going.’

‘Sav, I – I called Jen! I spoke to Jen about you! We spoke on
the phone when you were a kid…’ she tried again, reaching out a
hand, and at least I knew she was truly listening now, truly seeing
me, that look of horror in her eyes getting wider. Though whether
that was over what she’d done or the fact that I was probably costing
her a fortune in lost meditation sessions, I couldn’t tell.

‘How much time has passed? Do you even know what year
it is, how old I am?’ I yelped. ‘You abandoned me, without a
backwards glance, and wrote a song about leaving me behind. Do
you know what it’s like, having your worst memory follow you
around from place to place? I mean, people play it at fucking
weddings, for God’s sake! A song about never being capable of
staying! It’s ludicrous! And you know what? So are you.’

I took a breath, clenching my fists as I held her gaze. ‘Leaving
me behind was the best thing you ever did, because Jen was a better
mother than you could ever have been. You’re a selfish, shallow

118



narcissist and I’m only here because for once in my life I want you
to see me. I’m tired of being some ghost that you write songs
about and never bother with. I won’t be your ghost any more.
Have a nice life, Persephone Black.’

I turned on my heel, striding blindly down the corridor, back
straight, head held high. My heart was thumping erratically, and
I could feel my fingers tingling. I didn’t know if I’d achieved any-
thing, but I felt better. I felt like I was seeing everything in colour
once again,

I lifted my head high as I walked straight out onto the bustling
streets of Kensington, where no one would believe that I’d just told
rock-and-roll superstar Persephone Black to go to hell.

—

‘Sav, I just…’ Mia whined down the phone as I put my make-up
on. ‘I’m tired. I’ve worked all day, my dad’s just been on at me.
Can’t we just go watch a movie in a dark room?’

I took a deep breath. ‘Mia, today I confronted my mother and
finally told her to go to hell. I deserve a drink with my best friend.’

‘Can’t we just go to the Trouserleg, as usual?’
‘No, because this is not usual. Plus, there are so many wonder-

ful places to go!’ Being part of the Restaurateur Club had opened
my eyes. And sure, it wouldn’t last forever, just until Alba felt sure
her recommendations were doing well, but it had made me want
to explore more.

‘Fine, but I’m grouchy about it.’
I grinned. ‘That’s fine. Meet you at the station at eight.’
I felt light, free, energized. I stood in front of the mirror, and

instead of the usual slump, turning this way and that as I listed
all the things wrong with my poor body, I stood up straight and
smiled. My eyes were bright, the pink tips of my bleach-blonde
hair were fierce. I put on the corset I wore to work, a commis-
sioned piece that Charlotte had given to me when I told her how
wonderful it was. I’d watched wearing it while she performed on
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stage, then later that night she handed it over, standing there in
her hoody and jeans like I hadn’t just seen her body undulating
in a way that made most people’s jaws drop. She’d shrugged and
handed it over. ‘Sorry, it’s covered in glitter.’

‘You want me to wash it?’ I’d asked, still holding my hand out.
She snorted and pushed my arm. ‘I want you to have it! It’ll

suit you better. And Bel will ease up on you if you look the part
behind the bar.’ She winked at me and strode off.

Every time I wore it I felt powerful. It was almost a waste to
wear it only for work.

The corset was subtle, black with a bronze underlay and
turquoise detail. I wore it with my black jeans and heels and a
black fitted blazer. I felt like I was going to walk on stage at the
Martini Club and bare my soul, and that was okay. I had a glass
of wine with Jen in the kitchen, dancing to my music as I put on
my make-up in a tiny mirror by the sink, blowing a kiss at her as
I added a second layer of lipstick.

‘Looks like you’re back, baby!’ She bumped my hip with hers,
and kissed my cheek.

‘I don’t remember the last time I felt like this.’
‘Happy?’
‘Alive!’ I grinned, dancing to some ’90s hip hop and watching

as Jen tried to nod along to the rhythm, before shaking her head.
I switched the music to something friendlier and she smiled at me.

‘How are you feeling about speaking to your mother?’ Jen
asked gently, her eyes rounded in concern. ‘I was surprised not to
get a call accusing me of brainwashing you.’

I exhaled, pouting slightly in the mirror as I checked my lip-
stick. ‘I did what I needed to do. And I feel like a weight has
lifted.’

‘You don’t feel sad?’
‘Why would I feel sad?’
Jen paused. ‘Because… she’s your mother.’
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‘I… I’m not sure she is, really,’ I said airily, as if I’d never
thought about it before. ‘I think you have to earn that title.
Pushing something out of your special place doesn’t make you a
mother.’

‘Nope, makes you a saint,’ she snorted, ‘or a warrior. Or a cog
in a biological joke of a game.’

‘Jen,’ I huffed, ‘I’m fine. I don’t want to talk about her any
more. What are you up to tonight?’

She acknowledged the change of topic. ‘Your dad’s picking me
up in a bit for the cinema. Now that’s a nice colour lippie – you
think I could pull that off?’

I handed it over, watching as she puckered her lips and smudged
the colour.

‘You and dad go out often?’ I asked lightly.
She shrugged. ‘Sometimes. It’s nice to have someone to go to

the pictures with.’
‘What are you going to see?’
Jen shook her head, looking back at me from the mirror, ‘Oh,

you know, that one with that fella, who’s in that thing on the telly?
Your dad picked it. I figure he comes to my dancing, the least I can
do is keep him company watching some silly film where people
shoot each other every five bloody minutes.’

I paused. ‘Jen, is something going on here?’
‘What are you saying?’
‘I’m saying you’re going on dates with Dad.’
She rounded on me then, those soft eyes suddenly irritated.

‘Savannah, me and your dad have been going to the cinema every
fortnight for the last ten years. Just because you’re home to notice
things doesn’t mean anything strange is going on. Your dad’s been
my best friend for years. Leave things be, won’t you?’

‘I’m not –’
‘You are! You’re being difficult and causing problems!’ Jen

frowned, rubbing the lipstick from her lips.

121



‘There’s no problem!’ I held up my hands. ‘I’m just saying if
you were dating Dad, there wouldn’t be a problem! It would –
you know – be okay.’

‘Be okay!’ she snorted. ‘The press would have a day with that
one! The father of Persephone Black’s child moves on to her sister!
Pshaw!’

‘But…’
‘No, Savannah.’ I knew that tone, one of certainty. ‘No. Quiet

now. Go and have a lovely night, and leave me to my life.’ She
smiled at me to soften the blow. ‘My lovely, simple, uncomplicated
life.’

I left her sitting in the kitchen, the tube of lipstick swirling be-
tween her fingertips as I flounced out of the front door in my ballet
pumps, my heels safely in my handbag. I met Mia at the station,
wearing a little black dress and looking like a million dollars. She
yawned and smiled at me.

‘Okay then, let’s get messed up!’ She linked arms with me and
we stamped up the stairs to the train, giggly with anticipation.

We jumped to the front of the queue at Dino, walking straight
through to the back where the music was already thumping. My
new haughty attitude seemed to offer advantages. If you act like
you deserve special treatment, and you’re not horrible about it,
you seem to get it. It was a revelation.

All I wanted was to drink and dance and laugh, roll my head
back and throw my arms up. I didn’t want to identify the flavours
in the drinks, just like I didn’t want to hear the melodies in the
music or listen to the conversation of the arty boys who gave us
cigarettes we didn’t smoke in the garden area. I wanted to be numb
and dumb and joyous, and that’s what I was, arms around my best
friend as we swayed on the dance floor, laughing and spilling our
drinks, sticky over our fingers.

I watched the bartender making drinks, and thought that he
was in no way as pretty or talented as Milo, and suggested he should
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add some theatre to his performance. He looked at me with barely
contained irritation. ‘I’ll work on that,’ he said. ‘That’s 30.25.’

‘For two drinks – are you having a fucking laugh?’ Mia hooted,
and I rolled my eyes, handing over the cash.

‘I need to go discover things!’ Mia yelled in my ear, wiggling
her hips as we backed towards the dance floor again.

‘I’m sure there’s a few men over there who wouldn’t resist,’ I
laughed, and she pushed me, stumbling a little.

‘Not penises! Artefacts!’
‘So… you’re looking for someone older?’ I stuck out my

tongue and she frowned, shaking her head like a petulant child.
‘I need to go live my life, Sav! I need to move out of this house

and go do the thing I was meant to do with my life!’
‘Find old shit and explain why it’s important?’
‘Exactly!’ She waved a hand. ‘Ex-actly! I need to be fulfill-

ing my purpose, babe! I’ve got a primary function and it’s not
engaged!’

‘Why are you talking like you’re a character from Star Trek? So
go and do these things! Fulfil your function! Or let’s both go! I’ll
go to some cookery school in Athens and you can find a pot or a
vase or a jug or something and we’ll both be super-important!’

‘Greece! Yassas!’ Mia grinned and raised her glass, waiting for
me to smash mine against it, rather too forcibly.

‘Yassas!’
The night passed in a perfect disarray of drunkenness and danc-

ing, from the vodka shots to the chips at two a.m. We did it in
style, seated in an all-night brasserie eating parmesan truffle fries,
jalapeno chicken wings and Oreo milkshakes. Then we finished
the night with Espresso Martinis and stumbled home, satiated, half
sober and in awe of our own decadence.

—
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It wasn’t until I was snuggled up in bed, make-up smeared across
my face, teetering on the edge of consciousness, that I realized I
had seen a pair of worn daisy cowboy boots in the hallway.
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Chapter Nine

She was sitting at the kitchen table like it was the most normal
thing in the world. Her blonde hair flowing down her back, a
few more strands of grey than there used to be. I’d seen her more
these last few days than I had since I was a child, and each time it
still shocked me. Like she was just some famous person I’d seen
at a distance, and now she was here in the flesh. There were dark
circles under her eyes, but she smiled brightly at me, leaning back
in her chair.

‘Hey there, baby!’ Her voice croaked a little but that spark of
mischief in her eyes pissed me off, exactly as it was meant to.

I ignored her, turning to Jen, who had her head in the fridge.
All I could see was her fingers tightly clenched around the handle,
so that her knuckles were white.

‘What’s she doing here?’
‘Oh, very hospitable, nice,’ my mother laughed, clapping her

hands.
‘Jen?’ I asked, desperate for the coffee pot but not going near it

until I had answers. My head was spinning and I felt like I’d been
punched in the face. Hangovers were not my forte. And every
experience with my mother seemed to feel a bit like a hangover.

‘Clare has got some news she wanted to discuss with us.’ Jen’s
voice was measured, and when she met my eyes, there was a silent
apology. I could tell she was furious. It was the same look she
had all those years I’d made terribly drunken decisions and gotten
in trouble, trying to get back at a mother who wasn’t there. Jen’s
jaw was set and her lips barely moved as she spoke. She was pissed
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off. And yet, she’d let my mother in the house. She was still here,
sitting at the table like she belonged.

‘Ugh,’ my mother whined. ‘No one calls me Clare any more.’
‘Well, maybe someone should, before you start believing you’re

the mystical character you’ve created on stage,’ Jen said sharply,
handing me a mug of coffee.

‘Go on then.’ I shrugged. ‘What’s the news?’
‘It’s not a big deal…’ She rolled her eyes. ‘Good old Jenny

being dramatic again. I just need to have a think about my ca-
reer. The label are being difficult, and the typical money-grabber-
no-talent slimesters they sent to work with me, well, it’s just not
good enough.’ She seemed to forget that she wasn’t on the ra-
dio, or moaning to her agent, and suddenly shook herself out of
that train of thought. ‘They’re pushing for some new songs, and
everything they’ve suggested is crap, so I’m refusing to fulfil my
contract. What do they know, right?’

‘About the surgery, Clare.’ Jen seemed to be clasping the
kitchen counter to stop herself from launching at my mother and
bludgeoning her with the Bettie Boop cookie jar. ‘Tell your
daughter about the surgery.’

My mother ignored her. ‘I’ve got some thinking to do, and,
well, here seemed as good a place as any! When you shouted
yesterday about having a family, I thought, she’s right! I have a
family! You can always go home again, can’t you?’

‘That’s not the saying –’
I was cut off as she ploughed on in a wave of enthusiasm, eyes

shining and ever beautiful, even as she aged.
‘Good going on the rant by the way, babe – the papers had

that in an instant. Some great drama. My name’s been out of
circulation for a while, too tired to cause any trouble, so I really
appreciate it. The only press I’ve had these days is that I’m too
quiet, losing my edge. A good bit of drama was really what I
needed.’
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I felt my lips twitch in surprise. ‘Shockingly, Clare, that wasn’t
really the point.’

‘I gathered that, but I’ll take what I can get.’
‘So glad I could be of service.’ I turned to Jen. ‘When will she

be going?’
Jen brought her mug to the table and sat down, already ex-

hausted. ‘Your mother needs to be here for now. She has to decide
whether to have an operation on her vocal cords. I am hoping she
will realize that it’s the smart move. As opposed to continuing to
choke on blood in between her live shows.’

I looked at my mother, who rolled her eyes and shrugged, ever
the teenager. ‘It’s an option. I might lose my voice. And then
where I would be? I’d be a nothing, a nobody.’

‘Just stardust,’ I said with some satisfaction as I left the room
without a backwards glance.

—

I called him immediately. ‘I don’t suppose you have a day off to-
day?’

His voice was warm and I could hear the smile.
‘Well, in fact I do. Want me to go undercover and find out

where some superstar is having their eyebrows waxed today?’
‘No,’ I laughed. ‘I want to make you lunch.’
‘I thought I’d offered to cook for you?’
‘Yes, but I can’t exactly invite myself around for that, can I?’ I

said, pressing my lips together in hope. ‘So, do you have plans?’
‘Nothing that can’t be cancelled.’ He yawned. ‘Give me some

time to make myself pretty, though. I worked late last night.’
‘Oh.’ I felt my stomach drop in disappointment. ‘Well, no, I

don’t want to… don’t worry about it, another time.’
‘No, I can’t think of anything better than spending a lazy Sun-

day with you.’ The sound of his smile was like a tonic, and I felt
my cheeks ache as I grinned. ‘But… I live with two blokes and
this place is a mess. Give me an hour or so.’
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He lived in Mile End, which was not the easiest place for me
to get to, but the Sunday Tubes were quiet and lazy, with hun-
gover partiers on their gentle way home, families out for a day of
museums and ice cream. I read my book and relaxed, putting my
mother’s mocking face from my mind, how her lips curled at the
hilarity of my outburst, how she thanked me for putting her back
in the newspapers. No remorse, no apology. No awareness of my
feelings at all. I didn’t matter. We were the little people, just dust,
waiting for our star to grace us with her presence.

There were a couple of looks on the Tube, when I was in central
London, and I was wary about returning the gaze. I had been out
of the limelight for a while, and I wasn’t ready to reappear. Besides
the odd appearance in a glossy mag with Rob, I had been left alone
for most of my adult life. I had worked hard to ensure that. But
now, with the story of a bust-up between Persephone Black and
her estranged daughter, the same daughter who had been dumped
by a reality TV star/mediocre DJ in the weeks before, I was getting
a little attention. Luckily, in London, most people realize it’s not
polite to make eye contact. It was the tourists who were more of
an issue. By the time I reached Mile End, the looks had stopped,
and I was just another face leaving a crowded carriage.

I stopped at the shop, picking things up with a careful choosi-
ness, considering the sweetness of the tomatoes, grabbing rocket,
then switching it for spinach. Tapas, I thought, tapas. What could
I show him, what could I impress with? In the end, I couldn’t
bear to think about it much longer. The hangover, whilst soften-
ing, had not receded, though I couldn’t tell if maybe that was just
Clare’s after-effects. I grabbed some potatoes, eggs and a bottle of
red wine.

Also, Milo was right. He’d offered to cook for me and I didn’t
have anything to prove. Except my gratitude in finding out where
my mother was. He’d broken the rules for me, no doubt, and I
owed him. And I needed to escape.
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His home was on a beautiful street of small white terraced Vic-
torian houses, the final house on the street topped with a bright
blue canoe at an angle.

When I knocked, a tall, thin man answered the door, staring
at me from behind owlish glasses, his brown hair tied back in a
ponytail.

‘You’re the pretty bartender,’ he said, no question, judgement
or tone in his voice beyond asserting a fact.

‘I… guess so?’
‘You’re here for Milo.’
Again, no question.
‘I am.’
‘And what are your intentions?’ His brown eyes showed no

humour, no anything, and I was taken aback.
Milo appeared suddenly, patting his friend on the chest. ‘Char-

lie, you think we could let the girl into the house before we send
her off screaming?’

Charlie nodded seriously, stepping back and gesturing for me
to enter.

‘Hey,’ Milo grinned, kissing me on the cheek easily, before
stepping back. I tried to slow my heartbeat after the closeness,
the smell of his aftershave and his wet hair slicked back. He wore
a yellow T-shirt and jeans, and walked barefoot. I followed him
through the corridor to the living room, Charlie closing the door
behind us.

It was a beautiful home, hardwood floors and natural light
streaming from long back windows. There was a football table in
the living room and an old-school pinball machine in the corner.
I handed Milo the bag and he grinned, shaking his head.

‘Always in control, are we, Savannah?’
‘I wanted to say thank you. For helping me.’ I took a deep

breath, watching as his large brown eyes softened. ‘I shouldn’t
have asked you to do that. And you did it anyway. Having chatted
to me three times.’
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‘Four,’ he grinned. ‘And no, you shouldn’t have asked. But.
sometimes there’s a good reason to break the rules.’

