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      ‘The fact is, there’s no way to be sure that all humans experience time in the same way. Five minutes for me could seem like five days to you, so maybe you really do feel like you’ve been in this classroom for millennia.’ I shrug. ‘It’s a matter of perception.’

      Around the edge of our back-to-back terminal screens, I watch Micah’s beautiful mouth as he does this slow half-smile and says, ‘You know, Karlo, for a nerd, you’re pretty hot.’

      And I say, ‘Hilarious, Bexley,’ when what I’m really thinking is: Stop it. Please. You’re killing me.

      ‘All you need is some glasses and you’d have that whole sexy librarian thing going on,’ is what he says next, still leaning to the side and tipping back a little in his chair the way he does, every movement full of lazy grace. I go back to staring at my screen, even though I don’t have a chance of actually concentrating, not with him looking at me like this, talking like this. Under the table he gently kicks my foot.

      ‘Stop ignoring me,’ he says. God. If only he knew. I couldn’t ignore him if my life depended on it. I’m aware of his every move to a distance of a thousand kilometres. Probably more.

      ‘Mr Bexley…’ Dr Griffiths frowns over at him from his desk. ‘Are you using your access time on the science database wisely to research the quantum properties of light, or merely frittering it away on studying the more mysterious properties of Miss Karlo, who you could observe in her natural habitat at some other point?’

      Micah doesn’t answer, just raises a hand in apology, before rolling his eyes and smiling as he turns back to his screen.

      Science Research is the only lesson we’ve had together this year, which is annoying because it’s my favourite, which means that I’ve spent all year in this constant battle with myself about whether to concentrate or to allow myself to be completely distracted by the proximity to Micah Bexley.

      When the beeps finally go, I’m expecting the whole place to basically explode with joy that school is over for the summer, but actually there’s something flat in it, almost as if now we’re at the finish line all anyone wants to do is get out of here. There’s the sound of every single one of Gower Gate Academy’s three thousand students pushing stuff into our bags against which Micah says, ‘You don’t have to go to work today, do you?’ But just as I’m about to answer, Dr Griffiths says, ‘Miss Karlo, can I have a word before you go?’

      ‘Catch you outside,’ Micah says, almost killing me with a half-wink before he leaves, me watching him all the way.

      Dr Griffiths leans back in his chair, hands clasped over his stomach, the room emptying around us. ‘Remember me mentioning the 2050 project?’

      I shrug, even though I do.

      ‘At Abertawe University. They want to –’ he waves his hands around like he’s looking for the right words – ‘encourage more applications, particularly for the sciences. They asked me to nominate my most promising student, for a summer workshop that could lead to a place at university. So I nominated you.’

      I’m shaking my head. ‘Dr Griffiths, I…’

      ‘If you’re worried about finance, don’t be. The workshop only carries a nominal fee. And scholarships are possible for university places.’

      Yeah, they’re possible. But they still only pay some of your fees, and there’s no way I could afford the rest. University is for the rich; not for people like me.

      ‘You have so much potential, Beacon – you do know that, don’t you?’ He takes his glasses off and chews on the arm of them, frowning a little while he watches my face for clues.

      ‘Thanks,’ I say, ‘but I have to get to work now.’ And I walk out, feeling Dr Griffiths’ disappointed eyes follow me.

      By the time I get outside, the rain is coming down so hard that everyone is sheltering around the edges of the building, waiting for it to slow. Jam is waiting for me. Although Jam is technically my stepbrother, I never call him that, or think of him that way. I guess I don’t really think of him at all; he’s just always been there, or that’s how it seems, even though actually my mum only married his dad a little over five years ago.

      He stands there all moody, with his hood up, gazing out at the low brown clouds that press in over the basketball court like a lid.

      ‘Where were you?’ he says, looking at me as I approach. ‘We missed our transport.’

      ‘I’m sorry. Griffiths was off on one.’

      I try not to look for Micah, but I see him anyway, standing under the hoop at the far end with his arm around Mali’s shoulders. While I’m watching, she does this little dance that bumps against his side and he kisses her head. It still sinks through me like a stone to see them together, even after three years of them being madly in love.

      Even though she’s my best friend.

      If I could cut away the dark-hearted part of me that wants him, if I could carve that pain right out of me, I would. I would give anything not to feel the way I do, not to want him so much it hurts, when I know that it can never be. She looks round then and catches my eye, smiles and runs over through the rain.

