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         You can listen to the Ellie Pillai is (Almost) in Love album by scanning in the link below – hear Ellie’s songs come to life!

         
             

         

         There are song chapters throughout the story that reference specific songs on the album.
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            A Girl Called Ellie

         

         My name is Ellie. Ellie Pillai. And I’m in love with the boy in the yellow rain mac.

         Or at least, I think I’m in love. Because I’m only fifteen, and I’m not sure you can love someone enough, or that much, when you’re only fifteen. But I think I could be. As in, I could be in love with the boy in the yellow rain mac.

         They describe love as the sensation of falling. Careering out of control, or drifting gracefully. It could be either. And this is the first time I’ve been almost in love, so, it could go either way.

         My name is Ellie. Ellie Pillai. And I’m almost in love with the boy in the yellow rain mac. Or maybe I’m just falling.

         
            falling: adjective

            moving from a higher to a lower level, typically rapidly and

            without control.

            i.e. ‘she was injured by a falling tree’
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            The Universal

         

         The problem is, he’s kissing me. And the kissing has been going on for a long time, and now I’m not sure what Happens Next. His hands are in my hair, which is nice, but he’s starting to trail his fingers down the back of my neck, which sort of tickles, and I think it’s possible he may be reaching for my bra hook, but the thing is, I’m not wearing a bra, I’m wearing a crop top. You know, like an Actual Child. Because Dad managed to shrink the only bras I own by washing them on a 90-degree hot wash – which even Mum is suspicious about, because Dad never does my washing, 90 degrees or otherwise, because he believes I am old enough to do it myself. So, why then did Dad choose today, of all days, to be helpful and put a wash on for me?

         A Very. Hot. Wash.

         And then I realise, my boyfriend (my more-than-just-a-friend-that-is-a-boy boyfriend) is definitely going for my non-existent bra hook. Because his hand is halfway down my back, and it’s fumbling at the back of my cropped Nirvana T-shirt (because: Kurt Cobain’s harmonic language, not just: it was on sale at H&M), pinching at the material where a hook should exist, but which is instead a neon-pink band that reads ‘HELLO KITTY’ because I Am Literally Wearing a Child’s Crop Top. Which I last wore when I was twelve, when I am now almost sixteen, and I want to die.

         Because I have a boyfriend now. A bona fide, real life, practically perfect boyfriend. With dark hair and green eyes and an asymmetric smile that makes me smile, even when I’m just thinking about it. The problem is, now I’m here. On his bed. In my flared cord trousers and custom floral Vans. Listening to Blur, ‘The Universal’, which should be making all of this feel better, but instead feels like the prelude to something more. It really, really, really could happen, Damon Albarn croons.

         OH GOD. What? What could happen? Come on, Albarn. Stop being so sexy and beguiling. Now is not the time for it to happen. Not when I’m wearing corduroy flares and a Hello Kitty crop top and I can’t remember whether I shaved my armpits. OH GOD. Is this what having a boyfriend is? Having to remember whether or not you shaved your armpits every day? Or just having to shave your armpits every day?

         I mean, shouldn’t I be wearing something sexy (ugh) – or at the very least something where the zip isn’t partially stuck and I have to jump up and down in order to get it off.

         This is stressful. Like sweaty, unpleasant, band-of-sweat-beneath my-crop-top stressful.

         ‘Ellie?’

         ‘Um, yeah,’ I say, as Ash stops kissing me.

         ‘Are you talking to yourself?’

         ‘Er, no?’ I answer weakly.

         ‘Because you were kind of gesticulating as if you were talking to yourself.’

         ‘Was I?’

         He grins, his faded blue T-shirt the colour of sky, and puts his head close to mine, our foreheads touching.

         ‘You are not,’ he says, putting his hands into mine, ‘allowed,’ he says, kissing my forehead, ‘to think about other things,’ he kisses my neck, ‘when we,’ he says, pointing to him and then me, ‘are kissing,’ and one hand is back in my hair. ‘Is that understood?’ he chastises gently.

         ‘I’m not,’ I lie.

         ‘Good,’ he replies, cupping my face in his hands, and this time it’s hard to think about anything else except how good it feels to be near him. How I spent months wanting nothing more than for him to be categorically and undeniably mine; and now he is.

         But then there are my nipples. My brown nipples. Which a girl once told me, when I was getting changed for swimming, were ‘brown! I didn’t realise your nipples would be brown; but I suppose it makes sense’, and ever since that moment, I have realised that not everyone has brown nipples. I’m not sure why I’ve suddenly remembered that. But I wonder whether I should warn him. Or whether he has brown nipples, because he’s half brown, or whether it doesn’t really matter, because his mother is brown, and so surely he has some visceral, instinctive understanding of brown nipples, or …

         ‘Ellie?’ he says, grabbing my ear and tugging it. ‘Earth to Ellie Pillai. Come in, Ellie Pillai.’

         ‘Oh God, sorry. Was I doing it again?’

         ‘Yes,’ he says, looking slightly concerned, his hand coming down to rest on his washed-out black jeans. ‘Are you OK? Is this OK? Because we can stop if you want to.’

         And honestly, I never want to stop kissing Ash Anderson, it’s just that I’m me, and sometimes that makes things slightly problematic.

         I lace my arms around the back of his head, pulling him closer.

         ‘You,’ I say, kissing his cheek, ‘don’t need to worry,’ I kiss his other cheek, ‘about me,’ I say, feeling the softness of his mouth beneath mine.

         And this time, I let Damon Albarn do all the talking; because someone else has to, and my mouth is otherwise engaged.
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            I’m Not Discussing This Over WhatsApp​

         

         
            Jessica:

            what happened?

            
​Hayley:

            deets. all the deets.