‘How did you find out where she was?’
He laughed, shaking his head, ‘Oh, didn’t you know? Ev-

eryone’s a Persephone Black fan. From the cleaner changing the
sheets in the suite to the girl booking in her dinner reservation.
I hung outside, chatted with a few people over a cigarette, found
out some information. Then I flirted with the girl at the spa. I’m
thinking of becoming a PI.’

‘Do you even smoke?’
‘I do not,’ he grinned at me. ‘See the levels of dedication?’
‘I’m incredibly impressed. And grateful.’
‘So, did you get to say everything you wanted to say?’
He looked strong and broad, standing in the streaming light and

checking I was okay.
‘I did… and then she turned up at my house last night and

didn’t seem to have heard a word.’
‘Ah, so being here, was that wanting to see me, or wanting to

escape her?’
His face was open, questioning, but I saw the doubt there.
‘About 70–30,’ I replied. ‘That okay?’
‘That’ll do nicely,’ he smiled, turning into the kitchen, and I

followed him. It was a gorgeous little space, with bright blue tiles
and wooden surfaces. Pots hung from the ceiling and herbs grew
on the windowsill.

‘This place is amazing!’ I took in the turquoise ceiling, the
spice rack on the side.

‘It’s decent,’ he shrugged, unpacking the bag on the side. ‘It’s
Charlie’s place. His parents bought it for him, and I rent a room.
Dan sleeps on the couch at the moment, just until his poor wife
decides to take him back again.’

‘It’s a regular occurrence?’
‘At least twice a month. I suggested they consider living sepa-

rately, but apparently that was ridiculous,’ he snorted.
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‘Is he a bad husband?’
‘He’s… not a bad person.’ Milo dodged the question, then

shook his head. ‘But no, he’s probably not a great husband. And
he’s a pain in the ass to live with. Messy as hell.’

‘Doesn’t look it.’
‘That’s because he’s gone home to Maggie. And Charlie, as you

could probably guess, is a neat freak.’
I looked around. ‘How’d you meet?’
‘In a pub. I’d just got off the plane, wondering what my next

move would be. I think I’d just been in… Malta? No, Morocco?
Something with an M, anyway, and I’m sitting in this pub and this
guy bets me a hundred bucks that I can’t beat him at pool.’

I blinked and Milo grinned. ‘I know. I needed the money,
no place to sleep that night, and I beat him. He’s a terrible pool
player.’

‘Then why did he bet?’
‘Said he’d seen it in a movie and it was a good way to interact

with people. I said I’d take 30 bucks for a hostel for the night, and
he said I could have his spare room. I stayed for a week, found a
job, paid him rent and I just… kind of stayed.’

‘How long?’
He twitched his lips, doing the maths, and shook his head.

‘About a year and a half now, I think. Jeez. Longer than I ex-
pected.’

I leaned against the worktop, fingers tracing the grooves in the
wood. ‘Where were you meant to go next?’

‘Spain, I think? I hadn’t decided. I just was jumping from place
to place, and here… it felt comfortable. And I relaxed.’

He shrugged, filling up the kettle, and I couldn’t help but smile
at the slight look of embarrassment.

‘Relaxed suits you. This place suits you.’
‘Messy and a bit strange?’
‘Bright, and warm and… gorgeous.’ I blushed as I said it, but

met his eyes, defiant. He stepped closer, smiling, stroking a strand
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of hair behind my ear, thumb tracing my cheek before we heard a
noise.

‘Hi,’ Charlie said. ‘I’ve got work to do, so I’m going to be up
in my room with headphones on. Don’t knock if you need me.
Text.’

He walked off and I blinked. ‘What does he do?’
Milo sighed, rubbing the back of his head. ‘Honestly, no idea.

Something between analyst, data security and hacker? For all I
know he could be watching porn for eight hours straight, but I
just know when he says not to interrupt, I don’t interrupt.’

‘Smart move.’ I laughed, trying to shake the image from my
head.

‘So, what are we cooking?’ His eyes roved over the random
offerings, and I waited for the laughter.

‘I… don’t know. I thought about what you were saying about
tapas… but I thought I’d give you something to work with. You’re
cooking, after all, aren’t you?’ I looked at him expectantly, and he
nodded, laughing.

‘But you’re going to keep me entertained, I suppose? And make
little suggestions about how I can make it better.’ He pulled a stool
over from the corner of the room and patted it, before pouring me
a glass of wine. ‘Your throne, my lady.’

I sat, accepting the glass. ‘Thank you. Didn’t think I could face
another drink after last night, but actually, this is perfect.’

‘Big night last night?’
‘I needed to celebrate finally ending my doormat ways.’ I held

my glass up in a toast to myself, and he clinked his glass against
mine.

‘Hear hear,’ he laughed. ‘And what piece of homeware are you
instead?’

‘I have no idea. I’d like to be something completely useless that
brings joy.’

‘Like a lava lamp?’ Milo smiled, emptying the items out of the
bag and looking at them, brow creased in thoughtfulness.
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I snorted. ‘I like that. Or a bird bath.’
‘A bird bath!’ It exploded from him, brown eyes warm as he

snickered.
‘Well, what would you be?’
‘A wobbly three-legged stool, or a table with one leg shorter

than the other.’
‘I was gonna mention you seemed a bit uneven…’
I pressed my lips together as we just smiled at each other, saying

nothing. It was like a secret language, one I hadn’t spoken in so
long that everything was new. This was… a choice. Rob had
picked me, and I’d been flattered, and we kind of fell into a pattern.
He’d been fun and loud and everything I wasn’t, and I felt safe.
This didn’t feel safe – my stomach fizzed with the delicious risk
and newness of it. I had chosen him, or the possibility of him, as
much as he had picked me.

‘So, what’s the tapas bar gonna be called?’ I said, searching for
something to stop him looking at me like he saw straight into the
centre of me. I swirled the wine around in my glass.

‘Something meaningful,’ he shrugged, ‘like Freedom, or Ad-
venture.’

‘… Integrity, Morality…’
‘Oh yeah, sounds like a hip party place, where everyone is really

having a good time!’
‘Hip? What are you, a hundred?’ I snorted.
‘I am. I am actually a hundred. I am an old crotchety man,

who works in a bar five nights a week, and really just wants to sit
drinking wine and eating tapas with a beautiful girl in the garden.’

‘There’s a beautiful girl in the garden?’ I laughed, and Milo
shook his head.

‘Funny.’
I grinned, shrugging. ‘Sorry.’
He shook his head and gestured at the chopping board. ‘Come

on then, up and at ’em. There’s no way I’m sitting here with you
watching me. We’ll do it together.’
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It was fun, just standing next to him chopping whilst he added
things to the frying pan, throwing each ingredient in with a flick
of his wrist, loving the flair of it all. The smell of frying garlic and
potatoes filled the room, and I sipped on my wine as Milo set the
table in the garden. Every time he placed his hands on my hips
to move me slightly, to get to a pan or a cupboard, I felt jumpy,
feeling his breath on the back of my neck, hearing him whistle,
a slight blush on his cheeks as he shrugged and said, ‘Sorry! Just
need to grab this!’

We took the dishes out to the table. Patatas bravas, tortilla,
salad, oven-toasted bruschetta with avocado-tomato salsa, oven-
roasted red peppers with feta cheese. Milo brought out the re-
mainder of the bottle of wine, and a jug of water.

‘This looks delicious!’ I said, easing into a seat as he pulled it
out for me. I blinked in surprise. ‘Thank you.’

‘I’m feeling very gentlemanly today,’ he winked, sitting oppo-
site me. ‘And thank you for your part. Although I still think the
dried basil was craziness.’

‘It’s a choice! And when you don’t have fresh –’
‘– You don’t use anything!’ he said, topping up my glass.
‘Watch it, your Italian is showing.’
He laughed, sitting back in his chair, running his hand through

his hair. Milo picked up his wine glass and shook his head. ‘You
know, you’re right. The longer I’m away from home, the more I
miss everything about it.’

‘New York?’
‘No, not the place, but I miss my nonna’s meatballs, and Ma’s

lasagne. I miss sitting having a drink with my grandfather in the
living room, with the football on. I miss…’

‘Your family?’
He shrugged, gritted his teeth. ‘I guess. I set off with this big

dream. I didn’t want to be what they were, I didn’t want to have
what they gifted me. I threw it back in their faces and left to travel
the world. And now I wonder what the point of that was.’
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‘What are they, exactly?’
‘My grandfather’s a butcher, Nonna’s a seamstress, and my ma

was a waitress. All they wanted for me was to have a good office
job, something steady and solid. Meet a nice girl, have a family.’

‘There are worse things.’
‘Yeah, there’s the life you dream of, burning away inside you

whilst you’re trying to make everyone happy.’ Milo shrugged. ‘I
was good at putting a brave face on it for a while, but me and my
ma used to fight about it all the time. Why wasn’t I moving up,
why wasn’t I getting a promotion? Why didn’t I have any drive,
why didn’t I want more for myself? Why wasn’t I proposing to
Nancy, why weren’t we having kids?’

‘Was it just your mum and you?’ I asked, wondering if that
question was judgemental.

He nodded. ‘She… my ma had big dreams. And she made a
point of saying, every time I got a crappy grade, or lost a school
game, or got passed over for promotion, that she gave up her
dreams to raise me. It was like my achievements had to be enough
to make up for all the things she didn’t do.’

‘What did she want to do?’
He grinned at me, raising his eyebrows. ‘She wanted to be a

singer.’
‘Ah,’ I nodded, ‘I see.’
‘But I can tell from your side of it, your mother choosing her

dream didn’t work out much better for you.’
‘Nope,’ I laughed, looking out at the fading light in the garden,

hearing the cheerful shrieks of the kids next door. ‘I think the
worst thing was, she wrote this song about it. Number one hit.
“Baby Don’t Ask Me to Stay”, it’s called.’

‘I know it.’
I spread my fingers wide. ‘Well, ta da, it’s about me. She wrote

a song about leaving me. And that fucking song has chased me my
entire life. The kids at school used to sing it to me.’

‘Little bastards,’ he said. ‘Kids can be shit.’
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‘They didn’t know what it meant. I was just the kid with the
famous mum. It must have been nice to have your mum there,
even if it made her push you.’

His smile was soft and sad, and he looked beyond me, as he
tried to find the words. The silence settled and I watched the
expressions change on his face as he paused, started, paused again.

‘It’s hard being the reason someone gave up their dreams. You
have to work hard to make their sacrifice worth it, you know?
And then one day, I realized however hard I worked, it was never
going to be worth it. I’d been a realtor, and I just talked this young
couple into buying this amazing apartment that would financially
cripple them, and my boss gave me a raise. And I came home, sick
with myself about it, but at least I knew she’d be pleased…’

He sighed, shaking his head. ‘She just started on at me – why
had it taken me so long, didn’t I know what she’d sacrificed to raise
me, why I was 29 and still just making it work, instead of setting
the world alight?’

I pressed my hands together, fighting the desire to reach across
the table to him. My fingertips settled on the table edge, tapping
gently.

‘And what happened?’
‘I quit my job, told her I was going to travel the world and set

up my own bar. I was going to live my dream instead of the one
she’d decided for me.’

I smiled. ‘Wow. That’s… that’s amazing.’ I tried to imagine
having a dream I wanted enough to tell everyone to go to hell. I
tried to imagine Mia telling her dad that she had to leave and live
her life.

Milo sighed, pressing his lips together, that soft smile saddening.
‘Comes with a price, though. The last thing she said to me was
that it was a terrible decision to have me, and I was her only regret.
We never spoke again.’

I winced, watching the frown on his forehead deepen, only
to be smoothed away a moment later. I avoided meeting his eyes.
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Clare had never wanted me, but she’d never required me to achieve
anything. She’d done her best when I was a kid on the road, telling
me stories and playing games, I had to admit that. I was angry at
her, for the person she was, but she’d never needed anything from
me. There was a relief in that, I realized.

‘Anyway, families, right?’ Milo broke the silence and picked
up his wine glass.

‘We all say things in the heat of the moment. I’m sure once
she sees how well you’re doing, she’ll reach out. People take time.’
I injected a lightness into my voice, knowing that it was one of
those empty platitudes people offered when they weren’t comfort-
able with darkness. Like when someone tells you they have cancer,
and you say everything happens for a reason. You think you’re pro-
viding comfort, but you’re being a dickhead. But I simply couldn’t
think of anything else to say, which was why I supposed people
said stupid things in the first place.

Milo shook his head, smile tight as he looked away. ‘She died
a couple of years ago. Sometimes… you don’t say the things you
should have said. And, I guess, it’s been hard to commit to the bar
idea since then. Doing something she hated whilst she was alive,
well, that’s one thing, but…’

‘I get it,’ I nodded, sipping at my wine as the silence surrounded
us. It wasn’t uncomfortable, exactly. It was a pause. A moment
when you truly see someone, beyond the beautiful eyes and wicked
laugh and the way their hands pulse as they chop coriander. You
see their dreams and their fears and their doubts in one single mo-
ment, and in that moment, you know them completely.

The air had cooled and I shivered with the slight breeze, the
scent of cut grass lifting suddenly.

‘A bit deep, huh?’ Milo turned in his chair to face me, cheeky
grin back in place, the mask only briefly displaced.

‘Just deep enough, I think.’ I twitched a smile at him, and then
adopted a cheerier tone. ‘Plus, I think it’s important someone
teaches me I don’t have a monopoly on mother issues.’
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He pointed at me. ‘Exactly. I was really just doing you a favour.’
‘Well, thank you, very kind,’ I nodded.
The silence settled again, but it was softer now, gentler. Milo

reached across and topped up my glass with the final dregs of the
wine bottle. ‘Do you wanna go inside, maybe listen to some music
or watch a movie? It’s the first time in weeks I’ve had the sofa back
after Dan’s been sleeping on it.’

I nodded and started clearing the table. ‘What did Dan do?’
‘This time it was a double whammy of agreeing to meet up

with an ex for coffee, and spending four hundred bucks they don’t
have on a new games console… whilst she’s biking miles to work
because they can’t afford to fix the car.’

‘Yeah… he does sound like a bit of an arse,’ I laughed, stepping
inside as Milo followed.

‘Oh, he is. He’s a nice guy, he’s just… not husband material.’
I put the plates on the side and started running the tap. ‘I’ve

never found a shop that sells that.’
‘It’s very rare. I’ve only seen two guys made of it myself. And

certainly not that hipster dick you used to date.’
I turned, my hands splashing in shock. ‘Rob?’
Milo scoffed. ‘The waitresses told me who he was, that crappy

DJ from the TV, and I put it together. The guy is so full of shit.’
I said nothing, focused on the running water.
Milo paused, awkwardly. ‘Sorry, I overstepped, didn’t I?’
‘No, I just… I’d never thought of him as husband material. He

was just Rob. And he certainly never wanted to marry me. But
her… well, maybe there’s such a thing as wife material too. I hope
he’s happy.’

‘You do?’ Milo clearly didn’t believe me.
‘I will, at some point. For now, I kind of hope that every day

for the rest of his life he steps barefoot onto a piece of Lego? But
I’m sure that’ll change.’
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Milo guffawed. ‘That’s a good curse. Just painful and annoying
enough to send someone crazy. So… you’re not still in love with
the guy, are you?’

‘I… I hadn’t been in love with him for a long time. I just
hadn’t been awake enough to realize it,’ I piled the plates neatly
in the drying rack, wiping my hands on a tea towel Milo handed
over.

‘Been sleepwalking, hey?’ His voice was soft as he stepped
towards me, warm eyes watching my lips.

‘For the first time in a long time, I am absolutely awake,’ I
whispered, holding the tea towel to my chest as he moved closer.

‘And how does being awake feel?’ Milo placed a hand on my
shoulder, stroking slowly down my arm, as if soothing a spooked
horse. He enveloped me in his embrace, looking into my eyes,
that cocky smile again, as if he knew what he was doing to me, as
if he could feel my hands starting to shake, my legs trembling. He
smelled like soap and coffee, and chopped garlic, fresh herbs.

‘Terrifying.’ I looked up at him, smiling. ‘And wonderful.’
Time stood still and my heart was in my throat as his fingers

twirled the curls at the base of my neck.
We heard a cough, and turned to the door to see Charlie, stand-

ing there seriously, saying absolutely nothing.
We looked at each other, then back at Charlie, like a disinter-

ested statue.
‘Can… can I get you something, man?’ Milo asked with a

laugh, arms still around me.
Charlie shook his head, looking put out. ‘I hit a wall, and

the food smelled good so I thought I’d see if there were any left-
overs. But I seem to have entered at an inopportune moment, so
I thought I’d just stay here until I could back away slowly.’

‘But we’re talking to you,’ I said.
‘Yes, that has rather put a dent in the plan,’ he sighed, turning

on his heel.
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‘Hey, Charlie, wait.’ Milo let go of me, and I felt the loss of
his warmth, but my heart rate started to return to normal. ‘I saved
you a plate, here.’

He handed over a selection of the food we’d made earlier, and
I couldn’t fight the smile on my face. Charlie simply nodded, and
walked away, until I heard the slow thump up the stairs.

Milo turned around and widened his eyes, before scratching
the back of his head awkwardly. ‘Timing, hey?’

‘You made him a plate?’ I grinned, head tilted in question.
‘That’s so nice.’

‘I’m nice! Why are you surprised?’
I shrugged, grinning, saying nothing.
‘I’m nice!’ he yelped again.
‘I know. So, movie?’
He inclined his head towards the living room and I plonked

myself down on the sofa. The radio was on in the background as
he considered the DVDs on the shelf. The music was something
gentle, delicate, a melody like a whisper, designed to lull a child
to sleep. The male voice was both strong and soft and it made me
want to loll my head back in release.