      ‘You’re sick,’ she says, and for a second I’m terrified she saw it right there on my face before I could hide it. ‘You’ve just come down with something really gross,’ she adds, and then she’s grinning, and I see where she’s coming from. ‘There’s a party in Bradoc and neither you nor Jam are missing it, so I’m calling in sick for you.’

      Even though she’s my best friend, Mali is another person who holds certain misconceptions, like thinking Jam and I are the kind of people who can call in sick to the job that is the only reason we get to eat. Like it’s even an option. I watch her big eyes batting for a few seconds.

      ‘We finish at midnight,’ I say, stepping closer to tidy her rain-smudged eyeliner with my thumbs. ‘How about we catch up with you then?’

      ‘Bea, come on!’ She takes hold of my shoulders. ‘Please, I need you there.’

      Micah arrives behind her, but I don’t dare look at him.

      ‘We’ll come as soon as we’re finished, won’t we, Jam?’ I look over my shoulder at him, but his face is mostly covered by his hood and I can only see his mouth, grumpy and downturned as he says, ‘Mm-hmm,’ pretty unconvincingly.

      When I look back at Mali, she couldn’t seem more disappointed with me.

      To distract her I say, ‘How’s mine?’ closing my eyes so she can check my eyeliner too.

      ‘Perfect cat flicks,’ she says, grudgingly. ‘As always.’

      ‘I had a good teacher,’ I say, threading her arm under mine and trapping it there so that she’s close.

      ‘I know you did,’ she says, putting up her little pink umbrella over both of us. ‘You learned from the best.’

       

      We’re all waiting on the same transport platform, heading to AcePrice, where Jam and I work, which is also the only place you go if you’re underage and want to buy a shedload of alcohol. When I worked in Payment, this used to make life really difficult, as kids I knew would come to my station, knowing that I would punch in the code to authorise the purchase, risking getting sacked every time while they anxiously gripped the necks of their bottles of schnapps or vodka. It’s not such an issue since I got moved into Electronics. Now the worst part of it is that they see me in my ugly red AcePrice uniform and probably never shake the image again. Bea Karlo: AcePrice girl. Bea Karlo: the girl who has to work full-time while still at school and take home out-of-date bread just to keep from dropping off the map completely.

      Even though we are deep underground, rainwater runs down the wall on the far side of the transport tracks, on its way down to the water table to get pumped away so that we can only have it back at a premium. I tend to try not to think about that too much, or about Centralisation or the Information Collapse or any of the million other ways in which our world has been mismanaged into a mess by those who are meant to be in charge, because it doesn’t do an awful lot for my mood.

      The transport hums in, high-pitched. It’s already busy but we cram on, losing each other and falling apart in the damp press of coats. This is how come I end up looking over a stranger’s shoulder at Micah, raindrop-dotted sunglasses pushed up into his hair, eyelashes dark, the golden tone of his olive, Mediterranean skin only slightly drained by the fluorescent lighting. In an ugly place like this I always think he looks superimposed from somewhere better, like a tropical island. His eyes shift from me to Jam behind me.

      ‘What shall we get you? To drink later, I mean, at the party. The usual?’

      I feel Jam shrug; feel him go to his pocket for money. Micah shakes his head. ‘Sort it later, man.’

      We jolt round the hard left that brings us out of the tunnel and into the light for a few seconds. We are skirting the perimeter of Gower Gate, looking out across the vast, square fields and the ocean of sheep that is the reason this town was built. It’s nearly twenty-five years now since they cleared the local villages and farms and rural cottages and relocated everyone here to make way for the Agri-Tract – a new area dedicated to industrial sheep farming. ‘Centralisation’ is what they called it. More land for sheep, the efficiency of shared services, economies of scale. Families who had worked and lived on this land for generations were torn up by the roots and transplanted into brand-new tower blocks, employed by massive multinational conglomerates to go back and work on supersized versions of the farms they once knew. Sometimes I think it’s a blessing that those of us that were born here never knew any different.

      Rain sweeps across the land in grey curtains, filing in from the sea. And this is at the end of July.

      We dive back into the bowels of the transport tunnel, and stop in Evans Block. A few people shove to get out around us and it makes enough space for Mali to slide in next to me.

      ‘I’m debating coming to get you when your shift finishes. I need to celebrate with you today, Bea. I don’t care if you are falling over from exhaustion – you are coming to this party.’

      ‘Aw, so sweet.’ Micah tilts his head. ‘That’s real friendship for you.’

      ‘Shut up,’ she says, but you can hear the smile in her voice.