            
​Jessica:

            ✔ THAT.

            
​Ellie:

            what r u 2 blathering on abt?

            
​Hayley:

            WHAT HAPPENED?

            
​Jessica:

            what is blathering?

            
​Ellie:

            not discussing this over WhatsApp

            
​Hayley:

            facetime?

            
​Ellie:

            no

            
​Jessica:

            zoom?

            
​Ellie:

            NO

            
​Hayley:

            do u want 2 kno what happened when i went 2 James’s house?

            
​Ellie:

            YES

            
​Hayley:

            *i’m not discussing it over WhatsApp*

         

         I genuinely hope nothing actually happened when Hayley went to James’s house, because as she told me last term, she’s a feminist vlogger and he’s a footballer, which really shouldn’t make any sense – it’s just, they do. But it isn’t going to take much for this delicate balance of the universe to tip completely off its axis.

         
            Ellie:

            FINE. 2m?

            
​Jessica:

            [image: ]?

            
​Ellie:

            tea

            
​Jessica:

            the spoke – 11?

            
​Hayley:

            FINE

            
​Ellie:

            FINE

            
​Jessica:

            drama queens

            
​Hayley:

            ty.

            
​Jess:

            [image: ] 

            
​Ellie:

            [image: ] this new group chat 
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            The One

         

         On the way home from Ash’s house, The Beatles, ‘Drive My Car’ is playing on repeat in my head – or possibly in real life – because it’s hard to tell the difference between daydreams and reality when you are dating a green-eyed Timothée Chalamet lookalike.

         In the back seat, I furtively reply to the messages from Jess and Hayley, while Ash drives, with his mum up front directing him. He’s weeks away from turning eighteen and taking his driving test the same day. A week after that, I turn sixteen – and yeah, that feels kind of big. Like maybe it’s time.

         And even though it didn’t happen today (thanks, Hello Kitty crop top), it feels like when I’m sixteen, maybe it should. Because he’s kind, and sweet, and maybe even The One. Even though we’ve been going out for approximately two days since I serenaded him and he met my parents over dinner, today I met his mum too – as in My Boyfriend’s Mum, as opposed to just My Favourite Teacher. It’s strange how quickly things happen when they Actually Start Happening. How calling him my boyfriend feels completely normal now. Because I, Ellie Pillai, have a boyfriend, and he’s kind, and sweet, and maybe even The One.

         I smile to myself while trying not to think about Dad demanding we kept my bedroom door open last night, then appearing at random intervals like some kind of sergeant major planning an indiscriminate inspection.

         As my phone buzzes again, I roll my eyes. What do those two clowns want now? Although I love the fact that for once I’m the one with news, and that finally my two clowns are getting on.​

         
            Mum:

            ARE YOU OK? WILL YOU BE HOME SOON?

            
​Ellie:

            omw now. ash & his mum driving me.

         

         And this is Mum panicking that she hasn’t seen me in the last eight hours, because in Mum’s head, any number of bad things can happen when she isn’t there to prevent them. Which I get, because bad things do happen – like my brother Amis dying of leukaemia. Words I’m only just starting to be able to say in my head without wanting to cry. I just keep trying to explain to her that there’s nothing she could have done to prevent that. Because we tried. We tried so hard, for so long.

         
            Mum:

            GREAT! SEE YOU SOON.

         

         I clear my throat, trying to let the feeling pass.

         Note to self: teach Mum to turn the caps lock off on her phone.

         ‘I can’t wait till I get my driving licence.’ Ash cringes as he walks me to my door when we arrive. ‘So I can drop you home on my own. I can’t even kiss you,’ he says, squeezing my hand meaningfully.

         He’s wearing a soft black jumper over his T-shirt now, his jeans loose and cuffed at the ankle – one side tucked unknowingly into a white sock, the laces of his paint-spattered Converse looped round and round their tops.

         ‘But I can kiss you,’ I smile, standing on my tiptoes and planting a gentle kiss on his lips – and Mavis from next door’s lilac curtains are twitching at the mere hint of this scandal.

         ‘Ellie. What time do you call this?’ Dad barks, as he opens the door.

         ‘Er, 6.15 p.m.?’ I say, irritated.

         ‘Hi, Mr Pillai,’ Ash says, extending his hand.

         ‘Ellie has a curfew,’ he says sharply. ‘It’s 11 p.m. on weekends.’

         ‘YES,’ I say through gritted teeth. ‘And its 6.15 p.m., Dad. So, looks like we made it …’

         He opens his mouth to respond as Mum rushes forward.

         ‘Ash!’ she cries, enveloping him. ‘Where’s your mum?’ she says, her hand caressing Phantom Baby.

         ‘In the car,’ he grins. Because there is nothing to do but grin and squeeze each other’s hands while the awkwardness of this nightmare passes.

         Mum peers out on to the driveway, waving like an overenthusiastic clown as she approaches the car and hustles Mrs Aachara inside.

         Dear gods (any of them), please, just NO.

         But my parents being distracted means Ash and I can finally go up to my bedroom without being watched, so I grab his hand and lead him upstairs, leaving Mrs Aachara to the mercy of Mum’s hallway interrogation.

         I nudge the door closed with my foot, and turn towards him as he nudges it back open.

         ‘What are you doing?’ I hiss.

         ‘Your dad wants us to keep it open, Ellie,’ he says, twirling a lock of my hair around his finger. ‘And as he doesn’t exactly love me, I’m not planning to make it any worse.’

         ‘He just doesn’t know you yet. When he finds out you’re a Bowie fan, he’ll love you more than I do.’

         ‘So, you love me, do you?’ he smirks.

         ‘Er, no,’ I splutter. ‘I mean …’

         Oh God.