‘Do you really hate music? I don’t think it’s possible to hate
music.’ He lowered himself onto the sofa beside me, watching.
He placed a pile of DVDs on the floor and turned to me. ‘Come
on, Simon and Garfunkel? Queen? There’s gotta be something
you like.’

‘Sure, I like a lot of things. And then I wonder who they’re
writing those songs about, and if those people were chased by
someone else’s words all their life, never getting to tell their side of
the story, because it doesn’t sound as good.’

He looked like he was considering it, and I leaned back, resting
my head on the sofa and staring at the ceiling.

‘I started to wonder about Eleanor Rigby and if she was hurt
at how they painted her. I thought about the lovers and fami-
lies and friends who became nothing more than inspiration. Not
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muses, because muses are adored and worshipped but… ideas. We
become ideas, not people.’

‘Don’t musicians have a right to their side of the story too?’
‘Sure, but they’ve got an advantage. People love to hear a sad

song. No one wants to hear a sad story.’
We sat in silence for a moment, and I felt him slide down in the

sofa next to me, so that his shoulder pressed against mine, staring
at the ceiling and not at me, which I was grateful for.

‘Hey, what about your dad?’ he asked, wriggling a bit, the
warmth of his skin against the back of my arm.

‘What about him?’
‘What does he do? Who is he?’
‘He was a roadie. That’s how they met. He fell under her spell.

And then she found out she was pregnant, dumped him and fired
him.’

‘Why?’
I snorted gently. ‘Because Persephone Black doesn’t stay. And

she doesn’t have anything that ties her to anyone. And she does
not listen to people who tell her how to live her life. So she got
rid of him before he tried to make any of those things happen.’

‘Huh.’ Milo tilted his head and looked at me. ‘But he found
you?’

‘When I was 16. Two weeks later he’d found a house in the
same town, quit his job on the road, started teaching guitar lessons.
A few months later he moved two streets away, retrained as a cabbie
and became Dad, I guess.’

‘Did you go live with him?’
I paused. ‘No.’
‘Why not?’
‘I have no idea. I just didn’t. I didn’t know him until I was

almost grown. He turned up for the shitty rebellious stage.’ I
snorted.
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‘I thought this was your shitty rebellious stage?’ He stuck out
his tongue and waited for my response, which was a swift elbow
in the ribs. ‘Hey!’

‘This is my empowering rebellious stage – there’s a difference,’
I said seriously. ‘My teenage years were more alcohol and bad hair
dye.’

‘Well, whose weren’t?’ Milo grinned at me. ‘I made it through
a whole summer with peroxide blond hair. There may still be
photographic evidence somewhere.’

‘Can I see?’ I sat up, clutching at him. ‘Come on, I need to
see that!’

He grabbed my hands before sliding an arm around my waist
and holding me tightly, keeping my hands trapped as he brought
his face close to mine, speaking quietly.

‘This is our second date, Savannah. Embarrassing childhood
photos are more of a month anniversary thing.’ He paused, search-
ing my eyes. ‘Ask me then.’

My heart raced and my breathing became shallow. It should
have been too much, it should have been terrifying, but I was
feeling things for the first time in years. I was feeling my dry throat
and thumping chest. I was feeling the heat of his body down my
left side as he held me close. And then I felt his lips on mine,
different, insistent, warm. Milo wrapped his arms around me and
I heard myself sigh against his mouth as he pulled me closer. My
hands wound around his neck, fingers nestled in his hair, and I
found suddenly I was insistent, seeking more. He tasted like red
wine and his lips were soft. I could feel his smile before he pulled
back, resting his forehead against mine like he wasn’t ready to let
go. I kept my eyes closed, focusing on my breathing.

‘Well…’ he said, and I revelled in his own breathlessness.
‘Well…’
‘I didn’t know you had a thing for blonds,’ he said, and I

laughed, the giggles erupting from my stomach carrying on to
where our foreheads connected. I shook my head.
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‘So…’ I extricated myself and avoided his eyes, but left my
thumb touching the back of his hand. ‘Movie?’

‘Is that a euphemism?’ He wiggled his eyebrows and I sat back,
not sure what to say.

‘Um…’
Milo patted my leg. ‘Savvy, I’m kidding. I wasn’t… we’ve

shared more childhood trauma than kisses, I wasn’t expecting you
to jump into bed with me. But I think you should come sit here
so we can pretend to watch a movie together, and I can try and
think of semi-witty comments whilst thinking how nice this is.’
He smiled gently. ‘That okay?’

I shook a little with the exhale, nodding. ‘Sure. Sorry, I’m
such a mess…’

He waved it away without saying a word. I shuffled down next
to him, leaning my head on his shoulder as he went through the
DVD options. And when we picked something we’d both seen a
hundred times before, I waited to see where he smiled, to listen
to the melody of his laughter. I was thinking it was nice, to feel
the warmth of his arm around my shoulders, to sneak looks at his
cheekbones from beneath my eyelashes, to wonder if he would kiss
me again.

I could not have told you what that movie was about, but I
could have told you his eyes were gold with a hint of green, and
that I could not have been happier.
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Chapter Ten

Persephone Black was not a good house guest. When I returned
that evening, my heart full and fingertips tingling from the thought
of the kiss I’d shared with Milo at the train station, lingering good-
byes and joyful promise, she was lounging in the living room, feet
up on the coffee table. She was watching one of those reality TV
shows where everyone seems to squawk and yelp at each other all
the time.

I walked in and turned down the volume as these beautiful,
rich people screamed at each other about something unimportant.
I threw the remote down on the sofa next to her, and she looked
up, amused.

‘Something the matter, darling daughter?’
‘It’s loud. You’re being thoughtless.’ I turned back to look at

her. ‘Are those my jeans?’
‘Yeah! I didn’t actually bring anything with me. I think some

stuff is still at the penthouse…’
‘You just went into my room and took my stuff?’
‘Well, it’s not like I have your mobile number to ask your per-

mission.’ She shrugged, turned back to the TV and switched the
volume up again. I snatched the remote.

‘You did. You did have my number. You never used it. Don’t
go into my room and don’t touch my stuff.’

‘Sharing is caring!’ She laughed at me, and I turned back,
watching as she flicked her hair and looked up at me, daring me
to say something. I shook my head and started to leave the room.

Then I heard her.
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‘Jen said you’ve been out on a date.’
I stilled, not turning back, but not moving. Maybe she was

reaching out, wanting to know about a part of her daughter’s life
she never had access to? Dad had been there for my first jump
into the dating world. He’d been there when I convinced Rob
to come to a ‘meet the parents’ dinner. She’d missed all of it. I
tried to stop and think how sad that must be, to return to a grown
woman instead of the child she’d left behind, missing all of the
parts that made me who I was.

Then she spoke again.
‘Just make sure you’re using protection. Getting pregnant will

totally ruin your life.’
I whirled round and she winked at me, like it was a game. Like

she was my bestie at a sleepover, asking me about my love life.
‘Like it ruined yours, you mean?’ It hurt to say the words,

throbbing with rage so that my throat closed.
Her voice was languorous as she smiled, like it was all a big

joke. ‘Well, just being honest…’
‘Don’t. Believe me, you being pregnant didn’t work out so well

for me either.’
I heard her surprised laughter as I left the room, then the sound

of the TV being turned up.
When I stomped upstairs, pausing halfway and adjusting my

tread so that I didn’t disturb Jen, I walked into my room to find
it in disarray. Clothes strewn everywhere, my cupboard doors left
open. Even my jewellery box had been explored and left in a mess.
I hadn’t even unpacked all of my boxes, and still she had managed
to destroy the system I had in place. The ecosystem was savaged.
I took a deep breath, hovering between going downstairs to shout
at her, and moaning at Jen. Instead I simply went to bed, holding
on to that memory of a perfect day, denying her the chance to take
away anything else that was mine.

—

145



I woke up to a text from Milo:
Good morning. How’s living with a rock star? M x
As bad as expected. x
I finish early tonight. Want to wow me with a cocktail? x
I’ll see you at the Martini Club. I’ll be sure to wow you. x
You always do. See ya later. x
It was a brighter start to my day than I’d been expecting. I

changed into my gym clothes and put my earphones in, heading
down the stairs at a fast pace. I whistled for Noodle, who came
careening through the hallway, tripping over her own paws in ex-
citement. She knew it was running time. I hooked her lead on
and tickled behind her ears. I wish I loved to run as much as dogs.
Just seeing her excitement made me feel a little more optimistic.
I opened the door, and there was Dad, the same as every week,
standing there in his jogging bottoms, trainers and Jethro Tull T-
shirt.

‘We lost the headband this week, I see,’ I remarked. ‘Good
choice.’

Dad rolled his eyes, tapping the brim of his baseball cap. ‘I’ve
upgraded. Ready to run me so ragged you fear I’ll have a heart
attack?’

‘And then let you guilt me into buying you a coffee, same as
every week.’

‘Jason?’
His face dropped, his mouth open as he looked at her. ‘Clare?’
She walked out from the front door, barefoot, still wearing my

goddamn jeans and a spotted top of Jen’s. Her arms were crossed,
smirk on her face, like she couldn’t believe her luck. ‘Well, look
at you, completely embraced fatherhood with open arms, didn’t
you? Badly fitted clothes and paunch and all. God, what a blast
from the past!’

‘You’re… you’re here,’ he said, looking at me, asking me with
his eyes why I hadn’t prepared him. Why I hadn’t told him some-
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thing so important. He looked so awkward, like a startled little
bird.

‘I’m back, babe! For a little while anyway, in the bosom of my
family,’ she grinned.

‘How she manages to say that completely without irony is be-
yond me,’ I told him. ‘Come on, Dad, time to run.’

‘Aw, such an adorable display of father–daughter bonding!’ She
wiggled her fingers in farewell. ‘Buh bye!’

We started to jog off, before my dad simply turned around, still
jogging on the spot, and yelled back, ‘Oi, Clare! Fuck off, would
you!’ and sped around the corner. The ‘o’ of her mouth in the
distance as we ran had me in giggles until we reached the park.
We kept running, until I was out of breath, until her stupid grin
and barely hidden jibes stopped pissing me off. It wasn’t until I
had lapped the park that I realized Dad was sitting on the bench
halfway back.

He was sweating and red-faced, leaning forward on his knees,
staring into space as he took deep breaths in and out. He didn’t
look at me when I approached, frowning into the distance.

‘You should have told me,’ he wheezed, shaking his head. ‘You
should have told me.’

‘I thought Jen did!’ I held my hands up, trying to catch his eye.
‘How long has she been there?’
‘Two days,’ I mumbled. ‘I’ve been out. I’ve stayed out.’
Dad took a breath and sat back, collapsing into the bench. He

patted my knee. ‘I’m sorry, darling. I just thought… Well, I
thought if I ever saw your mother again I wouldn’t be standing in
my tennis shoes wearing an old baseball cap whilst she told me I
looked old and fat.’

I cringed. ‘Sorry, Dad. She just… showed up.’
‘Any idea why?’
I made a face. ‘Because I yelled at her in a public place and

that apparently made her think she had a loving family to come
home to? I think she’s hiding out from her label. Sounds like
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she’s not delivering an album she’s promised them. And there’s
the small case of having to decide whether to have surgery on her
vocal cords. So, you know, obviously she’s spending time thinking
it over carefully, being a balanced, well-informed adult about it
all…’

‘I’m surprised you care at all,’ he said, watching me.
My father looked sad and broken. And there was an edge to

his voice, an aching childishness that sounded a little like jealousy.
‘I don’t.’
‘Sounds like you do.’
‘You asked why she was here – I was telling you.’
We sat in silence and I kicked my heels against the pavement.
‘So… you think she’ll do it?’ he asked. ‘The surgery?’
‘I don’t know. I don’t know her.’
‘She likes drama, your mum, but I’m sure deep down she’s quite

scared and could probably do with some support,’ he said.
I looked at him in shock, watching as a smile appeared on his

lips, getting wider and wider until he started laughing.
‘I’m sorry! I’m sorry!’ he gasped. ‘I meant it when I said it,

but your face!’
I began to laugh along, shaking my head. ‘Bad person! Very

bad person! You ever think it’s karma?’
‘What, she’s such a terrible she-demon that she deserves never

to sing again?’ Dad snorted, standing up and twisting side to side
to release the tension. ‘No, I think that whilst the woman is a law
unto herself, and a terribly selfish pain in the arse, she gave me
you. So she gets good karma, at least from me.’

‘Aw!’ I smiled. ‘I’d hug you but I’m sweaty.’
‘Then let’s run. Apparently this old dad has a paunch.’ He

patted his belly, rolling his eyes.

—

Arriving back after lunch and getting ready for work, I managed
to avoid my mother. I’d been thinking about a new cocktail. The
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Milo. An Espresso Martini with melted dark chocolate and Baileys
cream. Almost too much, but not quite enough. It was either that
or something light and spicy, like ginger and apple with an infused
vodka. Something with a kick and a twist of sweetness.

I did my make-up and went downstairs, grabbing a bottle of
water from the fridge. Jen patted my back as I walked past.

‘I feel like I haven’t seen you,’ I said.
She smiled tiredly. ‘Self-preservation, sweetheart. And you’ve

been out too. Someone special?’
‘Maybe,’ I smiled.
‘Any more thoughts on this cookery school thing?’
‘I applied for a few things before work this morning, before

my run. Talking to Milo last night was… well, he’s travelled a
lot. It made me think about how much amazing food there is in
the world. Could you imagine learning to make pasta in Italy, or
mezze in Greece? I’m going to ask Ricardo for a reference tonight.
He seemed pretty insistent that I follow this path, so I’m sure he’ll
help.’

I heard her voice before I saw her, sitting at the kitchen table,
hands interlinked. ‘What’s this about cookery school?’

Jen and I shared a moment of irritation, before I looked past
my mother. ‘I’m applying.’

She snorted. ‘Oh, well, that’ll be exciting. Getting sweaty in a
kitchen chopping onions for a shouty English prick?’

‘Why does everyone think every chef is like Gordon Ramsay?’
I sighed. ‘There’s art to cooking. And I’m good at it.’

She held up her hands. ‘No need to be so defensive. So that’s
where you’re going made up like a forties French whore? To work
in a kitchen?’

‘Clare –’
‘What?’ My mother laughed, rolling a cigarette. ‘She’s got

glitter all down her chest. She opens that corset it’ll be like New
Year’s Eve fireworks.’
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‘Um, pot, kettle?’ I huffed, kissing Jen’s cheek. ‘I’ll be back
late – I’m meeting Milo after work.’

‘Text if you’re not coming home,’ Jen said, and I winced with
the awkwardness of it all.

I walked past Clare without saying anything, and she called after
me, ‘Don’t forget to use protection!’

I heard her cackling as I slammed the door.
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Chapter Eleven

‘Who’s the hottie?’ Jacques nudged me with his hip as he got a
bottle of champagne from behind the bar.

‘Where?’
‘Hanging around at the end of the bar looking at you like you’re

a piece of prime rib,’ Jacques grinned. ‘Which is impressive con-
sidering there’s a whole bunch of boobs akimbo on stage.’

‘Ah, Boobs Akimbo – isn’t that the name of your band?’
‘I’m not kidding, he’s looking at you!’
I smiled at Milo, who raised a hand awkwardly, and then looked

embarrassed, taking a seat at the bar. He was still dressed from
work, in his smart black trousers and white shirt, but he’d un-
buttoned the collar and rolled his sleeves up, looking sloppy and
relaxed. I waved, mouthing, ‘One second.’

‘When did that happen?’
‘It’s recent,’ I mumbled, concentrating on the drinks I was mak-

ing.
‘Well, way to level up.’
I snorted, putting the drinks on the tray and heading off to

Milo, the smile almost making my face hurt.
‘Hey there.’
‘Hello,’ he smiled. ‘How’s it going?’
‘Good, it’s good.’
‘Good,’ he nodded, grinning at me.
Silence settled between us, as we simply smiled at each other.
‘Hello, any service actually going on here, darlings?’ Arabella

broke our reverie, her bright red lipstick and huge hair belying the
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normality we’d experienced together a few days ago. I couldn’t
even imagine that I’d seen her in jeans, now that she was wearing
a sparkly full-length black dress with a sheer v-neck.

‘I was just about to ask your star bartender to wow me,’ Milo
said, turning his eyes to me in a challenge.

‘And I was just about to tell him that every cocktail I make
wows people.’ I stuck out my tongue.

‘Oh God, flirting. Sweet Lord, I’m too old for this.’ Bel strode
off to the other end of the bar.

‘Cheers, boss!’ I rolled my eyes at her retreating back. ‘So, dark
and spicy or light and fruity?’

‘Your pick.’
I went with the Espresso Martini I’d been making up in my

head all day, and watched his face as he tasted it, working out the
different flavours. ‘Is that nutmeg?’

‘Maybe.’
‘It’s richer, I… yeah, I’m wowed. And I think the shot of

caffeine was probably needed.’
‘Long day?’
‘Insanely so.’ He sighed and seemed to deflate, release the ten-

sion in his neck. His smile was tired, I realized. ‘Had some big
names in today. Not your usual TV series lot, though – actual
movie stars.’

‘Ooh, did any of them talk to you?’
‘Yes, at breakfast one of the guys from that boy band all the

teenagers love came over and asked me if I’d ever tried iowaska.’
‘Which is?’
‘A crazy herbal hallucinogenic from South America.’
I blinked. ‘He asked you this at breakfast?’
Milo nodded. ‘And then proceeded to tell me that if I ever did

take it, I should know that I couldn’t eat meat or have sex for 24
hours, and that’s a drag.’