      At the AcePrice terminus, the whole train empties and we kind of lose track of each other on the way up the stairs. I hear Mali calling me at one point, but I kind of not-quite-on-purpose ignore her. School and AcePrice have become like two worlds to me, two separate worlds, and only Jam, who knows me better than anyone, is allowed to follow me from one into the other.
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      I’ve just managed to shove my stuff in the locker in the break room when I realise Taylor is standing behind me. ‘Miss Karlo –’ he shakes his head – ‘you should have been on the floor three minutes ago.’

      ‘Sorry Taylor, it’s only that —’

      ‘If you’re to have any future here at AcePrice, you’re going to have to respect our rules.’

      He’s in my space now, breaking into a smile. And I think, not for the first time, about how I could tell him something that would wipe the smile clean off his face. But I don’t.

      ‘You know I’m just messing with you,’ he says, sitting back on a box, watching me. ‘What held you up anyway? Boyfriend?’

      ‘I don’t have one.’ Urgh, why did I say that? To him of all people.

      ‘Wow.’ He shakes his head. ‘You know, I just find that so hard to believe. Girl like you – clever, pretty…’

      I look away; pull the ties at the side of my tabard tighter. ‘I should go. Martin’s alone in Electronics.’

      ‘Run along then,’ he says, and I feel the weight of his gaze watching me like prey as I leave.

       

      ‘Would you take a look at this crap?’ says Martin as I arrive next to him amid the sea of televisions that make up the walls around us.

      On the screens, some band are jumping around on a beach, the lead guitarist on his knees in the sand, mid solo.

      ‘I remember these guys when they were cool,’ says Martin, even though he’s barely five years older than me.

      I fish the universal remote control out of my tabard pocket and flip channels.

      ‘Ah man, Bea, not the news, please,’ he whines. ‘You know how agitated you get. You’ll be ranting about development gaps and the environment and water export all night.’

      I shoot him a look. ‘You’re a father now, Martin – you should know what’s going on in the world.’

      ‘Why?’ He laughs. ‘It’s not like it’s ever anything good.’

      I get to Global News Network and am just clicking through the menu to get the subtitles on when I freeze, breath stolen by the image on-screen – a vast, partly skeletal structure, in orbit, with a slowly tracking Earth as backdrop.

      ‘That’s…’ I hear myself say, and then I’m blipping up the volume.

      ‘Not another stupid cargo hauler,’ says Martin, but I’m shushing him, stepping closer to the bank of screens as the sound fades in.

      ‘… announce the technical completion of its eponymous space traveller. The Ventura has been under construction in Earth orbit since the mysterious radio signal, thought to originate from star system Epsilon Eridani, was discovered seventeen years ago at the La Verdad space research facility in southern Spain. This clearly deliberate and manufactured attempt at contact, although remaining enigmatic to this day in its content and meaning, was our first irrefutable proof that we are not alone in the universe, and is often cited as the most significant scientific discovery in human history and the key to unlocking our future as a space-faring civilisation. This afternoon, officials at the facility announced that, though the core crew of the traveller will be recruited from within existing employees of Ventura Com and sister haulage company Concordia Industries, up to three hundred suitable volunteers will be sought from the general public over the coming weeks. These pioneering individuals will make up the first generation of a space mission slated to last over seven hundred years, one that many around the world are calling the most scientifically significant project humanity has ever undertaken. The cynics amongst us have noted with interest the convenient timing of the announcement, coinciding as it does with the launch of Ventura Com’s much anticipated new personal device for the Post-Information era – the Pod, which comes on to the market worldwide this week.’

      Martin laughs and kills the volume.

      ‘Hey, I was watching that!’

      ‘Don’t you get it –’ he shakes his head – ‘it’s just a publicity stunt,’ he says, indicating the huge liquid-crystal display advert for the Pod behind me – all dancing colours, ridiculous smiling people and the swirl and star of the Ventura Com logo. ‘It’s genius, actually. I bet that signal isn’t even real. These people would do anything to shift product, you know that.’

      ‘No, you’re wrong.’ Words start tumbling out too fast. ‘You don’t understand – it’s not like that. Ventura Com is a corporate sponsor, but it was La Verdad Space Research Facility that discovered the Epsilon Eridani signal in the first place, that have spent all these years analysing it. They used to be run by the European Space Agency and the Spanish government. They only sought sponsorship because they lost their funding when their economy went to hell.’