         What?

         What Did I Mean?

         ‘I’m joking,’ he teases. ‘It’s been two days.’

         And I know I don’t love him, love him – but I feel like I could love him. Like maybe that’s possible. Like maybe that’s not so funny.

         ‘Actually,’ he says, watching me carefully, ‘it’s been about three months. Because I haven’t thought about much else since the first day I met you,’ and now David Bowie, ‘Moonage Daydream’ is playing – probably just in my head, but who can tell any more – as the boy with green eyes looks at me and the world stands still. Which would be much more romantic if Bowie wasn’t singing about an alligator.

         ‘Ash,’ comes a low voice from the doorway. ‘Nimi wants to know if you’d like anything.’

         Dad.

         We spring apart.

         ‘Er, no. Thank you,’ Ash says, pushing me away from him.

         I nod vigorously at him, trying to convey with my eyes: You Must Accept Dad’s Hospitality.

         ‘I mean … yes?’ he says, staring at me, confused.

         ‘What?’ Dad says, his eyes trained to Ash’s face like some kind of ninja.

         ‘A drink?’ he asks, looking at me again. I nod encouragingly. ‘And something to … eat …?’ He trails off.

         ‘Hmmmmnnn,’ Dad says, narrowing his eyes at him before he makes for the stairs.

         ‘Are you regretting this?’ I say, suddenly panicked. I bet that Hannah girl who seems to comment on every Instagram he has ever posted doesn’t have parents who are either killing you with kindness or food, or just trying to plain kill you. I bet anyone would be less work to go out with than me.

         ‘What do you think?’ he smiles, tucking a stray hair behind my ear.

         Minutes later, Mum appears at the top of the stairs with a cup of chai and some biscuits.

         ‘Here you go,’ she says, placing them next to Ash – and I swear she even winks a little as she closes the door gently behind her.

         Dear gods, thank you for making my mum normal.

         Even if it’s only sometimes.
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            Verse, Chorus, Middle Eight – Perfect Things

         

         There’s a beauty in imperfection. In the incomplete. A story half told and a chance to write its ending.

         Perfection is transitory. Momentary. A million moments of perfection, in a life imperfect.

         And the sound of being almost in love is the low sweet thrum of an A below middle C; a trouser leg tucked egregiously into a white sock; it’s him and me, me and him, a face close to mine in a moon-laced dream.

         Somehow it makes sense, even if it doesn’t.

         
            They’re just stories

            You know that you should not believe in

            They’re not real

            There’s no such thing as perfect things.

         

         
            [image: ]
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            New York, New York

         

         The next morning, I’ve set my alarm to meet Jess and Hayley, but instead I get woken up by screaming.

         I run down to the kitchen, my John and Yoko ‘War Is Over’ T-shirt pulled hastily over the Hello Kitty crop top I fell asleep in. It really is alarmingly comfortable, although disturbing it still fits.

         ‘What’s going on?’ I mumble, panicked.

         ‘Ellie!’ Mum shrieks.

         ‘What’s wrong?’ I say, my heart racing. ‘Is it the baby?’

         ‘Nothing’s wrong,’ she says, turning to me. ‘In fact, everything’s perfect. AMAZING,’ she says, waving a piece of paper in my face.

         ‘Oh, OK,’ I say, sitting down heavily, because this is not the way to be woken on the first Sunday of the Christmas holidays.

         ‘New York!’ she shrieks.

         ‘What about New York?’ I yawn.

         ‘First-class tickets! To spend Christmas in New York! With Aunty Kitty and Granny.’

         ‘What?’ I say, my mouth suddenly open like a Venus flytrap – and my heart is racing again, for all the right reasons.

         
      New York.
    

         ‘For all of us. We’re all going. All the Pillais. Kitty’s had a promotion. She’s paying for all our tickets and hotel rooms. She said it’s a Christmas present for your grandmother.’

         ‘New York,’ I mutter again, incredulously. ‘New York, Mum? Are you sure?’

         ‘YES,’ Mum grins. ‘The tickets arrived this morning, and I just got the email from Kitty.’

         ‘When?’ I grin deliriously.

         ‘What’s all this noise?’ Dad says grumpily, as he walks into the kitchen, rubbing his eyes.

         ‘New York!’ Mum shrieks again, and she repeats the news.

         ‘When?’ Dad says, taken aback.

         ‘Wednesday. We’ve got so much to do!’ Mum says, suddenly panicked.

         ‘Calm down, Nimi, think of the baby,’ Dad says, leading her to the kitchen table.

         ‘Dover Street Market …’ Mum whispers, her eyes wide. ‘I’ve always wanted to go. I mean, I know I can’t afford anything, but I can look. I’ve always wanted to look …’

         ‘Wednesday?’ I say suddenly. ‘This Wednesday? For how long?’

         ‘Two weeks. Until the day before you go back to school, Ellie,’ Mum says dreamily. ‘Sephora …’ she whispers in an almost religious fervour.

         ‘So, the whole holiday?’ I ask slowly. Because I can’t help but think about Ash. About all the time I was hoping to spend with him, away from school, just the two of us.

         ‘For goodness’ sake, Ellie,’ Dad says distractedly, googling ‘Plaza’ on his phone – Aunty Kitty appears to have booked us into some kind of celebrity hotel for our stay. I hope the real Timothée Chalamet is there. Actually, I don’t. I’d rather have the half-Indian, green-eyed, English version instead. ‘It’s two weeks. That boy will be here when you get back.’

         ‘That boy is called Ash,’ I say, dangerously low.

         Mum turns to me, smoothing her hands over my hair.