‘Jeez, celebs are partying hard at the moment.’
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‘It’s some awards show thing, probably what your mom’s here
for.’ He shrugged, bending a beermat. ‘I’m just tired of it, of them.
These stuck-up celebrity assholes who whine about things because
it makes them feel important. Oh, I want the bacon sandwich with
the avocado on the side. The dish doesn’t come with avocado, but
I can put some on the side. Yes, put the avocado, but take away
everything else. So they really want avocado on toast, but there
hasn’t been enough bullshit for that to be important.’

I reached across the bar and placed my hand on his. ‘Rough
day indeed.’

‘Yeah, but at least I learnt about the side effects of crazy drugs
I have no intention of trying. And then I heard the girls at the spa
had to get him out of the pool.’

‘I thought the pool was being renovated?’ I frowned.
‘Exactly. Mad bastard was just sitting in the drained pool, pre-

tending he was swimming, whilst his girlfriend giggled.’ Milo fin-
ished the cocktail and then said, ‘Hey, that was wonderful, and I’m
definitely wowed, but can I have a beer? It’s a beer sort of night.’

‘I can’t believe he tried to swim in an empty pool!’ I said,
putting a cold bottle in front of him.

‘Shame about the no-pictures policy or I’d be rich with all the
ridiculous stories I could have sold to the press by now,’ Milo
snorted, shaking his head. ‘They feel safe, so they don’t have to
act like sensible human beings. It’s like a playground for the rich
and entitled.’

I was taken aback a little at the vitriol in his voice. ‘I didn’t
know you hated it so much.’ I also wondered how Alba would
feel about a bartender at one of the most exclusive restaurants in
the city, wishing he could sell stories on the celebrities. But those
worlds were different. And I knew what it was like to be treated
badly by patrons, and that sometimes you just needed to blow off
steam.

‘I don’t hate it. It’s fine. It’s just one of those days. I had to
remake a Gin Martini four times today because some she-demon
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said it didn’t taste “Martini-ish” enough. And then she didn’t eat,
because none of them eat, and got drunk and reached behind the
bar upending half a jar of cherries into it, because that’s the only
food it’s okay to eat.’

‘Fresh cherries?’
‘Nope,’ he exclaimed. ‘The mind boggles.’
Milo held up his beer, before meeting my eyes and grabbing

my hand. ‘Hey, I’m sorry I’m not much fun tonight. I’ll cheer up
before you finish your shift.’

‘Sure, and then we can trade horror stories. Bet you’ve never
had an old dude reach over the bar and put 50 quid down your
corset?’

‘You’d be surprised,’ Milo grinned.
The night passed easily enough, and Bel showed her soft heart

when she told me to finish early, and that my biggest fan had sent
out some food for us from the kitchen. Before our main courses
came out, I popped back briefly to tell Ricardo I was applying to
cookery school, and ask for a letter of recommendation. ‘Africa,’
he yelped with joy, lifting me up, even with his leg still in plaster,
leaning back against the counter for support. ‘I will write you such
a letter, a love letter to your aubergine dip, an ode to your avocado
truffle toast!’

‘Just a note saying I don’t suck will be fine,’ I laughed, giving
him my email address, and a kiss on the cheek. ‘Thank you.’

‘It’s all you, Africa. I’m just supporting the dream. Now go
back to your man candy – you’re screwing up the timings for your
dinner.’

I returned to Milo, who watched me walk across the room to
him with a little smile on his face. We sat in a booth and watched
the end of the show, as Charlotte shimmied and shook, a huge
powder puff bouncing from her chest, sending glitter into the air,
where it hovered and floated. It was mesmerising, and we ended
up eating silently, watching the show, but Milo pulled me against
him so that we were hip to hip, and when the plates were cleared
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he put an arm around my waist, his fingers stroking the tiniest
triangle of skin available to him. I sipped at my glass of wine and
leaned back into his touch. Taya was on stage, breathing fire whilst
lounging in the huge Martini glass on the stage, the glass reflecting
the flames vibrantly, and I couldn’t look away.

‘I feel bad for being a moaning douchebag,’ he said close to my
ear. ‘It’s early days – I should be on my best behaviour. I just… I
don’t think I realized how much this job bothers me. I don’t fit –
I’m good at my job, but they don’t even care. I’m just some Italian
Yank who talks too loud and doesn’t kiss enough ass. I think they
want me gone.’ He sighed deeply, and I leaned my head on his
shoulder, looking at him.

‘I thought you said they were so impressed when they hired
you? They poached you from that other bar.’

He leaned his head against the top of mine. ‘The cocktails are
fine, it’s me who’s the problem. I’m just… I don’t think I’m what
they want. I’m… time is running out, and I’ve been travelling
around for so long, and serving frouffy food to posh people is not
what I want to be doing.’

‘Then you should go and open your tapas bar,’ I said simply.
‘Trying to get rid of me already?’ Milo was smiling, but his

eyes were serious.
I kissed him then, forthright and insistent, because I didn’t want

him to go anywhere.
The journey back to his was fun and ridiculous, in that way

it is when you’ve just met someone new, and their kisses are like
oxygen. I needed to be touching him in some way, holding his
hand as we ran up the stairs, or resting my legs over his as we sat
on the train, trying not to be those people in public, but failing
and barely caring.

—

That night, I lay there next to him, tracing his outline in the light
from the streetlamp that shone through the window, all shadows
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and edges. I felt the curve of his lips and cheekbones against my
fingertips.

‘Tell me something real,’ I said pointlessly, imagining him to be
asleep.

‘All we’ve done is talk about real things. Bad mothers, and
food and rubbish housemates who steal your couches. What kind
of real do you want?’ There was humour in his voice, and as I
tried to pull away, he kept me close.

‘I don’t know. I guess… I spent years with someone, and it
wasn’t until he left that everyone told me how wrong we were.
I… I don’t know what I’m asking.’

Milo rolled onto his side, one hand still resting on my hip.
‘I know what you’re asking.’
‘You do?’
He nodded, and I could see the curve of a smile in the dim

room, those green eyes soft but intense.
‘I was meant to be on a flight today, you know? Rome.

Booked it months ago. Got itchy feet, tired of those stuck-up
customers and making Margaritas for celebrities who thought they
were doing me a favour. I had let Charlie know – Dan was gonna
get upgraded to the spare room.’

‘You were leaving?’
He nodded again. ‘No purpose, no plan, same as before, I

just… hadn’t found what I was looking for. And then this girl
arrived in my life a few weeks ago, and I felt like maybe this was
what I was looking for.’

I said nothing, my heart beating wildly as he pushed back a
strand of hair from my face. His smile was sad.

‘But the problem is, this girl is just starting her adventures, and
she’s got places to go and things to see and stuff to learn. That’s
what she’s looking for. But I cancelled my flight anyway, because I
wanted to see where this goes before she leaves on that adventure.’

I held him close then, my lips against his neck, the overwhelm-
ing desire to cry suddenly.
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‘That sounds a lot like a goodbye,’ I whispered and I could feel
him shake his head, snaking both arms around me.

‘It’s not, it’s just knowing that good things have expiration dates.
Savvy, you spent most of your life sacrificing your dreams for some
guy. I won’t let you do that again.’

‘I won’t let me do that again either,’ I insisted, wriggling against
him.

‘Well, good.’ His voice was amused, as if he’d never doubted it.
‘The real thing is, you’ve given me something back. Something
that makes food and drink this joy again. This thing I loved has
suddenly come back, and that’s because of you. You’re working
on your dream, and I’ve wasted enough time, so I’m gonna work
on mine too.’

‘How did I do all that?’
‘Might have something to do with making killer Espresso Mar-

tinis in a sparkly corset, but I think, it might just be who you are.’
‘Oh,’ I laughed, kissing him. ‘Well, aren’t you lucky then?’
‘I really am,’ he grinned against my lips.
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Chapter Twelve

Something changes when you sleep with someone. It’s like that
tightness behind every movement they make dissipates, and yet
there’s now a cord between you, telling you either there’s some-
thing real, or the cord is attached to nothing, and it was all a lie.

I couldn’t stop myself from touching him, reaching out and
running a finger across his tanned stomach, burying my fingers
into his thick hair, tracing the curve of his lips. And when he
woke, almost immediately, blinking twice before he saw me and
smiled, I felt like I wanted to be seen that way for the rest of my
life. To be in that moment, in the still, silent morning, where
someone suddenly remembers you’re there and is thrilled – that
was more than I ever expected.

I spent the morning wearing his shorts and some baseball T-
shirt, thrillingly authentic, and we made ‘Eggy in a Basket’, a fried
egg sitting in a piece of toast with a whole cut out of it. It was
fried in butter, like French toast with a protein hit, and it was messy
and ridiculous, but I ate it, sticky-fingered and laughing. He made
coffee in a cafetière and the sunlight streamed through the window
whilst he played the kind of music Jen loved on the radio.

‘This is a perfect morning,’ I sighed into his neck, grasping my
mug of coffee. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever had such a perfect morning.’

‘Really?’ His arms snaked around me again, pulling me tight
against his taut body. ‘Well, neither of us have to work till this
evening, so I’m pretty sure I can make it a perfect day, too.’

‘What did you have in mind? I’m feeling very amenable.’
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‘I’m thinking maybe nothing to do with cooking,’ he smiled
against my lips. ‘Let’s go out into the world and have adventures
and eat food other people have made.’

‘Really? Leaving the house?’ I whined. ‘But here there’s…
warmth and quiet and no other people…’ I kissed his neck.

‘And a bed…’ he said simply.
‘Jeez, I hadn’t realized!’ I said, faux-shocked.
‘Okay, well, how about we leave the house for coffee and sup-

plies?’ he bargained.
I nodded. ‘And then we can come back and I can be drinking

wine and cooking and feeling you next to me, quipping away about
ridiculous things?’

‘I’m glad you’ve adequately summarised my role in this then,’
he laughed. ‘Just here for the pointless sarcastic comments. I’m
offering to take you to dinner, Savannah. Don’t you want to go
out for dinner?’

‘In the world, where there are other people, and we have to
wear clothes?’ I said simply.

He raised his eyebrows. ‘You make an excellent point.’
‘And surely the best way to get excited about this tapas bar is

to cook.’ I put my arms around his waist, almost pleading. ‘I will
make you my famous risotto.’

He made a doubtful face. ‘You’re gonna make risotto for an
Italian? You think it can hold up to my nonna’s?’

‘Your nonna make it in the kitchen wearing a pair of pyjama
shorts and a T-shirt?’

‘I fucking hope not and thank you for that image, by the way,’
he winced. ‘You’re lucky if I’ll ever be able to eat risotto again.’

‘The emotional damage will be worth it when you taste it, I
promise,’ I grinned. ‘Okay, the market.’

I ended up wearing one of his T-shirts tucked into my black
jeans from the night before, with my standard work boots, worn in
from hours of standing on my feet, but still outwardly acceptable. I
wore his hoody instead of my leather jacket, and looked more like
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a relaxed hipster than a burlesque bartender, which was something,
at least.

We walked through the market arm in arm, touching vegeta-
bles, letting the scent of the different ingredients and the dishes
they might become wash over us. I watched him haggling, all
hand movements and wry smiles, knowing the game without a
shadow of a doubt, like there was no question in his mind that
he’d get the best deal, and they’d thank him for it.

The market was thriving, ancient and excellent, full of colour
and life as it had been for years, the collection of bold, bright
produce from mangoes to tomatoes, asparagus to bananas, each
as vibrant as the other, jostling for attention and whispering with
possibility. I will offer possibilities, I can be something you want.

—

We spent the afternoon exactly as I wanted. I stood in his pyjamas
cooking risotto in the kitchen, swaying back and forth to the music
from the radio, his arms around me as he kissed my neck and said
nothing at all. Occasionally he asked what I was doing, joked
about the amount of wine that glugged into the pan, questioned
my choice of cheese, about how many ingredients I was adding.

‘Italians keep it simple, babe.’
I swallowed the smile at his choice of words, and instead

grinned at him, ‘Well, I’m not Italian. And I’m goddamn well
making risotto.’

‘May God have mercy on your soul,’ he said seriously, before
bursting into a grin that was pure sunshine. I almost loved him in
that moment, that glorious stranger in the sunlit yellow kitchen, his
warm smile as he rested his chin in my neck, hip parallel to mine,
arms around me. Time stood still, and I wondered how I, Savvy,
had ever reached this place, drunk with lust for someone, sleeping
with a man who wasn’t Rob, feeling everything and absolutely,
completely alive on the idea that she was wanted. I had never felt
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sexy before, and I wanted to thank him for it without releasing
that information.

We sat on his bed, leaning up against the headboard, large
bowls of risotto on our laps (and one for Charlie on the side in
the kitchen), a bottle of red drunk from mugs. It was simple and
fun, a world away from that life I’d imagined, with set wine glasses
for every type of wine, and I loved it. We settled down to watch a
movie that we would miss most of, because I was obsessed with his
mouth and his chest, and his fingertips and every other important
part of him, and we were drawn together like magnets, the way you
are when you’ve discovered something new and wonderful. You
imagine no one else has ever felt that way about a love the way you
do at the beginning, like it’s some intoxicating magic you’re half
drunk on, but the half of you that’s sober is smart enough to know
that it’s fleeting and wants to nuzzle into that warmth for dear life,
and revel in it.

And in those moments before I reached for him, giggling like a
lovesick moron, I watched his face as he tasted the risotto, chewing,
considering and thinking. He turned to me. ‘My nonna’s gonna
hate you.’

‘That’s okay,’ I said, lying back on the bed and laughing.
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Chapter Thirteen

The days passed easily enough. I went to work, I browsed charity
shops for cookery books, I checked my email for training appli-
cation responses. I cooked at Milo’s, smiled at work, and avoided
my mother at all costs. It didn’t seem to work. The less she saw
of me, the more she tried to goad me into giving her attention.
It was like dealing with a 5-year-old, and I wondered whether I’d
ever been allowed to be the kid, even when I was a kid.

She lazed around, watching TV, throwing out irritable com-
ments about our life, how exciting everything was, how she wasn’t
at all surprised that I’d chosen this over a life on the road, having
adventures with her.

In the kitchen one morning she hovered over my shoulder as
I made coffee, telling a long story about some roadie she used to
know.

‘You remember him, Savvy, right? He gave you a doll.’
I shrugged. ‘How old was I?’
‘Oh, I dunno – a baby, I think.’
‘Well, I’m not likely to remember then, am I?’ I rolled my eyes,

reaching for the milk. She got there first, handing it to me.
‘Well, anyway, he left. Said he wanted something more. I saw

him last week! He’s waiting tables at a restaurant!’
‘Uh… huh.’
‘The man was on the Utter Darkness tour! Do you remember

that tour? I was my best, then, baby, I was… and he left! To wait
tables in a restaurant. And he got married and had two kids. Has
a mortgage and a kid-friendly car. Everyone says it’s women who
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have a biological clock – it’s men! Giving up brilliance for the same
mediocre existence everyone else has!’ She huffed, arms crossed,
like she expected me to agree.

I rolled my eyes again. ‘Do you hear yourself sometimes? Like,
do you have any ability to feel empathy? To understand that maybe
someone doesn’t have the same dreams as you?’

‘But what is it? I mean, it’s exactly what your dad did. Got
old and chubby and… dad-like. With the thinning hair and the
house and the sensible car. And what is it with him and Jen? She’s
so much older than him and he ferries her around like an elderly
aunt. Did you ask him to look after her?’

I snorted, enjoying her discomfort. She glared at me, long
blonde curls falling over her shoulders, looking so much like a
petulant teenager that I laughed.

‘Jen and Dad are friends. They’ve been friends for ten years.
Dad’s become a dad because that’s what he wanted. He wanted to
have a relationship with me, a relationship we could have had years
before, if you’d bothered to tell him I existed. But no, everything’s
about Persephone Black and her big, exciting life.’ I tightened the
lid on my travel mug and smirked at her, ‘Well, sorry, babe, but in
this house, it’s our lives, and you’re not the star of the show. Dad
and Jen care about each other, me and Dad have a great relation-
ship, and that boring, sensible car is what he picked me up from
prom in, took me to Cornwall for the week in, and drove all my
stuff home in when my boyfriend dumped me. We have a life,
and you’re just squatting. If it’s too boring for you, leave.’

I looked at her defiantly, my own crossed arms mirroring hers,
my own blonde curls just as vibrant and heavy. She shifted her
weight from foot to foot, and mumbled to herself inaudibly.

‘Just as I suspected. The superstar with thousands of dedicated
fans and hundreds of Instagrammable super awesome best friends
doesn’t have anywhere to go. Because none of them are real.’

She blinked at me, not a single thing on her face changing,
except for something in her eyes that flickered and then was gone.
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‘Have a good day at work, Savannah,’ she said, before leaving
the room.

—

Somehow, the victory felt empty, but I left the house with a spring
in my step anyway. I was going to watch Taya and Charlotte prac-
tise at the Martini Club, and then they were taking me out for
lunch with Bel. I’d never really been included in work-friends
outings before, and when they invited me, I stood silently, trying
to rack my brain for a reason they would bother. They were these
mystical, shiny creatures, all shimmy and sparkle, and… well, I was
just me.

‘Why… why are you inviting me now?’ I had said, overly sus-
picious, like they were mean girls in a teen movie who were going
to put chewing gum in my hair or steal my clothes when I changed
for PE.

Taya frowned, raising her eyebrow at me. ‘Because you were
never around before. You never spoke to us. You were polite,
and you came to work and did your job, and went home to your
boyfriend. Now you’re actually letting us get to know you.’