      Martin blinks, open mouthed, like a particularly dumb and hairy fish. ‘How the hell do you know all that?’

      ‘Library database. School science database. Journals. The news. I’ve been following this story my whole life. It happened the year I was born, so it’s always felt… I mean, there is life, other beings – out there – trying to reach us. Aren’t you even a little bit curious about that?’

      ‘Wow, you’re really into it. You should volunteer, Bea,’ he says, gazing back up at the screens, where suited Ventura Com execs, military white-coated scientists and astronauts in ESA jumpsuits are sat behind a long table giving a press conference, strobed by camera flashes. ‘To be fair, it would be completely hilarious to see you in a spacesuit.’

      I roll my eyes at him as I walk away, but as soon as I lose myself among the screens, I have to lean against a shelf and I’m frowning at the floor, breathing through it, trying to get my heart to stop pounding against my ribs.

       

      Later I’m out in Dispatch looking for Jam, when I see the delivery truck come in driven by Dylan Jones, who, at thirty-eight, still hasn’t given up getting stupid asymmetrical haircuts, so that he looks more like a vain big brother to Taylor, rather than his father.

      His father, who also happens to be my father.

      As soon as his first foot hits the tarmac I tell him, ‘You have to tell Taylor; you have to.’

      He looks around to make sure no one is watching us, then back at me. ‘You know I can’t.’

      ‘He needs to know. He keeps… it seems like he…’

      Luckily, he gets it without me saying any more. ‘Oh God, I’m sorry,’ he says, looking at his feet. ‘Just make it clear to him you’re not interested and that’s the end of it. There’s really no point in stirring all this up.’

      ‘No point for you and your happy family you mean,’ I say bitterly.

      ‘No point for any of us, Beacon.’

      ‘Don’t call me that,’ I almost snarl, and I can see the half-second of shock in the brown-green eyes, the same as mine, which are the only thing he ever gave me, before he blinks it away.

      ‘It’s your name,’ he says, but quiet now. ‘And I like it. It’s… meaningful.’

      ‘Not to you, it’s not.’

      ‘You’re wrong.’

      ‘Am I?’

      He sighs, shifts from foot to foot while we both avoid eye contact. I’ve nearly given up waiting for him to speak again and am about to walk away when he says, ‘I know I have no right to ask you for anything, but I know you’ll do what’s right. Do you need money?’ he reaches into his back pocket, spooling some coins out into his dirty palm.

      ‘Don’t do that,’ I say, throwing him a look of disgust as I walk away.
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      Even though he’s not even a little bit up for it, I drag Jam along on the transport to Bradoc Block at midnight and up to fifteenth to where the party is. As if he’s making a point, he yawns all the way there – those big, shaky, eye-watering yawns – and he won’t take his hood down, even though it isn’t raining.

      ‘Don’t you think it’s amazing though?’ I ask, because I’ve spent the whole way here telling him about the Ventura. ‘Don’t you remember watching all those TV shows about the signal when we were kids? And suddenly it’s… happening. They’re really going.’

      ‘Yeah, it’s pretty cool,’ he says, between yawns, but I can tell it’s only for my benefit.

      At number 15-501 there are people spilling out of the door on to the walkway, standing around or leaning on the railings where the service pipes and rubbish chutes drop away deep into the innards of Gower Gate.

      People from school greet us like we just got back from the war. They’re all like, ‘Jam! Bea! You made it!’ even though they never normally speak to us. It’s only right now that I’m remembering I don’t like parties at all, because they’re mostly full of people you don’t really know or like.

      ‘You’re here!’ It’s Mali, shrieking from the kitchen door as she weaves through the crowd to get to us, like someone swimming upstream. She shoves a cup of something that smells like coconut in my hand and one into Jam’s before reaching up to push his hood off his head and yell, ‘Dance with me, Eeyore!’ Jam rolls his eyes, shakes his head and pulls his hood up again, but not without a flicker of a smile.

      Mali was the first person to point out to me how rarely Jam smiles, and she came up with the ridiculous pet name for him that she’s teased him with ever since. Ironically, it does seem to raise a smile from him, but then Mali can make anyone smile.

      ‘Leave the poor man alone,’ says Micah, just appearing through the crowd. ‘He’s exhausted.’

      ‘YOU dance with me then,’ she whines at him.

      ‘There’s barely enough space to stand upright, or hadn’t you noticed?’ He laughs, resting his chin on her head in such a way that means our eyes meet. I look away.