         ‘It’s New York, Ellie,’ she breathes. ‘You’ve always wanted to go. Maybe we can do one of those open mic things Kyra was telling me about last night. I bet they have those in New York. She thinks you need to perform more. What did she say?’ She turns to Dad. ‘Hone your craft as a performer?’

         And I think: oh God, no.

         But still.

         I’ve always wanted to go to an open mic night, just to listen. I’ve always wanted to see the Empire State Building and the Statue of Liberty and walk around SoHo pretending I’m not some hick from a little east England village. Because when you’re in New York, you’re just cool, even when you are categorically Not Cool.

         And the more I think about it, the more even the thought of Ash isn’t making it any less blinding.

         I’m going to New York.

         
      New York, New York.
    

         So good, Sinatra named it twice.
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            I Could Be Happy

         

         On the bus into town, I message Ash.

         
            Ellie:

            meet ltr?

            
​Ash:

            mine?

            
​Ellie:

            mtg jess & hay now – in a couple hrs?

            
​Ash:

            [image: ] 

         

         And the heart in his message makes me feel warm, and somewhere between happy and a little bit sad, because I know it’s only two weeks, but I’ll miss him – although technically that would be missing something I’ve never really had, because it’s been three days. I just like the idea that if I want to see him, I can. Which I can’t – not in New York.

         But.

         New York.

         It’s like my heart is split into two entirely separate pieces, and they both feel guilty for caring what the other one wants.

         I step off the bus, my headphones jammed over my ears, thinking about how different the Christmas holidays feel this year, about how different everything feels this year. I click into Altered Images, ‘I Could Be Happy’ and huddle into my oversized brown teddy coat, my sunglasses balanced precariously on my nose as the light refracts off the pavement. I can see my breath in clouds before me as I imagine climbing a tree with Clare Grogan.

         This year has been full of surprises. Not just me and Ash, but Hayley, who spent most of her time fighting with James – a footballing know-it-all from our drama group – finally admitting she had feelings for him when he confessed he wanted to do more than just fight with her (obviously, they still argue about everything) – and Jess coming out as bisexual when she started dating Elina, Ash’s twin sister, who is both incredibly beautiful and seriously terrifying when she thinks you’re messing her brother around.

         The Jess thing was hard, not least because while she was figuring things out with Elina, they made it look like she and Ash were dating, and for me, developing feelings for my best-friend’s-supposed-boyfriend was Not Exactly the Best. And that doesn’t even get into Jess’s mum walking out on her when she told her about Elina, or the fact she’d been hiding her mum’s bipolar disorder from everyone, while she struggled to care for her. All in all, things haven’t been easy for Jess, but seeing how happy she is with Elina, watching her thrive at her dad’s while her mum gets the help she needs – there are no words. No one is kinder or sweeter or nicer, or more annoyingly beautiful and clever, as Jess. She’s the best – and she deserves the best. I just wish her girlfriend didn’t borderline hate me for not telling Ash how I felt about him as soon as I knew he and Jess hadn’t been together. Which is that I almost love him, and I pretty much have from the moment he sent me a link to Radiohead, ‘Street Spirit’.

         When I reach the Spoke, I press pause on my headphones and peer inside. Jess’s wide-leg jeans are making her resemble a Charlie’s Angels-era Farrah Fawcett, while Hayley’s dressed in leather leggings and an oversized red-and-black striped jumper, like a cross between Dennis the Menace and an incognito member of Hole. Their heads are bent low as they talk to each other, the mint tea they’ve ordered in a pot by the space they’ve saved for me. A few weeks ago, these two could barely be in the same room, and I can’t explain how happy this change in events makes me.

         ‘Hi.’ I wave overenthusiastically, my eyes slightly teary as I walk towards them.

         ‘Why are you waving like that?’ Hayley asks. ‘You look like you’re signalling a plane.’

         ‘Nice to see you too …’ I say, rolling my eyes at Jess.

         ‘Are you crying?’ Hayley asks suspiciously.

         ‘No …’ I offer, gulping.

         ‘It’s just coffee, Ellie, we’re not braiding each other’s hair or anything,’ Hayley says sarcastically.

         ‘Oh, shut up, Hay, you know you love her,’ I say, motioning towards Jessica.

         ‘She’s all right,’ she admits begrudgingly.

         ‘Thanks …’ Jess says, raising an eyebrow. ‘Anyway,’ she says, turning to me, ‘we’ve barely spoken since Friday – what happened with you and Ash?’

         ‘Nothing …’ I blush.

         ‘Please tell me I didn’t drag myself out of bed on a Sunday morning to hear the word nothing,’ Hayley says crabbily.

         ‘Well, it didn’t!’

         ‘You have to give me something to work with here,’ she continues, pushing a piece of croissant around her plate with a fork.

         ‘Are you going to eat that?’ I ask her. She glares at me, pushing the pastry to the side of her plate.

         ‘Have it,’ she says, motioning towards it. ‘Just say something other than nothing.’

         ‘FINE,’ I say, picking it up between my fingers and attempting not to cover myself in pastry crumbs. ‘We kissed a lot, and there was some Under the Shirt Stuff, but he couldn’t get past my Hello Kitty crop top.’

         ‘You’re joking,’ Jess says, leaning back in her chair.

         ‘Ha ha,’ I say between mouthfuls, and then, ‘No. I’m not.’

         ‘Oh God, Ellie. Why were you wearing that thing?’

         ‘I found it at the back of my underwear drawer,’ I say, dusting my hands off. ‘Are you sure you don’t want any of this?’ I ask, turning back to Hayley. She shakes her head.

         ‘What were you looking for in the back of your underwear drawer …?’ she asks, leaning forward excitedly.

         ‘Nothing. I mean, well, I was looking for something to wear because my dad melted my bras.’

         She gapes at me, as Jess grins.