Charlotte nodded. ‘You brought me those kids’ books for Fe-
licity, and you’ve told us about your goals and you’ve sniffled over
your ex. You’ve cooked us food and drunk with us. That’s how
friendships begin.’

She nudged me with her shoulder. ‘Amazing the time you
have for fun and friendships when you’re not babysitting a selfish
man-child.’

‘I do have a lot more free time,’ I nodded, grinning. ‘Okay,
well, great!’

So there I was, sitting in a booth at the club with Bel whilst the
girls rehearsed.

‘God, I wish I could make people notice me like that,’ I said
suddenly.
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Arabella looked at me. ‘You do. You just do it through your
fingertips, darling.’

‘I guess so – not as pretty though.’
‘But longer lasting. You could be impressing people through

food until you haven’t got teeth to taste anything any more.’
‘Maybe longer,’ I agreed.
‘Here’s to talent that pays the bills.’ Arabella smiled, perfectly

white teeth bared as she tapped her glass of Champagne against
mine.

‘Is… is the club doing okay?’ I was tentative. This new, sort-of
friendship with my boss still had boundaries and limitations.

‘She’s okay. She’s always okay. She’s my baby,’ Bel said fondly.
‘She’s magic,’ I agreed. ‘The Martini Club has changed my life,

really.’
Bel smiled at me. ‘I don’t think it has, darling. You changed

your life and it was here. The rest is just sparkle.’
‘No, you guys looked after me when Rob dumped me, Jacques

set me up with the food app, Ricardo got me to cook, and all of
you were kind, and supportive.’

‘It’s not hard to be fed delicious food, but I get what you mean,’
Bel nodded, then paused. ‘The club’s not doing as well as she needs
to. It’s an expensive area and we’re small fish. But things will be
fine, because they have to be. This place is my home, and you’ve
done a lot to help too.’

‘I have?’
‘Those special cocktails? Cooking for everyone, supporting

Ricardo. You’ve stepped up and proven yourself. And it’s helped.’
Bel patted my hand briefly, before turning to Charlotte and Taya
as they jumped down from the stage, grabbing their bags.

‘I’m not sure about that track. I might feel better about it
tonight,’ Taya shrugged. ‘We ready to eat? I’m starving!’

‘God, yes!’ Charlotte agreed. ‘You guys ready?’
Bel looked at me briefly. ‘Hey, I wanna throw a party.’
‘Now?’
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‘Tomorrow night,’ she said simply, ‘and I want you to cook.’
‘Don’t we have a show tomorrow night?’
‘It’s slow. We have three tables booked and they’re all friends

of friends, or repeat customers,’ Bel said. ‘I want to close it and
make it a private party, celebrating the Martini Club and her lovely
workers. To thank everyone.’

Charlotte and Taya looked at each other. ‘Is everything okay?’
Charlotte enquired.

Bel suddenly resumed her normal boss persona, raised eyebrow,
tilted head. ‘Darling, doesn’t everything look okay? And if it
didn’t, would I tell you?’

She avoided our gaze as she spoke, and we looked at each other,
saying nothing.

‘So, a party, tomorrow. Savannah, whatever you want to cook.
And bring that boyfriend of yours.’

‘Rob?’ I squeaked, shocked.
‘No,’ she huffed, ‘the new one. You know, the American bar-

tender who thinks he’s Cary Grant.’
‘Humphrey Bogart,’ I said.
She frowned, ‘Why would he want to be Humphrey Bogart

when he could be Cary Grant?’
‘No,’ I huffed, ‘you called him Humphrey Bogart last time.’
‘And he’s clearly more of a young Marlon Brando,’ Charlotte

added. ‘Hopefully he ages better.’
‘Um, I’m not sure he’s… we’re not… we haven’t…’ I struggled

to find the words.
Taya grinned. ‘Hey, Savvy, Bel says to bring that guy you’re

casually seeing. That better?’
I nodded, sighing. ‘Yes, much better.’
‘Good! So, can we go get lunch now? I need another glass of

Champagne after all that.’ Bel stood up abruptly, leading the way,
not giving us any time to question. And I had bigger things to
worry about. I suddenly had to cook for a big bunch of people,
and had 24 hours to be as impressive as hell.
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—

I wasn’t as stressed as I should have been about the party. I was fo-
cused, determined to impress without being too poncey. I wanted
the food to be flavoursome, simple and high quality. I wanted
someone to pop something in their mouth without thinking about
it, and then stop and mouth ‘Wow’. That was the goal. I called
Milo.

‘Are you free tonight? My boss has decided I can cook for a
whole bunch of her friends and staff for a party. She’s invited you
too.’

‘Me! I’m honoured.’ His voice was a slow drawl. ‘I’m on an
early shift – I’ll stop by.’

‘Great!’
‘Hope she’s paying you for cooking? Everyone seems to want

to make the most of your skills now.’
I didn’t know – huh, didn’t even think about it. ‘I assume so.

I’ll check. But I’m excited to cook what I like. Ricardo’s going
to be my sous-chef! Can you imagine?’

‘I absolutely can! Today has been so crap, I’m looking forward
to seeing you.’ His voice was tired and low.

‘What’s up?’
‘Jamie got fired today.’
‘The one you said you hated because he never shared his tips?

And weren’t you sure he was taking from the till? Isn’t it a good
thing he got fired?’ I asked.

I could almost hear him shrug. ‘Yeah, I think the guy’s an
asshat, but you shoulda seen him pleading about how much he
needed the job, that his girlfriend was pregnant and he needed the
money. The guy treated me like crap, but it was sad. And we were
understaffed until they could send someone over from one of the
other restaurants.’

‘Damn, that is sad,’ I sighed, remembering that I hadn’t par-
ticularly liked Jamie. I’d asked him which types of gin they had
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and he’d replied with an eye roll and, ‘Every kind. This is Soraya,
madam.‘ I tried to remember if I’d mentioned that to Alba. I didn’t
think so.

‘Anyway, any word on which cooking school in which country
wants you?’ His voice was hopeful, overly cheery, but masking
something else. Something I couldn’t put my finger on.

‘Not yet. Finally decided which country you’re going to open
your bar in?’

‘Not yet,’ Milo said lightly.
‘Well, I guess the adventure continues then.’
‘It does.’ I could hear the smile in his voice. ‘See you at eight.’
It was nearing its end, obviously, this thing we were building.

We were going to move in opposite directions, and we were no
more than a moment for each other, a boost towards our individual
destinies. And that was sad, but he was clear about it. It didn’t
matter that my heart quickened when his lip quirked, or that his
arms were warm and strong, or that he was really, really good at
saying the right thing. That stuff was just beginning stuff. It didn’t
mean anything, really. I had to focus on my dreams; I had already
spent years sacrificing who I was for a guy. I couldn’t do that again.

And yet, I wasn’t ready to say goodbye.
I didn’t have much time to think after that, because I needed

to shop and cook. Ricardo took me to the market, and helped
me work out the costings, the orders and how much it took to
make things. He overestimated, and when I tried to pull him back
to the budget, he showed me his calculations. They were precise
and delicate, ensuring just the right amount of everything. It was
almost like he could weigh it all out in his head, see how it would
reduce or how much waste there would be.

‘Shit, I have so much to learn,’ I muttered, chucking the bags
on the kitchen counters.

‘Of course you do, Africa, but that’s okay. That’s the point.
You’re at the beginning of the journey. You can be a great cook,
you can have a concept of flavour, texture, temperature. You can
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make it look beautiful and tell a story with your food, but there’s
basic maths too. You wanna cook for a hundred people, you’ve
got to do your maths. No point 3 people saying you’re a great
storyteller and 97 saying you’re a moron who can’t count.’

‘Very true,’ I said, ‘so how do I fix that?’
‘You don’t panic, and you work in a kitchen for more than five

minutes on a Friday night. You’ve got to keep your cool. And
that’s it. The rest is art.’

I rolled my eyes a little, but he was right.
We spent the afternoon working companionably, side by side.

I said what I wanted to do, and Ricardo talked me through it,
shooting a hundred quick-fire questions at me.

‘How’s it cooked?’
‘Pan fried.’
‘Are you serving it straight away then?’
‘Sure.’
‘What about the garnish, the dressing? How many people you

need in your kitchen?’
‘I… I… I don’t know!’
Ricardo raised an eyebrow at me. ‘See, things to think about,

kid.’
I felt my shoulders drop, like I was physically deflating. I smiled

at Ricardo and shook my head. ‘I’m not ready for any of this, am
I?’

He grinned at me and patted my shoulder. ‘The only thing
you need to know is that you’re a newbie. A lot of it comes with
experience. If you’ve got the passion and the talent, but you’re
green, there’s still work to do, Africa. That’s the only lesson I had
to teach you. Let’s plan it out – I’ll show you.’

—

The day went quickly and I loved it. I was exalted, energized and
even though I had so much to learn, I wanted to learn it. I wanted
to be better, or more than that, I wanted to be the best. I didn’t
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just want Milo to look at me in awe, I wanted all of them to. I
wanted to taste things and know that everyone wasn’t just being
polite. And secretly, there was a fear that it was getting close to
the deadline for a lot of those applications, and I’d heard nothing
back. A bunch of friends telling me I was good at cooking was
not as loud as the silence from all of the people who knew what
they were talking about.

So maybe this would be my last hurrah. Maybe I would just stay
here, train under Ricardo for a year or so. Maybe it was ridicu-
lous of me to apply to cookery school when I’d been a bartender
for years. I’d worked in an office. I’d worked in factories, been a
barista and spent a horrific seven days as a tour guide at London
Zoo before I got sad about how small the space for the giraffes
was and got fired because I couldn’t stop referring to the zebras as
‘stripy ponies’. I had spent way too much time without thinking
about the big goal, that one thing that I might be excellent at. I
couldn’t just expect to waltz into cookery school without expe-
rience. Everyone else there would be the best of the best; they
would have endless experience, stories to tell, things they’d learnt,
ways they’d failed and succeeded. I didn’t have any of that.

The idea of staying didn’t seem so bad, though, really. Sure, it
felt dramatic and powerful to go off to some exciting city, where I
didn’t know anyone, where I could be a completely new Savvy, but
already I was a new Savvy. I was Savvy with the bright pink tips
of her hair, who cooked food and slept with a man who made her
laugh. I had friends who were burlesque goddesses, shimmying on
stage until the room was full of nothing but glitter and slack jaws.
I could be this person without cookery school. Without Milo.

And yet, I worked hard all evening, obsessed with perfection,
chasing it down the rabbit hole, tasting and fixing and tasting and
adapting, taking Ricardo’s advice until he told me to calm the hell
down and it wasn’t getting any better than it already was.

We presented the food beautifully around the room, piled up,
plated perfectly, ready for people to walk by and experience. The
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other items were sent out as they were made, and Ricardo and I
snuck out to watch as people ate. I leaned my head against the
edge of the door, biting my lip in anticipation.

‘Please,’ I whispered, ‘please.’
Their faces lit up, they stopped their conversations. They

pointed at what they were eating, and encouraged each other to try
things. A ‘wow’ moment. Bel delicately nibbled on a mini roasted
red pepper and goat’s cheese tartlet, closing her eyes briefly as she
chewed. She opened them and looked straight at me, blew a kiss
and winked.

‘Good job, darling,’ she mouthed. Then she thumbed behind
her: ‘Your totty is here.’

I skipped from the kitchen, throwing my apron at Ricardo as I
headed straight to Milo, jumping into his arms and kissing him.

‘Did you try the cashew noodle cups?’
He laughed at me, holding me close. ‘Um, hello, hi and no,

not yet.’
‘Try them!’ I yelped. ‘Let me fix you a plate!’
‘I…’ His voice trailed off as I shook my head. ‘… am excited

to eat food.’
‘Good answer!’ I grinned, grabbing Jacques as he walked past.

‘Jacques! This is Milo!’
Jacques looked him up and down, this time close up instead

of across a room. He raised an eyebrow and nodded approvingly.
‘Nice to meet you, Milo.’

‘You talk, I’m getting food!’ I yelped, heading back to the
kitchen where I’d put items aside. I pushed through the swinging
doors with an overwhelming sense of power and pride, energized
by what I was achieving. I was Wonder Woman. Queen of Food.
I was invincible and everything was going according to my will.
That was the way it was. And maybe the three glasses of Prosecco
I’d had that evening weren’t hurting.

I grabbed the plate I’d prepared for Milo and sidestepped and
shimmied as I moved through the crowds to get to them.
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As I approached, I heard Jacques’ loud, dominant voice insist,
‘Well, really, I’m the reason you and Savvy got together. If I hadn’t
signed her up to that app, you know…’

I paused, unsure whether to barrel in or wait. I hadn’t even
thought about this. Why hadn’t I thought about it?

‘What app?’ Milo’s voice was still relaxed, just curious.
‘Well, she goes to all those fancy Restaurateur Club places,

doesn’t she? Tastes the food and gives feedback.’
‘Oh, sure.’
I exhaled. Okay. This was going to be fine.
‘And the staff and service, stuff like that.’
‘The staff?’
Oh, God.
‘Yeah,’ Jacques blathered on, completely unaware that he was

ruining everything. ‘If they don’t meet standards, if they’re impo-
lite or break the rules. Stuff like that. My ex used to do it. Saw
a bartender pocketing money and got him sacked. I mean, the
places Savvy goes are fancier-’

‘-Sacked?’
‘You know, fired? He lost his job. That’s not usual, obviously,

but –’
Milo cleared his throat, and I couldn’t see his face, just the stiff

set of his shoulders as he moved. ‘Could you excuse me?’
I could hear the tension in his voice as he simply turned on his

heel and walked towards the door. I ran after him, shoving the
plate into Jacques’ hands and glaring at him.

‘What?’ he yelped.
‘Everything!’ I yelled at him as I turned towards the door.
By the time I’d crossed the room, passing the people who

wanted to say hello, those regular patrons or the part-time per-
formers who congratulated me on the food, I was terrified I would
have lost him.

I climbed the stairs up to the street, bursting through the door
into the fresh night air.
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He was just standing there in the shadows, watching the people
as they walked down the busy London backstreet, weaving and
dodging past each other, like aggressive shoals of fish in a harsh,
grey concrete ocean.

I took a breath, unsure where to start.
‘I know it sounds bad, the way Jacques said it, but it’s not a big

deal. It’s nothing to do with you.’
His face was stone as he looked at me, those golden eyes com-

pletely cold. I had never seen him so lacking in emotion. From
the twitch of his lip or the slight quirk of an eyebrow, I was used
to seeing something. Some marker of how he felt, because he felt
so much, so often.

‘You asked me to break the rules for you. I gave you Persephone
Black’s details when no one was meant to know. Should I be
waiting to get fired once you feed back to your superiors?’

My jaw dropped. ‘No, of course not, that wasn’t work! That
was me asking you a favour.’

‘So there’s a difference?’
‘Of course there’s a difference!’
He paused, setting his jaw, then looking away from me. ‘Jamie

getting fired – are you telling me you had nothing to do with that?’
I paused for slightly too long. He noticed.
‘Right, I guess it all makes sense now, doesn’t it? All of this

has been about about a bloody app! And a free Restaurateur Club
membership. Can’t just write scathing reviews online like every-
one else?’ He paced back and forth, switching direction as he
growled at himself. ‘God! All that stuff I said, moaning about the
clientele and how snobby and stuck up they are!’

‘That wasn’t –’
‘And the stuff I said about the other bartenders! God, this

has got to be the most boring honey trap, though, hasn’t it?’ He
snorted, looking at me with disgust set into his bottom lip.

‘You don’t honestly think my job was to sleep with a bartender
from a fancy restaurant in order to find out if he thought his boss
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was a dickhead? Are you insane? What kind of fucking pointless
job would that be?’

‘Well, you tell me – what kind of fucking pointless job is it?’
He choked out a laugh, and I could see the depths of hurt in his
eyes.

‘You can’t honestly believe that I –’
‘Lied to me about being a Restaurateur Club member, about

every interaction you’ve had there. That you were there to spy on
me and my colleagues? Is Persephone Black even your mom, or
was that some story?’

I felt panic and fear building up in my stomach, a sick kind
of terror as he looked at me like I was a stranger. Worse than a
stranger – a liar.

‘Yes, she’s my mum! This was nothing to do with you. I signed
up with this app to review restaurants… I met you. That’s it.’

‘Did they tell you to look out for the Yank who wasn’t good
enough? All those months of telling me I wasn’t to the standard
they wanted, I wasn’t the right kind of person, I was too casual
with the customers, but they couldn’t fire me for not being of
their class, for being too friendly… did they ask you to look out
for me?’

‘No!’
‘I don’t believe you. I knew this was too easy, I knew it couldn’t

be real.’
His words hung in the air briefly, before they were swallowed

by the noise of a passing ambulance. I felt myself losing then, like
I was falling backwards away from him, arms extended, fingertips
grasping for the ledge. No hand reached out for me.

In that moment I could smell the leather of those seats on the
tour bus, and as I watched him walk away, I could hear my mother’s
voice:

Okay, baby girl, an ordinary life for you.

—
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There wasn’t much I could do after he left. I went back into
the Martini Club and hid out in the kitchens, throwing Jacques a
glare as I passed. He knew better than to say anything then, but I
knew what he was thinking: If you hadn’t lied, this wouldn’t have
happened. You can’t blame me.

The frustrating thing was that I hadn’t lied, not really. I’d omit-
ted. And okay, yes, maybe I had said something negative about
Jamie, but I didn’t use any of the stuff Milo told me. At least, I
didn’t think I had.