       

      As soon as I can, I slip away, looking for a TV and finding one in the quiet back bedroom, turning it on in the dark, sitting on the carpet and leaning my head back against the coat-covered bed behind me. I see Jam walk past the door but then stop, come back, lowering himself down next to me. The light from the TV plays across his face and his cup is clasped loosely between his raised knees. I turn back to the TV and watch the subtitles scroll:

      ‘Volunteers should be between sixteen and twenty years of age, and speak fluent English or Spanish. They will need to travel to the La Verdad space research facility in Spain within the next ten days, where they will undergo stringent testing.’

      ‘We should do it,’ I say to Jam.

      He turns his head a little. ‘What did you just say?’

      ‘Well, I’m going to.’ I laugh.

      ‘You’re joking.’

      ‘No, I’m serious, Jam – why not? All we’ve ever wanted to do was get away from Gower Gate. And we’re never going to do that. I mean, seriously – how are we ever going to do that?’

      He doesn’t answer at first, just stares at me, but in the end he says, ‘Nothing’s keeping us here.’

      ‘Jam, everything’s keeping us here. We don’t have any money. We never have any money. You know I’ll never be able to afford university. And I can’t spend my life working at AcePrice. I just can’t. It’ll kill me, I swear. And what’s the alternative? Shearing? The abattoir?’

      Jam takes a slug on his drink, swallows slowly, before he says, ‘We could save enough to get to one of the cities. Get a better job.’

      ‘And then what?’ I shake my head. ‘People like us can’t afford to live in any of the cities. Rents are three times what we could ever earn, even if we could get a job.’

      ‘So you’re going to outer space?’

      ‘Don’t you think it would be amazing? To be a part of answering the call of whoever or whatever it is that messaged us? To know you’re heading out on the first mission to actually make contact with extra-terrestrial beings? It’s…’ I run out of words, or maybe I have too many to get out.

      Jam sits up, watching me from under his hood, his eyes wide in the dark; it’s the first time I’ve felt like he was really listening to anything in a long time.

      I lean into him, take hold of his sleeve as I say, ‘I mean, you’ve been saying for the last year that we should try out for the space hauler training programs. What’s the difference?’

      The look on his face changes, his mouth falling open in surprise. ‘Haulers come back every few years, Bea. If you go off on this thing, you’ll be gone for ever. You may as well be dead.’

      I don’t know what to say to that, but before I get a chance to form a response Mali bursts into the room. She drops drunkenly to her knees on the carpet in front of us. ‘I have amazing news. You are about to love me so much.’

      ‘I already do, Mals.’ I grin and she kisses me so hard on the lips I accidentally bite my tongue.

      ‘You are going to love me even more then. I just managed to con my sister’s boyfriend out of four rec passes for the Peninsula for tomorrow! He says the weather’s going to be crap – as if that matters!’ She waves the little transparent sheets in front of our faces. ‘Don’t tell me you’re working. I mean, I know you will be working, you always are, but you can’t be working for the whole day.’

      We share a look. ‘We’re on lates,’ I tell her. ‘Four until midnight again.’

      She shrieks. ‘Perfect! So we get up super early and we go.’

      ‘We haven’t got a car.’

      ‘We do! We have Micah’s dad’s. He’s… away right now. So, pack your bikinis!’

      ‘Don’t you mean our coats?’ smirks Jam.

      Mali pulls his hood up right over his face. ‘Come on, Eeyore – you are going to damn well have fun – even if I have to make you!’

      Micah steps into the doorway, leaning against one side, glancing at the TV, then at Mali and Jam, then at me, before sitting on the bed behind me. I feel the leg of his jeans, warmed by body heat, against the skin of my shoulder, and reflexively twitch away.

      ‘That’s that space place you always talk about, right?’ he says, and when I turn my head he is squinting at the TV, at the aerial images of the space research facility on the screen, shifting his eyes to me for a microsecond and then back before he says, ‘Your space nerd alter-ego taking over from your party-girl tonight, Karlo?’

      I hit his leg and steal his drink, while trying not to notice how good he looks when he laughs as I push myself up and out of the room.

       

      In the kitchen I bump into Jac Ashley, who I know from when I used to be in the running team. I’m not sure how we end up kissing but at some point we do, and I’ve basically got to that point of being drunk where I can’t quite focus, and he smells so good I put my hand inside the back of his shirt, pull him closer. Then someone kicks my leg and says my name and when I turn it’s Jam, leaning against the counter next to me.

      ‘We’re going home now, Bea – come on.’