         ‘He put them in a hot wash. Like, ninety degrees or something.’

         ‘Wow. That’s passive aggressive …’ she continues almost admiringly.

         ‘I knew he wouldn’t take it well when you started dating,’ Jess smirks.

         ‘Why’d you say that?’ I demand.

         ‘Have you seen your dad anytime anyone even looks at your mum, which, by the way, is everyone, a lot. Because, you know, your mum. Anyway, he’s just overprotective, E. You must know that.’

         But Dad hasn’t really had a reason to be overprotective before, so I guess I’ve never noticed.

         ‘He’s being so embarrassing,’ I sigh.

         ‘Your dad might be embarrassing, but at least he’s around,’ Hayley says despondently.

         ‘You’re right …’ I admit, sneaking a look at Jess. She’s got that faraway look she gets sometimes. The one where I know she’s thinking about her mum.

         ‘So, what’s going on with your dad then?’ I ask Hayley gently. She pushes the last few crumbs of croissant to the side of her plate, piling them up piece by piece.

         ‘Nothing new,’ she replies, staring into space. Jess and I exchange a look.

         ‘OK then,’ Jess says, turning towards Hayley. ‘What happened when you went to see Sugar Mice Nipples?’

         ‘Who?’ she says, glaring at her.

         ‘She means James,’ I mutter hastily.

         ‘Then why did she say Sugar Mice Nipples?’

         ‘Long story …’ I say uncomfortably.

         ‘Sounds like a short story to me,’ she responds menacingly. So, we tell her all about the chest pics and a thirteen-year-old James pretending he was Ryan Gosling.

         And she laughs, like, really laughs. One of those belly laughs where you can’t help but join in.

         ‘I can’t wait to use this against him,’ she crows.

         ‘So, what happened?’ Jess probes.

         ‘I don’t know,’ she succumbs, ‘it’s just his house is so perfect, and he has these perfect parents and a dog called Hugo, who looks like he should be in an ad for a magazine called People with Perfect Dogs.’

         Jess snorts and I shoot her a look.

         ‘Sorry,’ she says. ‘It was funny.’

         ‘I mean, who calls a dog Hugo?’

         Jess nods along seriously.

         ‘Anyway, when I went to his house on Friday, his parents were there and they were just so nice, and they kept asking about my family … and the way they are with each other … I mean, I don’t even know where my dad is. I just miss how it was before Nina went to uni – when it was me and Mum and Nina, and I never even thought about my dad.’ Her voice cracks as Jess leans over to grab her hand.

         ‘I get it,’ she says, smiling.

         ‘Yeah, well,’ Hayley says quietly. ‘When I win my first Oscar, I’m pretty sure that’s when he’ll decide I’m the daughter he never had. Except, he has a daughter. He has TWO,’ she says forcefully.

         ‘His loss,’ I say gently.

         She ignores me, so in the silence that follows, I say, ‘I need to tell you both something. I’m going to New York. For Christmas. My aunt sent us tickets.’

         Hayley’s mouth falls open. ‘I’m so jealous I could stab you with a fork,’ and by the state of the violently dismembered croissant on her plate, this concerns me somewhat. ‘Do you think you’ll get to see something on Broadway?’

         ‘Maybe,’ I smile.

         ‘So, why don’t you look happier about it?’ Jess queries, inspecting my face.

         ‘I don’t know. Ash and I have only just started going out … it’s Christmas …’

         ‘Ash? Who cares about Ash? You’re going to New York, E!’ Hayley says, wide-eyed. New York, New York.

         ‘I care about Ash,’ I say, surprising myself. ‘I care about him a lot, Hay. And I know you care about James, so you can’t let any of this derail the two of you.’

         ‘Derail us? I’m not a train,’ she says, appalled.

         ‘But you’re on track,’ I continue seriously.

         ‘For what?’ she says, amused. ‘Heartbreak and high drama?’

         ‘Listen, Hayley,’ Jess says rousingly. ‘None of us thought we were going to be in the relationships we’re in right now, but we are. Do you like Sugar Mice Nipples?’ she quizzes.

         ‘Yesss,’ Hayley admits begrudgingly.

         ‘Well, he likes you, and Ash likes Ellie, and I have the hottest girlfriend on the planet – and these are all good things. We just need to embrace them, and if other people don’t want to get on board with that, then frankly they can suck it.’

         ‘Suck it,’ I respond, holding the spoon from my mint tea aloft.

         ‘Come on,’ Jess says, shouldering Hayley. ‘What can they do?’

         ‘Suck it,’ she says, clinking her fork against my spoon.

         And that’s it. We’ve all decided. Anyone who’s not on board with this mysterious alignment of the universe can suck it.

         Suck. It.

      

   


   
      
         
            
               [image: ]
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            The Shoop Shoop Song

         

         On the way out of the Spoke, Jess turns to me.

         ‘You going to Ash’s?’

         I nod.

         ‘Elina?’ I respond.

         She grins.

         ‘Great,’ Hayley enthuses. ‘Just me then.’

         ‘Come with us?’ Jess says, taking her arm.

         ‘I’m going to James’s,’ she says glumly.

         We hug Hayley goodbye and walk towards the 66 bus stop. Ash and Elina live near the city centre, but it’s halfway up a hill, and starting to drizzle.

         ‘How are things with you and Elina then?’ I ask, linking arms with her. She’s wearing platform boots and I’m in my Vans Old Skools, barely up to her elbow.

         ‘Good. Really good. I like her, E, like a lot,’ she says emphatically. And I can see that look of worry on her face. Like she knows that liking someone might end up hurting.

         ‘Still not my biggest fan, is she?’

         ‘She’ll get over it,’ she admits.