I couldn’t feel or think anything. I went numb, the way I always
did when I needed to deal with things. But it wasn’t the same. I
couldn’t hold the numbness close to me in the way I needed. I
spent my time scrubbing a pot in the kitchen, desperately scouring
until my hands were red and scratched and my lip was bleeding
from how many times I’d bitten it to stop crying. I just had to
wait. I had to wait, and he’d calm down and let me explain. And
it would all be fine. He wouldn’t leave over a misunderstanding.
Except… he was leaving anyway. So was I. That was my big, brave
plan, wasn’t it? Not to be beholden to yet another man who held
my dreams in his hand and could hand me the keys to them when
he felt like it. If he felt like it. I was going to push him away,
when I was strong enough, why not let it be now? Why not cut
my losses, and let him be the one to walk away?

Because it felt like being stabbed. And twisted inside out. And
set on fire. Guess I was a drama queen, just like my mother after
all.

I stumbled home that night drunk on misery and whisky on
an empty stomach. I stopped at the end of the road to vomit into
Mrs Henderson’s recycling bin. The old bat thought recycling
was something ‘enforced by those pricks in Belgium’ anyway. She
deserved it, really. It was karma. Smelly, disgusting karma.

I collapsed through the front door, kicking my shoes off and
padding along the hardwood floors. Well, I thought I was padding,
but the walls were starting to sway and I reached out my fingertips
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to graze them, grasping for something solid. I briefly stopped,
considering crawling along on my hands and knees as I had so
many times before in that house. Those teenage years of rebellion,
where I was sure I had nothing else to prove but how many drinks
I could down before I stopped thinking about her, and what she’d
say and whether she thought about me. That last time, when I
ended up in hospital, that was when I’d stopped drinking. Jen’s
ashen face as she explained what had happened, when she asked
me why I wanted to kill myself for a ghost of a person who didn’t
give a crap about me – that was what stopped me.

And now she was back, and she wasn’t even the reason I was
drinking.

I clutched the door frame of the kitchen. Tiny sips of water,
paracetamol and a cup of tea. All would be well as long as I could
make a cup of tea and get to bed without passing out and drooling
on the stairs. Maybe that would be the action to make Persephone
Black think her daughter was anything like her, or had any fun
qualities at all.

She was sitting in the dark in the kitchen. The only reason I
saw her was the moonlight catching her blonde hair. Her knees
were bent, clasped to her chest as she sat on the chair, staring at
the moon through the window.

I heard her breathing.
‘You scared the shit out of me,’ I said, when it became obvious

that she wasn’t going to say anything.
She smiled vaguely in my direction.
‘Sounds about right.’
There was something different about that smile. It was soft,

sweet. I stared at her, trying to figure out what had changed. She
watched me watching her, amusement playing around her mouth,
tilting her head to the side, daring me to ask. And then I watched
her ringed fingers tracing the edge of the whisky glass, the tiniest
drop of amber liquid at the bottom.

She waited, small smile still there.
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The barrier was down.
‘My operation is booked for tomorrow.’
It was easier to hear it then, the deep throatiness of her voice,

the rasping edges. Her voice didn’t catch so much soaked drunk-
enness.

I put a hand out, resting on the chair opposite hers, thinking
of sitting down, but ready to retreat if she responded in that way
she always did, brash and mocking.

‘So you’re going to do it?’
She sighed, looking out of the window. ‘I don’t know. What

do you think I should do?’
‘You’re asking me?’
‘Sure.’ She remained still in the near darkness as I pulled out

the chair, scraping it slowly on the tiled floor.
‘Are you in pain?’
She nodded, resting her chin on her knees, looking suddenly

so much like a little girl.
‘Does it make you sad?’
She nodded again, briefly, before looking away.
I paused, sighing. ‘Is the only reason you’re not doing it because

you’re scared?’
She looked at me then, a wry little smile. ‘Good catch, baby

girl. Good catch indeed. Don’t see you for years and you still get
to the heart of the matter.’

I didn’t know what to say to that, so I said nothing, easing into
the chair, my chin on my hand as I watched her watch me. She
tilted her head.

‘You always had that way about you, even as a little girl. Straight
shooting…’

I wanted to stop her, to tell her she had no right to be nostal-
gic, to waltz down memory lane like she had walked it even once
before, but I didn’t. Because part of me yearned to hear her talk
about me, to remember me. To hear that lilt of affection and hu-
mour in her voice, and to have it be real, just this once. Not some
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mocking, squawking voice spouting fake truths and half memories,
half dreams. I wanted to hear what she remembered.

She paused, like she was waiting to be scolded, and then con-
tinued when it became clear I wasn’t going to stop her.

‘This one time, I will never forget, you asked me why I only
remembered men’s names. We moved around every couple of
days and you could be sure I would know the name of the cute
guy behind the bar, or the stuttering kid who would blush as he
took my luggage upstairs, or the waiter out there smoking on his
shift. And you said, “Mama, why don’t you ever remember the
women’s names?” something like that, and I just stopped. Because
it was true, I didn’t know the name of the receptionist, or the lady
who served the breakfast. Hell, we hired that tutor to teach you
on the tour bus for six months, and I didn’t even remember her
name most of the time.’

I bit my lip. ‘Do you remember what you said?’
‘I blathered something, desperately trying to make something

up, some reason that this big bold woman I was meant to be, this
feminist kick-arse icon of the music business, this person who was
trying to raise a daughter in a shitty world – why she thought
women didn’t matter. Why the only people who mattered were
the ones who validated her and had a dick. I blathered something
about how remembering people was important, I think?’

I smiled, shaking my head.
‘No?’ she asked.
‘No,’ I said, with a snort, ‘you most certainly did not.’
She resigned herself, closing her eyes, rolling her shoulders.

‘Okay, what dumb fuck thing did I say?’
‘You said you had to be good to the people who were useful

to you.’
She made a face, but nodded. ‘Okay, callous, and not the lesson

a 5-year-old needs, but true, and practical.’
‘That wasn’t the worst bit.’
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‘Of course it wasn’t,’ she sighed, running a hand through her
hair. ‘Come on then, I may as well pay penance tonight, in case
they put me under anaesthetic tomorrow and I never wake up. Or
I never sing again, which would feel the same as never waking up.
Hit me with my past self ’s ignorance.’

I took a kind of quiet delight in it, in being heard, in her ad-
mitting she had messed up, that she wasn’t mother of the year in
the same way the papers called her the ‘mother of rock and roll’.

I looked away from her, remembering. ‘You told me there
were important people, who made you confused and passionate
and broke your heart, and everyone else was boring and unimpor-
tant, and they were just dust. You said it was very important not
to be dust.’

The noise she made was somewhere between a cough and a
gasp, and when I looked up I saw that her hands were clasped over
her mouth. She let out two angry exhales before she screwed up
her eyes, tears falling from the edges, catching in the crow’s feet
around her eyes. She blinked, pressing her lips together as they
trembled a little.

‘I do remember laying there that night. You were asleep on
me, Rumble the cat tucked under your arm, and I just stared at
the ceiling and thought, “I’m going to fuck this up. I’m going to
teach her that nothing matters but being fuckable, being wanted.
I’m going to ruin her life, and I don’t know how to fix myself
quick enough to stop the damage.” It was like needing to cut off
an arm to stop the poison spreading.’

‘ “Golden Haloed Baby”,’ I said. ‘Quoting yourself, really?’
‘Hey, I thought it before I wrote about it,’ she exclaimed, then

shook her head. ‘Dust. I told you normal people were dust.’
‘You were young,’ I shrugged, unsure why I felt the sudden

need to defend her. Perhaps because she wasn’t defending herself.
All these years all I’d wanted was for her to own up to what she’d
done, to me, to Jen, to Dad. And now, it was like she was standing
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there completely naked and vulnerable. All too easy to destroy.
‘And you were right. I became dust.’

‘How did you become dust, Savannah?’ Her voice was gentle.
Pulling her knees up to her chest and resting her chin on them,
like a naughty child, she tilted her face towards me, like it was story
time and I was lulling her to sleep.

‘I became as normal, as unlike you, as I could. I didn’t want to
move again, or change. I didn’t want to be seen. I wanted to come
home to the same boring house on the same boring street for the
rest of my boring life. I didn’t want passion or loss or craziness. I
just wanted to plod.’

‘You’re not dust, Savannah.’ Her voice was weary. ‘Dust never
settles in one place. It has no weight, nothing to hold it down.
No substance. It just coats everything else, whips up in the wind,
and is gone.’ She raised her eyebrows at me.

‘I’m that other kind of dust, the stuff that settles when nothing
moves. Heavy and thick and soft, keeping everything trapped in
time. No dreams, no goals, putting the quiet ahead of any magic
that might be found. I was a coward.’

‘Were?’
‘I’ve made changes.’
‘I can see that,’ she said, nodding.
‘And so have you,’ I replied. ‘I can see that too.’
‘Too little, too late, baby girl.’
‘I don’t think you get to be the one who decides that,’ I said.

My mother’s eyes filled with fresh tears then, and she looked up at
the ceiling until the glittering glaze was suddenly gone again.

I took a breath. ‘You know, this is the first real conversation I
think we’ve ever had.’

‘I know. I used to make them up sometimes, in my head, on
tour. I’d imagine you coming to me with a boy problem, or won-
dering what to do about the girls at school.’

‘Really?’ I grinned despite myself. ‘And what did advice did
you give me?’
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‘The wrong advice – even in my head I never said the right
thing. I usually told you to punch them or to tell them to go to
hell,’ she snorted. ‘I’m glad you had Jen. She was always better
than me. She always lived life properly. I bet she had all the right
answers to your teenage questions, didn’t she?’

‘Probably. If she didn’t have the answer, I at least had a shoulder
to cry on. I think maybe I could have used someone telling me to
punch them, though. I don’t have much of a backbone.’

‘You?’ she snorted. ‘Savannah, you put up with a broken mess
of a singer for a mum, you were raised by your aunt, your dad
turned up when you were a teenager… Yet you’ve made a life for
yourself. A life full of passion and purpose and people who love
you. That takes guts. You need to be brave to be soft, to be bruised
by life.’

‘If you’re writing a fucking song right now…’ I said, trying to
sound threatening, but bursting out laughing. She laughed too in
shock, a real laugh, that trilling, musical sound I remembered from
childhood, from being swung around and danced with on endless
empty stages.

‘I’m not, I promise!’ she chuckled, letting that warm sound
trail off, before sitting up suddenly. ‘Let me make you some toast.
You want some toast, right?’

‘Uh… sure.’
‘And some tea?’
‘Okay.’
‘Strong, two sugars, right?’
I frowned at her.
‘I’ve been watching. I know you think I haven’t, but I have.’
We listened to the sound of the kettle, growing to a hiss and

then a whistle, before she cut it off.
‘Why now? Why have you finally cut the bullshit now?’
‘Because I didn’t want to die without having one real conver-

sation with my daughter.’
‘You’re not going to die.’

181



‘Probably not, but realising the only people who would care
are the ones in love with an idea of you is pretty disturbing. No
one would know anything real about me. There’d be some priest
giving a eulogy and he’d talk about my music, and that would be
it. That would be all I had offered the world.’

She took a deep breath and closed her eyes, before opening
them suddenly when the bread popped from the toaster.

She handed me the plate, bringing over a pot of chocolate
spread and a knife.

‘Assume you’ve moved on from jam and chocolate spread sand-
wiches?’

‘Never. What’s better than sugar, chocolate and carbs?’
‘Maybe topping it with peanut butter and deep frying it?’
‘Anyone ever suggest you might be the reincarnation of Elvis?’
My mother let out a brief chuckle. Her hands were clasped

around the cup, and I noticed her long, perfectly pointed nails.
‘How long’s it been since you played?’ I gestured at her hands.

I used to remember running my fingers over the hard, smooth pads
of her fingertips, watching as the white lines became red from the
grooves of the guitar strings.

‘Too long.’ She shook her head. ‘I guess I just didn’t see the
point any more. It all seemed fake…’

The silence settled and she shook it away, reaching over and
sneaking one of the toast crusts I’d cut off. I felt a bizarre rush of
affection in that moment.

‘So come on, let me do the advice thing at least one time.
What’s going on with that boy?’

‘What boy?’ The realisation hit my stomach like a stone, sink-
ing slowly and nestling somewhere around my intestines, waiting
for a kick in the kidneys every time I visualized his face.

‘The boy who’s making you crazy.’
I shook my head. ‘That’s not me. I don’t get crazy. I stay calm

and reserved and in control.’
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‘Yeah, but you feel crazy, even if you’re holding it in, right?
There’s someone who does that thing, that magic thing, like the
way they look at you, or how they sigh with their whole body
when they’re happy, or how their face looks when they’re asleep.
A little collection of the things that will bring you joy and make
you insane quicker than anything else. You can’t tell me you don’t
have that, I can see it in you.’

‘I… yes. Yes, I am crazy about him and I let myself get involved,
even though he’s leaving and I’m leaving and it was a dumb, stupid,
not-at-all-me thing to do… and I messed it up and he hates me.’

‘No one could hate you, baby girl.’
I raised an eyebrow at her, ‘Fine, well, he doesn’t trust me.’
‘Trust can be won back,’ my mother said, smiling. ‘At least, I

really hope it can.’
‘Is there even a point? We’re both leaving, or we’re meant to,

if by some slim chance I get into any of these cookery schools I
stupidly applied to with so little experience.’

My mother, Clare Curtis, looked at me, from behind Perse-
phone Black’s kohl-rimmed eyes, and smiled. Not that signature
rock-star smirk, nothing but a tilted head and a small smile.

‘Of course there’s a point.’ She shook her head. ‘What’s more
important than love?’

‘Dreams, goals, friendship… things that last. Things that don’t
encroach on your life until you suddenly look up and realize you’ve
sacrificed so much of who you are that you’re not even a person
any more, just a collection of obligations and guilt.’

My mother raised her eyebrows, as if she was considering it.
‘I was in love before, and it made me boring and sacrificial and

invisible.’
She grinned at me. ‘Well, then, it wasn’t love, baby girl. If it

made you less, instead of more, it wasn’t love. It was desire, or
security or something. I look at you now, and you’re like a light
bulb, fizzing and vibrant. Not invisible at all.’
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‘That’s not him, that’s loving my job and my friends, and cook-
ing. That’s me changing into someone I wanted to be.’

‘And he wasn’t a part of that?’ My mother moved into the
chair closer to mine, leaning in. ‘Savannah, I know I taught you
that love is passing, it’s just pointless and everybody leaves. I taught
you a whole bunch of fucked-up stuff that I believed at the time,
but loving someone doesn’t make you weak. It doesn’t have to
stop your dreams. If I’d figured that earlier, maybe I would have
quit to give you the childhood you asked for, or told your dad you
existed sooner. But if you push people away, denying love matters
and not letting people in, you end up like me. Old, alone and
scared as hell, with no one to turn to when you need to make
choices about your life.’

I tentatively reached across and placed my hand on hers. ‘You’re
not that old.’

That laughter burst forth from her, turning into a cough. I
placed a hand over hers, clasping it tightly.

‘And you’re not alone.’
‘I deserve to be,’ she said quietly, not letting go of my hand.
‘Well, then, it’s a good thing we don’t always get what we de-

serve, isn’t it?’
We sat there in comfortable silence for a while more, just sip-

ping tea and eating toast, each of us lost in dreams of what our
futures might hold.
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Chapter Fourteen

I went with her to the hospital. Jen gave me this searching look,
like she couldn’t figure out what had changed, and she wasn’t at
all sure about it. She didn’t trust my mother not to hurt me, and
I suddenly felt like I was betraying Jen, like I was throwing back
everything she’d offered me. I wanted to explain, but I couldn’t.
Still, Jen and Dad met me at the hospital whilst I was waiting for
her… Clare, Persephone, Mum. I knew it was more for me than
for my mother, and I appreciated it.

We paced the hallways back and forth, and Jen and Dad kept
sharing these looks, part guilt, part enjoyment, a delicious secret
playing about their lips, but I didn’t want to know. I’d had her
back, for one night; in the dark of the kitchen when I was half
drunk, I’d had that mother I wanted. And I didn’t want to lose
her. But… if everything went to plan she’d be back singing, back
on the road, doing that thing she loved.

Now that I had that thing of my own, I couldn’t be so angry
about it any more. She had something she was good at, something
she was better at than being a mother, being a role model, being
a decent person. My mother was the best at being Persephone
Black, at writing haunting songs that chased down your spine and
struck you. Even if they weren’t about you. She had a gift, I
had to accept that. Those nights she sat beside me on the bed
of a hotel room, strumming her guitar whilst she thought I was
asleep, I thought she was a magician, a good fairy who sprang
music from her fingertips. Half the time I didn’t understand the
words, but some nights, she’d make up lullabies on the spot for me.
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One time, she made up this song, ‘Rumble for Trouble’, about my
toy cat, and all the problems he caused. I didn’t think she’d ever
release it, but she did. In my teenage years I read an article stating
that ‘Rumble for Trouble’ was one of the ‘most powerful anti-
establishment protest songs in the modern era, rooted in a desire
to destroy the patriarchy and return power to the people’. When
I read that, I remembered her secret little smile, the wiggle of her
eyebrows when she played it for the album execs in their smart
suits. She seemed to say, This is our secret. I was sad ‘Rumble for
Trouble’ wasn’t the song that had chased me around all these years.
Perhaps I would have felt differently about her, just a little.

She’d slipped a note under my door that morning, before leav-
ing for the hospital, ever dramatic. I didn’t bother opening it –
instead I chased her down the stairs.