      And Jac Ashley says to him, ‘Man, you’re killing me here.’

      And Jam doesn’t say anything, just stares at him from under his hood.

      Jac leans in and kisses my neck in a way that makes me not want to go, but Jam kicks my leg again. ‘Bea, I’m going.’

      ‘I can bring her home later,’ says Jac, into the skin on my throat.

      ‘That isn’t happening,’ says Jam. ‘Bea, let’s go. We have to be up in two hours.’

      I groan then and set about the long process of unwrapping myself from Jac’s octopus-like grip, during which time I realise he has one of those horrible thin moustaches like the ghost of a moustache yet to come, and suddenly I can’t actually believe I was kissing him.

      Outside it’s cold and the clouds are tinted orange on the underside. Once we get away from the party, the world is empty and suddenly spinning, the only sounds coming from the rubbish compressors down in the sublevels as they grind and creak and feed the furnaces that heat Gower Gate. I link my arm through Jam’s and he slows his pace to match mine.

      ‘I wish you wouldn’t do that,’ he says.

      And even though I know, I say, ‘Do what?’

      ‘Hook up with whoever. You should hear what people say about you.’

      I sigh. ‘I’ve told you, I don’t care what they say about me.’

      ‘But I do.’

      ‘Aw, Jam, that’s sweet.’

      He stops. ‘No, it’s not! I’m the one who has to hear it. If you ever want someone to treat you right, you’re going to have to stop giving it all away, Bea.’

      ‘Giving it all away?’ I say, and I can’t help laughing. ‘This isn’t a Brontë novel. This is Gower Gate.’

      He shakes his head and walks off without me, then slows until he sees I’m following him, but keeps a gap, just out of reach.

       

      When we get back to our flat in Hydref Block, Joella’s asleep at least, and there’s no sign of her idiot boyfriend, but I know better than to hope that she’s rid of him for good.

      Once I’ve brushed my teeth, I lie on my bed and roll into a ball before I hear Jam’s voice from beyond the thin plasterboard partition wall that makes this tiny room into two minuscule bedrooms, with half a window each.

      ‘Jac Ashley’s an idiot.’

      ‘I get it, Jam, but I honestly don’t feel like I’m giving something away. If anything, I feel like I’m taking something.’

      ‘Taking what?’

      I think about it. ‘A piece of their souls maybe. You should try it some time.’

      ‘Taking souls?’

      ‘You’ve got zero game, Jam – you don’t even try.’

      ‘We weren’t talking about me.’ I hear his bed shift as he rolls on to his side.

      I stare up at the polystyrene planets and wire orbits of the model solar system I made for the science fair five years ago and have kept screwed to my ceiling ever since. Jupiter drifts, brownish in the dim light. ‘Maybe I do it just because I can,’ I say eventually. ‘It’s the only kind of power I have.’

      ‘Power?’ I can hear the face he’s making. ‘That’s all kinds of wrong.’

      ‘OK, maybe that’s not it. It’s more like… getting someone to show you who they are when they stop pretending. When they’re being real. Seeing the side of them nobody else gets to see.’

      There’s a silence while he thinks about that, then: ‘OK I get that, but surely that would be better if it was someone you actually liked?’

      ‘Of course it would,’ I say, immediately thinking about Micah. ‘But you can’t sit around waiting for life to happen to you.’

      ‘You always say that,’ says Jam, sounding mostly asleep.

      ‘Do I?’ I frown.

      But he doesn’t answer. I swallow the dryness in my throat and reach to lift the corner of my blind so I can see the grey of growing light in the sky. Strange to think that the stars are always there, even when you can’t see them.
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      We meet in the sub-garage at Caradoc Block, where Micah’s dad keeps his car. It’s this ugly green Tesla, and here in the mostly darkness of the sub it looks like there’s basically no way it will start.

      ‘How long is it since he used it?’ I ask him, pulling cobwebs off the door that are so thick they’re like movie props, while Micah goes around to the back and unhooks it from the charge.

      ‘I don’t think he’s paid for the charge for a while, so it’s just a matter of whether it stored.’

      Jam groans. ‘Please tell me there’s somewhere to get food on the Peninsula. I’m going to die.’

      ‘It’s all in the mind, Rees. Man up,’ laughs Micah, but he is for sure several shades paler than he normally is this morning. ‘Where the hell is Mali?’ he says, just as the sub door beeps open and emits her, arms full of sandwiches and drinks.