         Elina and I haven’t exactly seen eye to eye – but I’m determined to show her how much I care about Ash, that I’m not going to hurt him.

         ‘I really like him, Jess,’ and now it’s my turn to look worried.

         ‘I know, E – and I love you, so she’ll have to get over it.’

         We get on the bus in companionable silence, while in my head Betty Everett is serenading me with ‘The Shoop Shoop Song (It’s in His Kiss)’ as I watch the street signs pass by, rolling my shoulders to the beat.

         Does he love me, Betty? Because I do want to know. Even if it has only been three days – could he love me? Could someone like him love someone like me? And I imagine myself with a beehive and a form-fitting dress, my arms waving up and down in front of me, like I was in a sixties girl group in another life.

         ‘We’re here.’ I follow Jess off the bus, waving to Betty on the back seats.

         When we arrive, Mrs Aachara answers.

         ‘Hey, girls. Elina’s in the living room,’ she says, motioning towards the back of the house, ‘and Ash is upstairs.’ I smile and thank her, nodding goodbye to Jess as I make my way up the stairs.

         The Verve, ‘Sonnet’ is blaring loudly from his bedroom, and I knock loudly, trying to get him to hear me. I push the door open and peer inside. He’s wearing a white T-shirt and loose dark blue jeans, with an apron covered in paint, his feet bare on the floorboards.

         ‘Ash!’ I shout over the music.

         He turns to me, smiling, and gathers me in his arms, picking me up off the ground.

         ‘Hello,’ he grins, kissing my nose.

         ‘Hello,’ I reply shyly, feet dangling in the air.

         He places me back down, and I walk towards his bed and take off my Vans, throwing my teddy coat on his pillow.

         ‘Hello,’ he says again meaningfully, as he sits down next to me. My miniskirt is hitching up my thighs and I pull at it awkwardly; his hand beneath the back of my T-shirt, his fingers cold against my skin.

         ‘I have news,’ I say, inching away from him.

         ‘What’s that?’ he says, his fingers circling my back.

         ‘I’m spending Christmas in New York.’

         He sits back a little, watching me.

         ‘My aunt sent us tickets. For my dad’s whole family. We leave Wednesday.’

         ‘When do you get back?’ he asks slowly.

         ‘The day before school starts …’

         ‘Oh,’ he says disappointedly.

         ‘I know,’ I say, taking his hand. ‘But it’s only two weeks, and just think of the amazing present I’ll bring you back.’

         ‘OK,’ he says, pulling me closer. ‘But you can be my present.’

         ‘So, what are you painting?’ I ask, suddenly worried about what being a present entails.

         He turns towards the picture; not yet quite anything, but the outline of a shape.

         ‘It’s my dad,’ he smiles. ‘It’s a mixed-media collage. It’ll be bits of newsprint, part painting, part photography. It’s the first time I’ve felt ready to draw him,’ he says animatedly.

         ‘That’s great,’ I grin, proud of him.

         ‘That’s you,’ he says, his lips beginning to caress my neck.

         And I look at him and wonder how someone so soulful and beautiful, and clever and lovely, can be interested in kissing me – but before I can overthink it and start gesticulating again, there’s a knock at the door.

         ‘Do you guys want to watch a film with us?’ Elina asks, rolling her eyes from the doorway. She’s wearing a mid-length green floral tea dress with a wide tan belt, and a painter’s shirt beneath it. The sort of outfit she’s spent approximately zero time thinking about, but looks painstakingly put together. And my Cramps T-shirt tucked into my black miniskirt suddenly feels incredibly basic. Like I should have been refused entry at the door.

         ‘Sounds good,’ I say, turning towards her. She eyes me warily, even though beneath the disdain I can at least see she’s trying.

         ‘We’ll be down in a minute,’ Ash says, turning to her; but the way he’s looking at me is starting to make me sweat, so I turn to Elina instead.

         ‘Elina, could I borrow a jumper?’ Which I know is counterintuitive when you’re starting to sweat, but I need to get my Hello Kitty crop top out of this room.

         ‘OK,’ she says, beckoning me towards her room across the hall.

         ‘You know you can borrow one of my jumpers, right?’ Ash says, holding on to my T-shirt.

         ‘I’m just trying to talk to her,’ I whisper, as if that was the only reason.

         ‘And I’m trying to talk to you …’ he whispers back, holding on to my T-shirt.

         ‘Let go,’ I say, swatting at him.

         ‘No,’ he says, laughing, and suddenly I look like one of those cartoon mice, tiny and belligerent, a comedy cat’s paw pinning down my tail.

         ‘Stop that!’ I snort, swatting at him again.

         ‘No. I want you to stay here,’ he teases.

         ‘Do you want a jumper or not, Ellie?’ Elina asks irritably, stalking up to the door. I widen my eyes at Ash, and he lets go. Nobody wants Elina and me to get on more than he does.

         I follow her into her room and stand at the door while she picks her way through a dresser, no doubt looking for a jumper that will make me look as hideous as possible. My eyes pause at the corner of the room, where a picture is sat upright against a stack of books.

         ‘Cool portrait,’ I say, pointing towards the painting. It’s about the size of an A3 piece of paper, but it’s painted on canvas, boxy and solid. It’s the top half of a girl, from her head down to her mid shoulders. Wavy black hair and dark brown skin, her eyes fiery. In the background is a kaleidoscope of colours that make her dark eyes glint with life. Like mine, her eyes are a myriad of browns, but they seem almost multicoloured in the picture, like the artist can see something beneath them, not visible to anyone else.

         ‘Thanks,’ she says offhandedly.

         ‘Who is she?’ I ask. She reminds me of my cousin. Of a better version of me.

         ‘Just an old friend,’ she says, not looking at the picture.