‘What the hell is this?’
She hesitated. ‘It’s… in case.’
‘In case…?’
‘In case things don’t go to plan, there’s things I didn’t get to

apologize for last night. Lots more things.’
‘Okay, you can’t spend your life apologising every time you

remember some shitty thing you did 20 years ago.’ I waved the
letter at her. ‘Burn it or something. Make it a ritual. Get a gong
bath.’

I wriggled my nose in faux-distaste and she laughed, pushing
the note back into my hands.

‘There’s some official stuff in there too, so just… look, leave it
in your room and if you need to look at it, look at it.’

‘You’re not going to die, Mother.’ I rolled my eyes, grabbing
the car keys. ‘Come on then.’

‘Come on then what?’
‘I’m driving you to the hospital…’
‘Oh.’
She’d seemed poleaxed, drawn and slightly grey with the

thought of what lay ahead. I patted her hand.
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‘Won’t Jen mind you taking the car?’ she asked.
‘Have you had a personality transplant or something? Get in

the damn car, Mum.’

—

It had felt like hours of waiting for news. I was ever conscious of
the envelope in my back pocket that I didn’t want to read because
I didn’t want to remember something awful she’d done, just when
I was starting to like her. We drank weak, stale cups of coffee, and
Dad produced a pack of cards. We sat, we stood, we walked, Jen
and Dad trading glances every few minutes.

‘All right, you’re pissing me off now. What’s with the looks?’
They seemed to do everything in their power not to look at

each other, but their eyes slid right back to their partner in crime,
guilt on their faces.

‘Come on, look, if you guys have decided to be a couple, I’m
fine with it, but now’s not really the time to be –’

‘Savannah!’ Jen gasped.
‘What!’ Dad yelped, looking at Jen with a new level of awk-

wardness. ‘No, sweetheart, there was a letter at home for you –
the envelope says it’s from some Spanish cookery school – but we
didn’t want to give it to you until Clare got the all-clear.’

‘Spanish? Which one?’ I snatched the envelope from my dad,
before stopping and looking at their awkward faces. ‘Um, sorry
about thinking – you know.’ I shrugged one shoulder, and Jen
muttered something under her breath.

‘Just open the letter.’
I looked down at the postmark. Barcelona. It was La Cocina,

Barcelona. The school I wanted. Some of the best chefs in Eu-
rope, a focus on fresh produce, on a relaxed way of cooking, of
working with ingredients. As close to holistic as cooking could
be. No mad, angry English chefs swearing at anyone. It would
be challenging, and it would be part-time studying with part-time
training in one of their restaurants in the city, but it was what I
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wanted, desperately. I had only applied a few weeks ago, and I
knew Ricardo had sent his recommendation, but… surely it was
too early? It was going to be a rejection. But why send a letter in
rejection? I closed my eyes and prepared for the worst. I imagined
the curve of the letters, telling me they were sorry, but due to my
lack of experience, they would not be offering me a place in one
of the best cookery schools in Europe. I had wanted to make tapas.
It was my fault for stealing part of Milo’s dream. It wasn’t mine to
have.

‘Savvy! Open the damn letter,’ my dad insisted.
‘Right, yes.’ I took a deep breath and ripped the edge off the

envelope, sliding the letter out. I let my eyes scan the contents
twice before taking it in.

Miss Curtis… due to the excellent letter of recommendation
from your mentor, Chef Ricardo Lopez… the testament of your
work ethic by your employer and letters complimenting your
dishes from customers… we are pleased to welcome you to La
Cocina, Barcelona. We look forward to seeing you very soon.

‘I’m in!’ I yelped. ‘I’m going to Barcelona!’
They bundled in and hugged me, Dad tugging us up and down

slightly before we realized it probably wasn’t the most appropriate
behaviour in a hospital.

I pulled back for air, their arms still around me. ‘I did it! I’m
doing something! I’m going to have an adventure!’

‘When do you leave?’
I looked back at the letter and raised my eyebrows. ‘A few

weeks… apparently I submitted very late.’
‘Wow. Well, we’ll have to go on holiday to come see you,’

Dad said sadly, and Jen patted his shoulder. I still wasn’t convinced
about them. But maybe me being out of the way would mean
something could finally happen.

I wanted to tell Milo. I wanted desperately for him to put on
hold being angry with me, just so I could share my news with him.
It was selfish, but… screw it. I was taking a leaf out of Persephone
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Black’s book for once. I signalled at my phone and walked around
the corner, out into a courtyard, where I watched the fallen leaves
dance across grey concrete. I pressed his name on the screen, heart
thumping. Would he be cold, brusque? Would he tell me to go
to hell? Would it change anything?

The call went straight to voicemail, and I was almost relieved,
though hearing his voice as he asked me to leave a message made
my stomach twitch.

‘Hey… it’s me. I got into cookery school. Barcelona. I leave
in a couple of weeks, and I… I wanted to tell you because you’ve
been this massive part of everything. And I know you’re mad,
and I know I didn’t tell you the whole truth, but I didn’t have
anything to do with getting Jamie fired, and I’m standing here in
the hospital because my mum’s having an operation, and I got this
letter, and you were the first person I wanted to tell. Because, well,
it’s massively inconvenient and bad timing, but I think I’m falling
for you. Which is dumb. And incredibly irritating, and doesn’t
change anything, because you’re going to run a bar and I’m going
to cook, but –’

The call beeped loudly and cut me off. Voicemails were always
good indicators that you were rambling.

I’d told him I was falling for him? Or rather, I’d told his answer
machine.

I trundled back to the waiting room, slightly shell-shocked. Jen
looked up, hopeful.

‘What did he say? Was he pleased?’
‘He didn’t answer. I may have insinuated that I loved him. By

voicemail…’
They stared at me, before my dad suddenly started laughing,

loud and hooting until the people around us shushed him.
‘Dad!’
‘I’m sorry, love.’ He wiped his eyes. ‘Really I am, but some-

times, as serious as you think you are, you are your mother.’
‘Tempestuous and passionate?’ I said hopefully.
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‘Bloody unbelievable,’ he said, dissolving into giggles once
again.

—

She was fine, as we knew she would be. She reappeared, croaky,
groggy and pissed off at having to remain silent. The hospital room
seemed to suddenly fill with flowers, balloons and ‘Get Well’ cards.
Her current label sent a tree full of throat lozenges, each one on a
lollipop stick, with a card saying they couldn’t wait to get started
on the album when she was recovered. Her old label sent a bottle
of whisky and a bottle of cough syrup. I was pretty sure she was
kicking herself for switching. It started to become a bit ridiculous,
and the Hertfordshire hospital was not equipped to deal with a
superstar. Not so much because she was demanding, but because
the paparazzi were crafty, attempting all sorts of impersonations,
sneak-throughs and other tactics I thought were only employed
by Wile E. Coyote. Then there were the fans. One guy passed
Mum’s room so many times she beckoned him in, only for him
to explain his wife had been in labour for eight hours, and he
was bored, but he was so glad it meant he could meet Persephone
Black. He handed her a piece of paper to sign and she frowned
at him, before taking the pen, scribbling violently, then handing
the paper back. I read it over his shoulder: Get back to your wife,
numbskull. Persephone Black, Destroyer of unsupportive birth
partners. I snorted as he ran from the room, but did worry about
her staying there any longer than necessary. The papers would run
with the surgery story, and it would either be cosmetic surgery
rumours, or they’d guess correctly. Either angle resulted in Mum
being a has-been desperately clinging to fame, and I dreaded what
that might do to her.

However, a few days later, after taking all the stuffed toys to the
kids’ unit and the presents being spread out amongst the different
wards, she was given the all-clear to go home, and rest up. I knew,
from Jen’s gleeful smirk as they settled my mother into the spare
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bedroom as if she were an elderly relative, that she was going to
have some fun with her sister’s enforced silence.

My mother’s perpetually irritated face as she looked between
me and my aunt, raising an eyebrow at me, as if to say, Really?

I nodded, fighting a smile. I bought her books, magazines,
music. She couldn’t listen to the music, frowning and waving her
hand against it whenever I brought the record player in. It was too
painful to hear what other people were growing whilst she had no
access to the garden.

She had a little notepad beside her at all times, and she’d com-
municate simply, her swirly writing straightforward: ‘No’, ‘Yes’,
‘You’ve got to be fucking kidding me’. I thought after a week she’d
be chomping at the bit in irritation, desperation to speak and be
the centre of attention, but, bizarrely, she seemed to be enjoying
the quiet. She was nothing if not dedicated to her silence. I found
myself missing her voice. For the first time in years, I listened to
one of her albums, playing it on my way home from work, truly
hearing the lyrics for the first time, not as an awe-struck child
or abandoned teenager, but as an adult, searching for meaning. I
found the words of a vulnerable, scared woman, shouting into the
void, desperate to say something real. She didn’t always manage it,
but I played ‘Rumble for Trouble’ four times and fell asleep with a
smile on my face, missing my stop and having to get a taxi home.
It felt worth it.

Clare did ask for photographs though, and after getting in from
work I’d often find her still awake, tracing our faces in the pho-
tograph albums. Some nights Jen would be sitting by her side,
pointing out images, sharing memories. I didn’t like to disturb
them, but I loved to hear Jen narrate.

‘That was when Savvy won the young journalist of the year
award at school. She wrote a piece on something serious and im-
portant – trafficking? I was so proud as she walked up those steps
– and then she tripped on that stupid skirt she insisted on wearing
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and fell on her face! I thought of you, then, and that wiggle skirt
you use to wear at primary school, the red polka-dot one?’

I loved it, sitting outside the door as my aunt recounted my
life from this strange perspective I’d never considered – one as a
guardian, a watcher, someone who was noting down every mo-
ment and movement, so she could give these stories to my mother
one day, gift them to her. I wondered if she’d ever thought she’d
have this moment with my mother. I knew she’d sent photographs
over the years, but I’d always assumed most of them ended up care
of an agent or label, or got mixed in with fan mail and never seen
again. After a while, Jen stopped sending them, though she always
pretended she did, making a point to order an extra copy of the
photos of me on results day, going to prom, things like that. I
wondered if she’d stopped being angry too. I felt almost sad to
leave now, being given this opportunity to know my mother, and
to know my aunt as this different person, this loving, relaxed sis-
ter. I loved seeing them together, wondering what they were like
as kids, whether my mother trailed after her big sister relentlessly,
whether Jen teased her or looked out for her.

I heard a rustling of paper, and Jen’s voice shifted.
‘She’s fine, Clare, she’s always been fine.’
More scribbling, a pause, a ripped piece of paper. Another

scribble.
‘You did the right thing, love. You could have done it a better

way, but you did the right thing.’ Jen paused. ‘She’s a wonderful
girl.’

My mother croaked, and I could hear the movement of the
pen.

‘It’s down to both of us. She’s a little like each of us.’
A pause. This time my mother must have been writing an

essay, because I could hear Jen humming along in agreement as
she scribbled.
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‘The DJ? I couldn’t do anything about it, she was living her
life. I had to let her. He was beneath her. He… good women get
trapped when they don’t think they’re worth anything.’

A pause again, and I heard Jen’s voice, even as it dropped to a
whisper. ‘No, that’s not your fault, Clare. It happens to the best
of us. She learnt eventually and still with her life ahead of her. I
think she’s falling in love, with that bartender. At least, that’s what
she told his answer machine.’

I heard a hacking, coughing sound that might have been a
laugh.

‘Yes,’ Jen snorted. ‘We said she was just like you too.’

—

I had given in my notice at the Martini Club. Arabella, in a mo-
ment of slipped composure, squealed and hugged me. And then
she stepped back, raised a perfectly arched eyebrow and said, ‘If you
tell anyone that happened, you will never make it to Barcelona.’
She grinned, and clapped her hands. ‘A party! We have to have a
going-away party!’

‘Am I going to have to cook for it?’
‘No!’ She rolled her eyes. ‘Although if you want to design the

menu, then that’s cool. Ricardo will do it.’
She paused, her kohl-lined eyes suddenly serious as she reached

out and grabbed my hand, her dark red nails digging into my skin.
‘Darling, you will come back, won’t you? If you want to come
back and be our head chef, we’ll serve tapas every day and I’ll
make Ricky the pot washer.’

‘You would not!’
‘Well, I’d tell him I would, and start some sort of bidding war,’

she smirked.
‘You’re really wasted in this world,’ I said. ‘You should be day

trading or something.’
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‘Yeah, or something.’ She sighed. ‘Okay, so a party for Savan-
nah, chef, undercover food snob and currently heartbroken. Have
we heard from the would-be Brando?’

I made a face. ‘Can we stop with the nicknames? Brando did
not age well.’

‘Yeah, but when he was younger he was snappy,’ she smiled,
waiting for me to agree. ‘Seriously, you want me to compare him
to some whippersnapper from One Direction or something? The
boy looks classic. Like he should be dressed in a decent suit and
whisk you off to Havana.’

I laughed. ‘Well, at least you’re thinking Guys and Dolls and
not Streetcar.’

‘Huh, well, we totally missed out on the part where you know
your classic movies and musicals. Perhaps in another life we could
have been good friends,’ she joked, as I wiped down the bar top
and went to move the crate of beer.

‘Yeah, another life,’ I agreed as she walked away.
‘So you don’t think there’s any chance you and Brando will

work it out?’ she asked across the empty room.
I shook my head. ‘I lied, I made mistakes, and I accidentally

suggested I might be, could be, possibly falling in love with him.
I think it’s time to bow out disgracefully. I’m off to a new life.
Cooking is good for heartbreak.’

‘I’ve heard that,’ she smiled softly, turning away before pausing
to turn back again. ‘We are friends, Savvy. In this life.’

‘I know, Bel.’
But she’d already gone.
I wasn’t joking about the heartbreak. I’d received almost every-

thing I wanted but was losing someone who made me feel alive,
who I couldn’t stop thinking about. I would have cooking and
learning and purpose, being good at something, being chosen for
it. I would go and live in Barcelona, meeting new people and mak-
ing myself into someone else, someone talented. It was everything
I’d ever wanted. And yet I would have to leave the Martini Club.
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The job I’d come to love. The brilliant friends I’d made, no longer
strangers behind the glitter and the music.

And him. I would leave him behind, just a brief blip in the plan,
a place to rest my head and heart whilst recovering from Rob and
discovering a new life. That was all it was.

I was lying to myself, but it was the only way to make it okay.
I passed Cafe Argentine on the way back from work that night,

still open to the night owls and arty types who sought out a haven
in the darkness. I paused. I shouldn’t go in.

I’d spoken to Alba, letting her know I was off on my next ad-
venture. She’d congratulated me, said it made sense, and won-
dered what I’d thought overall. Were the restaurants she’d sent me
to as mind blowing as they should have been, could her bosses be
pleased with her project? I told her they’d changed my life. She
seemed satisfied. I was relieved to put it behind me, I’d become a
little too accustomed to walking into places booked up for months,
and getting a table with no problem.

I walked through to the bar, not entirely sure what I was look-
ing for. On some level, it was Milo, just to be near him, see his face
again as he twirled cocktail shakers in the air and laughed when
his colleagues said it was uncouth. Or maybe I just wanted to say
goodbye to this one, strange blip in my life, full of fancy cocktails
and beautiful people.

A waitress passed me, asking if she could help.
‘Oh, actually, is Milo working tonight?’
She shook her head. ‘He just gave notice, got a job abroad.

Very jealous!’ She smiled and shrugged, turning her attention to
a handsome possible TV star who was trying to get her attention.

Abroad. Of course. Maybe he was finally setting up his bar.
That’s who we were for each other, those in-between people.

When I got home, the house was cloaked in silence and as I
climbed the stairs to bed I wondered why all the comforting lies I
told myself during the day never lasted when I was alone at night.
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Chapter Fifteen

It was the night of my farewell party. Mum was still at Jen’s. Still
silent, but she smiled more, soaking in everything. In the evenings,
I’d bring her tea and she’d ask me questions, holding up her lit-
tle notebook. Some were innocuous, some were big, important
questions. Tea or coffee? Are you a dog person? Do you want
kids? Do you hate me? Did I do the right thing leaving you with
Jen?

Her being unable to speak made it easier to me to be honest,
to be heard. She wasn’t waiting there with a quip or a throwaway
sarcastic comment. She would ask a question and revel in the
answers, as banal as some of them were. Persephone Black listened
silently as I spoke, and I finally felt important.

I’ll miss you when you’re gone. She held up the sign, smiling
sadly.

‘Well, you’ll come and visit. I’m sure you have adoring fans in
Spain too.’

Will you cook for me?
I nodded, smiling. ‘Course, show you what I’m learning. We

can go do tourist things. I bet, on all those tours, you never even
had a chance to go to a museum or do something cultural.’

My mother wrinkled her nose in distaste, and I laughed. ‘Fine,
then we’ll drink sangria in a bar in a square somewhere, and talk
about something completely not cultural.’

She nodded, eyes shining as her hair was splayed around her.
‘Will you do the new album for the label? Will you play the

songs they want?’
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She narrowed her eyes, shaking her head slowly. She took to
her notepad, and held it out to me.

They want to get a songwriter in. They say I’m not relevant
any more.

I knew, to her, that must have been the most awful thing they
could have said, the most painful blow. We will still take your
voice and your image and your aching body, retouched and made
glossy, softened in editing, but you do not have anything to say
that’s worth listening to.

‘You’re still relevant, Mum. Screw ’em.’
She looked at me with such gratitude then, her eyes shining as

she burst into silent tears that I felt awkward and uncomfortable.
She clutched my hand briefly, before wiping her eyes and turning
back to the notepad, clicking and unclicking the pen.

She wrote desperately, hand shaking as she crossed things out
and rewrote them before finally holding it up.

I never stopped missing you. It was like part of me had been
cut out. I know I was selfish but I thought it was the best thing
for both of us.