      ‘Everybody relax,’ she sings into the echoes. ‘I’m here!’

      Jam and I have just got into the back seat when Micah takes a deep breath and says, ‘Here goes,’ as he turns the key. At first there is only this series of clicks, this long drawn-out beep, then nothing. I guess I didn’t realise how much I actually wanted to go to the beach until that moment. We all look at each other and Micah even says, ‘I’m sorry, I should have realised it wouldn’t be charged,’ before suddenly it beeps again and all the lights on the dash flicker on, windscreen wipers swishing, indicators flashing, so that we are all laughing, all smiling, Micah grinning and slapping at the wheel.

      And Mali says, ‘Let’s hit the beach, kids!’

       

      Micah isn’t that great a driver (as well as being hungover and everything) so he almost crashes into a pillar before we even get to the exit gate, where he pulls up too far from the keypad and has to get all the way out to punch in the code scrawled on the back of his hand in biro. Then suddenly, like that bit in The Wizard of Oz, the sub-garage door cracks open, rises bit by bit, nearly blinding us, and we are out.

      We drive out through the Agri-Tract, all along the one straight road that replaced all the trunk roads when they centralised everyone from this once-rural area into the urbanisation. The muck-streaked, soaking wet shepherds waiting for pick-ups and drop-offs from Fleece and the Abattoir watch us pass. Rain teems in glum curtains across the sheep-studded fields. Sometimes we pass old places that used to be people’s houses, crumbling into the dirt.

      Our passes take us to Rec Unit 4, and we beep in to the nearly empty car park. I find myself looking back across the Agri-Tract at Gower Gate in the distance. From here it’s a wall, a vast grey wall, right the way up from Caradoc block at the northern tip to Celyn Block at the southern end, twenty-two blocks long, twenty-seven levels high, nine hundred housing units in each, plus commercial and services on the ground floor, basement and subs; top floors and external flats are where you get to live if you’re in Research or Management, lower levels and internals for those of us less fortunate. Basically all I’ve ever known of the world if you don’t count a couple of holidays in England and some school trips to the North.

      We edge along the path that winds down the side of the bay, wind and rain battering against us. Down on the hard-packed cement sand we lay out our towels and sit on them. Mali shucks off her coat and even pulls her hoody off, lies back in her bikini top, ravaged by goosebumps, sliding on her sunglasses while we all laugh, even Jam. For a moment she’s like a movie star from the old days.

      ‘This is perfect!’ she says.

      Micah closes her coat in his fist, leaning in to kiss her.

      ‘Crazy girl,’ he says against her lips.

      ‘Aw man,’ says Jam from somewhere inside his hood. ‘Can we go home yet?’

      ‘Eeyore,’ yells Mals, ‘my gorgeous little raincloud – get those jeans rolled up and come paddling with me.’ She’s up and pulling on his hand.

      ‘Where even is the sea?’ he says.

      ‘Trust me, it’s out there,’ she says, dragging him up and off, even though there is no actual evidence of it, beyond the mist that’s just rolled in. I notice there’s another few people on the beach then, the only other people as crazy, or as desperate to get out, as us – an old couple in plastic jackets and trousers striding past us. They raise a hand each.

      Mali and Jam disappear into the mist and Micah opens a bottle of Coke with a hiss.

      ‘So where’s your dad?’ I ask, uncomfortable in the thick silence between us. ‘Is he…’

      ‘Yeah, they put him in the Psych unit again, over in Abertawe,’ he says.

      ‘I’m sorry, I did wonder,’ I admit.

      ‘Aren’t you going to ask what he did this time?’

      ‘Only if you want to tell me.’

      He hands me the Coke. ‘I suppose it doesn’t really matter in the end, does it?’

      I hold his eye contact; shake my head. ‘This place does it to all of us in one way or another,’ I say, swallowing a mouthful, the sugar and fizz making my ears ring. ‘It just… gets you down. I mean – of course it does.’ I hold my hands up and look around at the mist. ‘Did you hear what they’re saying now? Apparently the sun is never going to shine here again. We missed the boat on climate change by, like, minutes, and now it’s non-reversible. So Wales will most likely be stuck in a permanent mid-autumn from now on, and whatever else comes along with that.’

      He shifts his eyes to the side. ‘Whatever else like what?’

      I shrug. ‘Oh you know, the usual… failed harvests, food shortages, loss of many species of wildlife causing a breakdown of what remains of the ecosystem. Basically some form of apocalyptic, slow-burn Armageddon, that kind of thing.’