         She passes me an oversized blush jumper and I pull it on over my T-shirt.

         ‘I love that colour on you,’ she says, momentarily forgetting she hates me. I see my reflection in the mirror on her dresser, and I wonder why I don’t wear more colour. Why I’m still so frightened of anybody noticing me. And I want to stop that. Stop being afraid of that.

         But as nice as she’s being, I can’t help wondering how Jess feels about the portrait. About the air around it, thick with feeling.

         As we walk out of the room, she picks the painting up and pushes it roughly down the side of her dresser.

         ‘It’s nobody special,’ she says, as I watch her doing it.
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            New York Wednesday

         

         Three days later, and a million hours spent with Ash and a firmly open door (that I’ve come to realise isn’t as annoying as I thought it was), and New York Wednesday finally arrives. I’ve spent ages packing and repacking my suitcase, trying to put together outfits that are cool enough for the world’s coolest city. I’m not sure whether black T-shirts (mostly with New York band references), jeans, black skirts, black tights, black studded ankle boots and my Vans quite live up to this expectation, but I’ve thrown in a bright pink corduroy boiler suit Jess forced me to buy but I’ve never had the nerve to wear. Because if there’s a place to wear a bright pink corduroy boiler suit, it’s New York, New York.

         At 4 a.m., Mum, Dad and I drove from our sleepy east England village towards Heathrow airport, on the way fielding a million calls from the uncles, asking questions about which car park we’re booked into, who’s responsible for taking Granny’s supply of Penguin chocolate bars, PG Tips and Marmite, and who’s sitting with who on the flight. I’m exhausted, and its barely 9 a.m.

         Our flight leaves at midday, and Mum’s desperate to hit the duty-free, even going so far as to promise to buy me something if I help protect her from Granny. None of the family know Mum’s pregnant yet and we have no idea how they’re going to react – but at just under four months, it’s impossible to hide. She looks suspiciously like she’s hiding a semi-inflated football under her jumper, although being Mum, she’s managed to make the look both stylish and flattering.

         When we’ve parked and Dad’s wrestled our suitcases on to a trolley, we head towards the check-in desk for first class. In front of us is a bickering brown family, already short from the journey to the airport.

         ‘Delia, I told you Amma doesn’t like Yorkshire Tea. She must have her PG Tips!’ And it looks like Big Uncle is getting started early with his Granny-related paranoia.

         ‘She has enough orange pekoe to drown a man. From Sri Lanka! Why does she want PG Tips? Is substandard compared to our tea.’

         ‘I don’t know,’ he huffs, ‘but you know how she is. She doesn’t ask for much, en anbe.’ His wife exhales loudly. Granny doesn’t ask for much, it’s more the weight of her expectation.

         ‘Benn,’ Dad says, tapping his shoulder. ‘We have PG Tips.’

         ‘Thank God,’ Big Uncle breathes.

         Joseph, Peter and Esther, my cousins, are stood silently by their sides: Joseph glued to his phone, Peter playing on an iPad, and Esther, shy and quiet, hugging her mother’s legs.

         Their bags are put through quickly and they’re whisked away to the first-class lounge. I’ve never flown first class, never even been upgraded, and I am literally as excited as I have ever been about flying on a giant tube in the sky, when I have no idea exactly how it stays up there.

         I stand behind Mum and Dad at the check-in desk, my foot tapping the floor impatiently, until I hear my phone buzz.

         
            Ash:

            r u at the [image: ] yet?

         

         I feel a momentary pang of guilt at my excitement, soon to be replaced by annoyance.

         ‘Can you look up, please?’ The check-in assistant is looking up and down at the picture on my passport, then at me, so many times it’s starting to make me sweat. Dad says you should never annoy people at airports, even if they’re annoying you. That the rules are different inside these strange white boxes, people can shoot you, or lock you up, or stop you from getting where you’re going, just because they can. Sometimes, just because you’re not white.

         ‘You look different,’ she muses.

         ‘I was eleven,’ I fake smile. That picture was taken after an argument with Mum, and my face is small and sullen, my eyebrows forming one long arc across my forehead, from the days before I learned to tweeze.

         ‘Ugly ducklings,’ the woman smiles, handing the picture back to me. And I wonder what would happen if I told her there’s No Such Thing as an ugly duckling, just people who make stupid, thoughtless comments.

         When our bags are halfway down the luggage conveyor, I look back at my phone, and try to remember I’m not eleven any more. That I’m almost sixteen. That people can only make me feel the way I allow them to make me feel. That I don’t have to listen to that voice in my head, the one that tells me I’m not good enough, that I’ll never be good enough.

         Shut up, voice!

         I look at my phone and tap a reply.

         
            Ellie:

            omw 2 first class. don’t hate me …………

            
​Ash:

            hate u not being here

         

         And a sudden rush of missing this other person hits me. Like the sensation of falling, when you’re completely out of control.

         
            Ellie:

            miss u already

         

         Hayley would kill me for this message. She would revoke the FEMINIST badge she gave me on my fifteenth birthday and replace it with one that said PATHETIC CLICHÉ.​

         
            Ash:

            call me when u get there? [image: ] 

         

         A heart. An actual, beating heart.

         ‘Hey, Ellie.’

         And there goes that moment. That perfect, stood in the airport waiting for someone to run in and tell you they almost love you moment. Replaced with Hope Pillai in the first-class lounge; and I believe that’s what’s called an oxymoron. Because there is nothing hopeful about spending the next two weeks with my cousin Hope.

         ‘I’m going to get a blow-dry. They’re free in here. You can come with me. You look like you need one.’

         ‘Hi,’ I manage through gritted teeth.