I patted her arm. ‘I know.’
She wiped her eyes on her sleeve.
‘You know, I like you without a voice. You’re much less sassy.’
She nudged me, silently laughing. Then she turned back to the

notebook.
Did you open that envelope?
I shook my head. ‘No, it seemed to be in case you died, and

you didn’t, so I put it in your drawer.’
She raised an eyebrow, and I could imagine her saying, Seri-

ously? before she scribbled once more.
No curiosity! Read the note! and she gestured as if to tell me

to get the envelope. I grabbed it from the drawer and opened it
delicately. The sheet of paper just listed numbers; the only thing I
recognized was the title of that song.

‘What is this?’

197



An apology, she wrote. All the royalties from that song are
yours. I sent them to a different account years ago. That money is
yours.

‘You already sent money to Jen all those years, I know that.
She put it in my account but I refused to touch it. Why is this
different?’

That was for you to survive, for you to have school clothes and
books and kid stuff. This was for you to have dreams.

‘Why?’
Because it’s fair. I wrote about your life, our life, and I want

you to have it. You can open a restaurant or something.
I flicked the edge of the paper hesitantly. ‘I’ve always hated that

song.’
I know. Now it can be something positive.
I blinked at her ‘Seriously, I think maybe you just shouldn’t talk

any more. You’re much more pleasant this way.’
She stuck out her tongue, laughing silently, and I put my arms

around her briefly, letting her pull me closer as we hugged. She
squeezed me tight, her hands floating down the lengths of my hair,
and when we pulled back she was tearful again.

‘Come on then, enough of this soppiness. You’ve got a party
to get ready for, and I know how you like your outfits to make a
statement.’

—

We were downstairs getting ready to go, and Jen nudged my hip.
‘You know she’s been able to speak for a few days now. She just
likes having that time with you.’

‘I’m okay with that.’
‘Me too,’ Jen smiled, watching as my dad came into the room.

‘Well, don’t you look handsome!’
I watched as his cheeks coloured briefly, and then he stuck his

chest out. ‘I felt the occasion called for it. You look lovely, Jen.’
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‘Ahem,’ I coughed loudly. ‘Anyone want to tell the guest of
honour she looks halfway decent? Though I’m guessing Mum’s
outfit will outdo mine.’

‘Oh, I don’t know about that.’ Jen nodded up the stairs as my
mother walked down, wearing black jeans and a black top.

‘Mum, what happened to the glittery dress you picked out?’
She cleared her throat and smiled. ‘Not my night, babe – you

should be the most sparkly person in the room. And you are.’ Her
voice was soft but clear.

She smiled fully at me, dimples in her cheeks appearing, and
Jen walked over to her sister, kissing her.

‘Okay, let’s go.’
People recognized my mother on the Tube. Even with her

quiet clothing and simple make-up, you couldn’t not notice Perse-
phone Black. I got the sense they seemed to feel as if they knew
she was famous, but couldn’t place her. Their gaze hovered around
her, but never made eye contact. One man seemed desperate to
talk to her, bouncing on the balls of his feel, shuffling forwards
then settling against it, moving back again.

She turned her gaze to focus on him, smiling serenely, inviting
his attention. He waited just until we were standing to exit the
carriage when he finally got up his courage.

‘I just wanted to say – I think you’re marvellous.’
My mother beamed at him, as if she had been needing someone

to say that, to remind her who she was. ‘Why, thank you, darling,
I think you are too.’

She jumped off the train carriage with a spring in her step, and
just by glowing a little brighter, more people turned their heads,
more whispers followed her. ‘Is that? It is!’

‘I thought I was invisible there for a second, thank goodness
that poor nervous boy said something!’

‘Shut up.’ I nudged her arm. ‘You know what it is? You’ve
come out as Clare instead of Persephone. You want to switch the
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wild-child-mother-of-rock thing on again, you can, whenever you
want. Just… wait until I leave the country, okay?’

She bit her lip, thinking about this. ‘I had never considered I
could turn her on and off. That I could be Clare the rest of the
time.’

I shrugged. ‘See how it goes. Might be nice.’
She smiled, looping her arm through mine and squeezing my

elbow.

—

The Martini Club looked beautiful, more so than usual. A home-
made banner wishing me luck hung across the back of the stage.
We were greeted by some of the backing performers, dressed up
to the nines and offering glasses of Champagne.

Arabella made a fuss of everyone, and dragged my mum off to
a corner to request her autograph, heads close together. Jen held
on to Dad’s arm, smiling at the spectacle.

‘Savvy!’ Charlotte came out and gave me a hug, her dress much
subtler than her usual costumes. ‘We’re going to miss you!’

‘I’m going to miss you too – it felt like we were just getting to
be friends.’

She nudged me with her hip. ‘Well, we’ll just have to meet up
for some amazing food when you get back.’

I nodded. ‘Definitely.’
I waved at Mia, who was grinning at Jacques, fluttering her

lashes as he flirted with her. I sidled up. ‘You know he’s incredibly
gay?’

‘Um, yes, that’s why I’m comfortable flirting. Leave me be – I
need to make new friends if you’re leaving!’ Mia threw her arms
around me. ‘Any word from Milo?’

I shook my head. ‘No, I don’t expect anything. He knows I’m
leaving – what’s the point, right?’

‘Yeah, but… you were happy. For a minute there, you were
just super-happy.’
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‘I’m super-happy.’
Mia tilted her head and raised an eyebrow.
‘Okay, I’m a little bit heartbroken, but mostly really happy.’
She nodded, squeezing me. ‘Good, at least you’re not numb

any more. This is a big adventure, petal. And you’re going to do
amazing things. And I’m sure there’ll be a bunch of hot guys in
Spain for you to moon over.’

I shook my head, wincing. ‘Nope, not there yet. A nearly
decade-long relationship and I’m over it in a few weeks… less
than a month with Milo and I’m crushed… who knows what the
fuck that means?’

‘It means you went with something real.’ She kissed my cheek.
‘Now go and enjoy your party. You can cry over a boy next week.’

‘Good point,’ I laughed, waving at Ricardo, who winked.
Suddenly the microphone buzzed, and there was Bel, grinning

out at everyone, looking resplendent in a dark blue dress with large
diamanté drop earrings. Her dark hair was curled up like a 1940s
starlet and she shone.

‘Hello, darlings, we are here to celebrate the success of our
wonderful Savannah, who has been creating wonderful concoc-
tions behind the bar, before moving into the kitchen, where under
the watchful eye of Ricardo, our pain in the arse head chef, she
learnt to make magical creations there too. And now, just as our
little bird has found her wings, she’s leaving us!’

She took a breath, winking at me. ‘So, as a goodbye, we have
a little surprise for Savannah. Girls!’

Charlotte and Taya slinked up on the stage, leaning on Arabella.
They waited, turning as another person joined them on stage. My
mother. She looked small, smiling out at everyone.

‘Hello, I’m Savannah’s mum, Clare.’
Jen glanced at me, and Dad’s jaw dropped. The entire crowd

seemed to inhale, but no one dared chatter, though I saw quite a
few nudging elbows and pointing fingers.
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‘I’ve written quite a few songs over the years, one of them in
particular that was about how I wanted to be seen when I did some
bad things. I retold my daughter’s story without her permission,
and so tonight, I wanted to share a song I’ve written just for her,
about how I hope our story will go, and how in awe of her I am.’

She looked out at the crowd, seeking my face and meeting
my eyes as she bit her lip. She was nervous. ‘I’ve been on stage
performing for over 30 years, and tonight is the first time I’m per-
forming as Clare Curtis, Savannah’s mum. Baby girl, I hope you
like it.’

She nodded at the girls on stage, who nodded back and started
to sway along with the music Jacques played on the piano.

I know that I’ve messed up
Made mistakes along the way
Too proud to beg forgiveness,
To ask if I could stay.
I just hope you know,
You don’t have to love me
To think that I’m all right.
The girls echoed ‘I’m all right’ after her, swaying side to side.

Her voice was softer than usual, sweeter. It was clear she prob-
ably shouldn’t have been singing yet, and she whispered some of
the lines. It was raw, and natural, and completely the opposite
to Persephone Black. There was no demanding of love from the
audience, no roaring or yelling for adoration. Just a lady standing
on the stage, singing to her daughter, tears in her eyes and a smile
on her face.

The change in her was visible, and I could feel the change in me
too. She was being real, authentic. That song was an apology, not
a way of retelling. She was giving me my voice back. She grinned
as she finished and the crowd erupted in applause, then gave a
little curtsey. She hugged the other girls on stage, and pointed to
Jacques on the piano, clapping along.
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They pulled me up on stage with them, hugging me, and Bel
handed me the mic. ‘Speech! Speech!’

‘Um…’ I looked out at the people standing in the darkness,
the people I had worked with, my family and friends and the guys
in the kitchen who had been patient with me. Ricardo gave a
thumbs-up.

‘Things have changed a lot for me these last couple of months.
I thought my life was falling apart, but actually, it’s fallen together.’
I smiled out at those faces. ‘I went from someone without any
dreams to someone with hundreds. I’ve stopped being a coward,
or at least I hope so.’

I looked to the back of the room, and my heart soared as I saw
him standing there, leaning against the back wall, watching me.
His face was expressionless. But he was there.

‘I… thank you for being here. Thank you to all the people
who insisted on telling me that being cheated on and dumped was
the best thing that could have happened to me. Don’t tell that
dickhead, but you were right. It let me become proper friends
with people, spend time laughing and learning and falling in love
with food, and cocktail making and… someone else.’

The crowd whooped and whistled, and through the darkness I
saw him fight a smile, meeting my eyes.

‘So… that’s it. Thank you for my musical number, and thank
you for this party. I’ll come back and cook for you once I’ve learnt
shit.’

There were cheers and laughter, and I waited for the crowd to
disperse as I headed towards him. He was dressed for the occasion,
looking the smartest I’d ever seen him in a dark suit and white,
open-necked shirt.

‘So…’ he started, pushing off the wall and walking towards me.
He looked good, his dark hair slicked back, eyes sparkling with
amusement.

‘So… you’re here.’
‘I may have had a few people invite me.’
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I raised my eyebrows in surprise. ‘Who?’
‘Jacques, Mia, Arabella, your mum…’ he laughed. ‘All inde-

pendently of each other. They each had different stories, were
all very convincing, but I think your mom with the Darth Vader
voice won through the pure fear she struck into my heart.’

‘Stories?’
‘About how happy you’d been, how you hadn’t done anything

wrong, how you were a good person. Got a lot of people who
love you, Savannah.’

I waited to see if he was going to add himself to that list, but
he said nothing.

‘About the voicemail…’
He shook his head. ‘I should have answered the phone… I’m

glad your mom’s operation went well. She seems very… not Perse-
phone Black.’

‘I know, right?’ I grinned. ‘She’s just Clare. It’s great.’
Silence settled between us, and I started again. ‘I heard you

quit. One of the waitresses said you’d got a job abroad. I thought
you’d already left.’

He shook his head. ‘I wouldn’t leave without saying goodbye.’
‘So… is that what this is? Goodbye?’
He took a step forward. ‘That would be the smart thing,

wouldn’t it?’
‘Probably,’ I agreed, desperately hoping that he was going to

tell me otherwise.
‘So, you’re going to cookery school in Barcelona?’
I nodded. ‘And what are you going to do?’
‘Well, a few fancy bars offered me a jobs in Europe. And I got

a really nice reference from my bosses. Apparently they think I’m
decent after all. I got a lot of good feedback from the clients about
my friendly demeanour. I’m going to assume that was legit and
not just that you were writing reviews about how good I am in
bed.’
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He smirked, and I rolled my eyes. ‘There wasn’t enough room
on the form, sadly.’

Milo snorted.
‘So… where are these wonderful bars?’
‘Copenhagen, Capri…and Barcelona.’
My heart soared suddenly, and as he saw the hope rise in my

eyes, he held up his hands.
‘I said no.’
‘Oh.’ I nodded. ‘Right, of course.’
‘I thought to myself, well, Capri is way too fancy for me. If I

was intimidated in London, I wouldn’t be able to deal with Capri.’
‘Uhuh,’ I said, impatient.
‘And, well, Copenhagen’s cool, you know, but I’ve done that

already.’
‘Right,’ I huffed, my heart racing.
‘And then I thought, well Barcelona’s problematic, because if

I was going to live in Barcelona, I would want to experience ev-
erything, right? I would to need to taste tapas, and see how the
bars work, and create recipes with my girlfriend… I can’t spend
my time working in a snooty bar. I need to be inventing cocktails
of my own, and making this woman happy, right?’

‘… right…?’ I nodded slowly, still not entirely sure.
‘The woman is you, Savannah.’ Milo laughed.
‘Oh, thank God. I really wasn’t sure there for a second.’
He laughed, taking me in his arms. ‘Definitely you. Let’s go

and have adventures.’

205



Epilogue

Our apartment, whilst not looking out on Las Ramblas, at least
carried the noises from the tourists on the cobbled streets. The
kitchen had bright blue tiles, and the narrow window looked out
onto a small square. Some nights we heard the old men down
there chatting, some nights there was music. Sometimes there was
no noise at all, and I could just hear Milo breathing beside me in
the darkness, see him smiling in his sleep.

The sun shone in through the bedroom in the morning, waking
me to go to La Cocina, and Milo always made sure the cafetière was
sitting on the side ready for me. I would spend my days training
with different chefs, each with a different specialism. I’d make
notes on ingredients, cooking methods, often needing to nudge
some of the other trainees for the odd translation. My GCSE
Spanish was not much help, further from Catalan that I expected.
Some evenings we worked in the restaurants across the city, on
a rotation. Some weeks it was the fish restaurant by the beach,
others it was a vegetarian place in the city centre. I was engaged,
and excited and alive.

Some nights Milo worked in the bar below our flat, helping
them out with the odd cocktail, but mainly pouring wine for quiet
patrons who wanted to read their papers. When I wasn’t working,
I’d sit at the bar, making notes on all the flavours I’d learnt about
that day, all the things I’d decided about how I wanted to cook. It
was hard, and I wasn’t special, but I was just as good as everyone
else. I deserved my place there, I believed that now.
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During the day, Milo was studying too, restaurant management,
so he’d meet me at the door to our apartment in the evenings
with his latest cocktail, and together we’d critique it. Our alcohol
cabinet verged on audacious, and we still didn’t agree on cubed
versus crushed ice.

On Saturdays we’d tour around tapas bars, seeing what they
did well, what they could do better. We didn’t write reviews.
Instead, we drank too much red wine and laughed, making notes
on what to try, what we could improve. On Sundays we went
to the food market, wandering through the colourful, fresh fruit,
with Milo trying to barter in broken Catalan whilst I smiled and
laughed in the background. We cooked, dancing barefoot on the
wooden floorboards along to the CD of love songs we’d received
in the post. Clare Curtis, Letters to My Daughter. She’d asked
my permission this time, to let me be part of her story, to let her
be part of mine. Dad had helped her record them, in between
swing dancing Jen right into an old-fashioned date. It was weird,
for them as well as me, but they were happy. They both deserved
that. Along with the CD came a cut-out from a glossy magazine.
‘Shocking engagement break-up!’ Seemed that contractual issues
with the TV show had ended the engagement. I actually felt a
little sorry for Rob, but I didn’t keep the article. He still had his
TV show and his DJ’ing and his minor level of fame – everything
he always wanted. And I had found exactly what I wanted too.

Milo and I knew this life wouldn’t last forever – Barcelona was
no place to open a tapas restaurant, it was too full of excellent places
already. When our studies were done with, we’d decided we’d
look for a new town, search for the perfect space. After months of
whinging from my mother, I’d accepted the royalties from ‘Baby
Don’t Ask Me to Stay’, promising to use it to fund the bar. We
already had guidebooks piled up in the corners, circling the venues
with the best natural produce, the greatest wines. Bars where it
was okay to treat a customer like your mate, and wear a bit of
sparkle in the evenings. I was tempted to ask if we could call it
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Persephone’s, but I realized I’d spent enough time in the shadow
of her name. Milo said we’d figure it out.

Until then, we had found a place to learn and love, and dream.
And that was enough.
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Savvy’s Ginger Berry Martini

(makes one)
25ml vodka
25ml raspberry vodka
A handful of fresh raspberries
15ml ginger syrup
½ tablespoon fresh lime juice
1 tablespoon cranberry juice
1 slice of fresh lime

Put 3 or 4 fresh raspberries into a cocktail shaker and muddle
to crush them. Add ice to the shaker, then add the remaining
ingredients. Shake well then strain and serve in chilled Martini
glass with a slice of lime and a raspberry garnish.

For the ginger syrup
235 g sugar
1 lime (peeled)
475 ml water
3cm ginger root (peeled and diced)

Put all ingredients into saucepan and bring to the boil. Reduce
heat and simmer for 15 mins partially covered. Strain mixture then
leave to cool. Keep refrigerated once cold. This will make about
10 servings of syrup – the bigger a piece of ginger you put in, the
spicier it will be!
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Book Club questions

Did you think the characters changed throughout the book? Who
changed the most?

Discuss the relationship between Savvy and the females in her
life.

Which character did you relate to the most?
Discuss the role of the Martini Club in the plot.
Savvy’s friends and family haven’t agreed with her choices in

the past. Do you think they should have told Savvy how they felt?
What did you think of Mia’s character in the novel?
Music has a powerful effect on Savvy in the book. Do you

agree that music provokes strong emotions?
What were your thoughts on the element of romance within

Cocktails and Dreams?
Did you think Milo was right to feel betrayed by Savvy?
Did your perception of Savvy’s mother change by the end of

the novel?
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