         ‘Do you wear anything other than black?’ she says breezily. Which is annoying, because I planned this outfit for days. My favourite black jeans with a Velvet Underground sweatshirt, studded boots and the shearling coat Aunty Kitty bought for me. I thought I looked like a young, brown Debbie Harry. Which is admittedly mixing my NYC band references, but still.

         ‘We’ve been here for ages,’ she says, as I ignore the comment, and I have to admit her black hiker boots paired with wide-leg jeans, crop top and sand-coloured trench coat make her look like an off-duty supermodel.

         Damn. It.

         Although a very cold supermodel. Because who wears a crop top in December?

         An off-duty supermodel, obviously.

         Ugh.

         ‘I think the aunties were waiting for your mum to get here, so they could go to the duty-free.’ When I turn around to look, Mum has fully dumped me for Aunty Delia, Aunty Christine and Aunty Helen – who are all cooing over her baby bump in a slightly hysterical manner, while the uncles pat my dad on the back like a man that’s just scored the winning run in a cricket match.

         ‘Mum,’ I shout. ‘Are you going?’

         She hurries over and envelops Hope into a hug.

         ‘Are you excited?’ she asks her. ‘For New York.’

         ‘I can’t wait, Aunty,’ she replies, and then ‘congratulations’ as she hugs Mum again. It almost looks sincere, except I’m not sure that’s in her repertoire of stock emotions.

         ‘Ellie, the aunties and I need to pick up some things. You girls are welcome to come – or you could just get your hair done with Hope?’ she asks hopefully; and the irony of her hopefulness both annoys and kills me. Mum spent an hour last night trying to convince me to spend more time with Hope while we were away – because we’re The Same Age, which apparently means we should have Something in Common.

         When we were little, Hope and I were close. We gravitated towards each other at family events, because back then she was less evil. But then she turned eleven, and suddenly she was the most beautiful thing anyone had ever seen, and I was categorically not. She was popular and stylish and knew the names of all the Bollywood stars, and I did not. We drifted apart – first slowly, then emphatically, then all at once – and after that came the meanness. Comments about my clothes, or my weight, or my inability to speak Tamil, and suddenly the cousin that had held my hand at Amis’s funeral was gone. Replaced by some glamazon Bollywood girl who looked right through me.

         ‘I don’t really need to get my hair done,’ I sulk.

         Hope snorts.

         ‘Come with us then,’ Mum says distractedly, and I can tell at this stage that she’s only interested in getting to the MAC counter.

         ‘It’s fine – you go. I need to call Ash anyway.’

         ‘Who’s Ash?’ Hope says, suddenly interested. ‘You can tell me while we’re getting our hair done.’ She drags me away before I have a chance to argue.

         As we settle into our seats and wait for our hair to be washed, Hope turns to me.

         ‘Apparently we’re sharing a room at the hotel.’

         Oh God, kill me.

         Or rather, Don’t Let Me Kill Her.

         I say nothing, and stare down at the beating heart emoji on my phone.

         ‘Is that your boyfriend?’ she asks, motioning at the phone.

         ‘Ash? Yeah.’

         ‘When did you start dating?’ – and I wonder why her tone sounds so normal.

         ‘A couple of weeks ago,’ I reply – but actually, it’s been six days.

         ‘You weren’t seeing anyone when I saw you at half-term. Anyway,’ she continues, ‘it’s good we’re sharing a room. We can cover for each other. Have some fun.’

         And now the breeziness and non-hostility is starting to make sense. She wants me to lie for her, so she can go out and do whatever it is that Hope Pillai does.

         ‘You have to be twenty-one to get in anywhere, so I don’t think we’re likely to need covers,’ I say slowly.

         ‘We’ll see,’ she smirks.

         She tips her head back as the stylist motions for her to put her hair in the basin.

         ‘Tell me about Ash,’ she demands over the sound of running water.

         ‘Um …’ And I can’t really think how to describe him. The boy in the yellow rain mac, who I like/almost love, who gets that I listen to Radiohead when I’m sad and Taylor Swift when I’m trying not to be. So I’m grateful when my stylist takes me to the opposite side of the salon and I don’t have to explain him.

         Thirty-five blissful, Hope-free minutes later, she sashays over to where I’m leafing through a magazine, her long black hair poker straight and parted down the middle, like an advert for argan oil.

         ‘Wow,’ she says, looking at me, which is when I realise I’ve spent so long avoiding eye contact with her that I haven’t even looked at myself. My hair, which is more of a dark brown than her intense black, is curled into beachy waves, its layers hugging my face. Its artful, but at the same time effortless and pretty.

         ‘You look … nice,’ she manages, choking on the words.

         ‘Thanks, so do you.’

         ‘Let’s see a picture of him then,’ she demands.

         I open up my photos and the first picture I find is a selfie of Ash and me, his face hidden slightly behind mine, the two of us grinning like Cheshire cats.

         ‘He’s hot,’ she admits. ‘Is he mixed?’

         ‘His mum’s Indian. How did you know?’

         ‘Everyone I go to school with is, like, from everywhere. Not like where you are.’

         It’s annoying that she’s right. That Hope would never have thought Ash was having some kind of Freudian relationship with his own mother, because she lives in London, where there are more other kinds of people. People that look like Ash and me.

         ‘How’s Vikash?’ I ask, trying to change the subject.

         ‘Fine,’ she says, looking away. For a minute, I think she looks a bit upset, but before I can ask, my phone buzzes again.

         
            Ash:

            miss u too

         

         I smile, just as she reads the message over my shoulder.

         ‘It’s always like that at the beginning.’ She smiles patronisingly. ‘He won’t even remember your name in two weeks.’

         And I want to tell her she’s a liar. That she doesn’t know anything about us.

         But I’m too worried she might be right.
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