      He laughs. ‘So no big deal, then.’

      ‘I just like to bring you the good news, Bexley.’

      I watch him slow-smile, his rain-cooled skin so lovely I can hardly bear it.

      ‘I’m starving,’ I say, to break the tension.

      He reaches behind him for the brown paper bags of sandwiches Mali brought, pulling a triangular half out and handing it to me. ‘Looks like cheese.’

      I take the sandwich and study it for a few seconds before I say, ‘So anyway, I’ve been thinking about volunteering for that Ventura thing.’

      ‘What?’ He’s just taken a bite from his half and he coughs and almost chokes before he can swallow it. ‘For real?’

      ‘Yep,’ I sigh. ‘I’m planning to take Jam with me, of course – he wouldn’t last five minutes without me looking out for him.’

      ‘Man,’ he says, shaking his head. ‘I mean, I’m pretty desperate to get out sometimes, but that’s extreme. You wouldn’t… you wouldn’t ever come back. Like, ever.’

      ‘I know.’

      I feel him studying the side of my face.

      ‘It would be like you… died or something.’

      I take a bite out of the sandwich and the mayonnaise in it squeezes out, landing on my chest. I scoop it off with my thumbnail and wonder whether sucking it off is too gross. Luckily Micah looks away, towards the sea.

      ‘I know science is your thing, and whatever,’ he muses at the mist. ‘Space and all that. But you’re clever. You can get to university, I know you can. Get a job at a research facility or…’ He trails off as he watches me shake my head. ‘Why not?’

      ‘I’m never going to university, Bexley. I’m so far away from being able to afford it, I’m not even in the same time zone.’

      ‘But all those hours at AcePrice…’

      I’m still shaking my head. ‘Nowhere close. And then I saw this on the TV yesterday and I knew. I mean, in a way, I’ve always known. This is just what I have to do. This is my way out of here. This is my chance to do something that matters. It’s amazing when you think about it. I mean… space. Living in space. Your whole life dedicated to a mission, to reach out into the universe, to be a part of making contact for the first time.’

      He studies each of my eyes, then laughs.

      ‘What?’

      ‘I’ve never seen you look like that.’

      ‘Like what?’

      ‘Like you really want something.’

      But I know that isn’t true, even if he doesn’t.

      ‘Wait –’ he frowns at the sand – ‘so how do you… don’t volunteers have to go down there? To Spain?’

      I nod.

      ‘Well, if you’re serious about this, maybe we should all go?’ he says, and he grins, raising his eyebrows. ‘Road trip?’

      I get up, leaving the rest of my sandwich on my towel. ‘Let’s go check out the dunes.’

      He follows me, saying, ‘Don’t change the subject. We could get the ferry and then drive through Spain in my dad’s car… camp out.’

      ‘Bexley, why would you… I mean, can you even afford to do that?’

      ‘Probably not, but we could work it out somehow. How cool would it be to take a trip somewhere?’

      ‘Yeah, Barry Island maybe. Not Spain.’

      He touches my arm, making me turn to him. ‘How are you planning to get down there? Don’t you want us to go with you?’

      We’re just at the edge of the dunes. I crouch to look closely at a pretty blue-leafed plant that hunkers against the ground.

      ‘Eryngium maritimum,’ I murmur. ‘Sea holly.’ I smile up at Micah. ‘Look how pretty the blooms are. It’s like a blue from a dream.’

      ‘Think how many plants we could see if we hit the road. Just imagine…’ He smiles at me, and he is heartbreakingly beautiful just then, a flush along his jaw from the wind, sheened in droplets of mist. So much so that I have to look away, back down at the blue holly leaf, which I pinch between my thumb and forefinger.

      Suddenly Mali dances out of the mist like some kind of sea spirit. ‘What is this crazy talk? Eeyore says you want to go into space! We won’t let you do it. We’ll never let you go.’

      ‘It’s OK, Mals, it’s not going to happen.’ Micah catches my eye and does this half wink, destroying me. ‘We’re going to go to Spain with her and have such an amazing time on the way that she’ll change her mind about going.’

      ‘Now that sounds like a plan!’ squeals Mali, taking hold of my arms and dancing me in a circle.

       

      Micah and Jam are down at the shoreline looking for sand crabs, and we are sunbathing in our coats when Mali turns her face my way on the beach towel and says, ‘You and Jac Ashley?’ raising her eyebrows.

      ‘Urgh.’ I make a face. ‘Don’t remind me.’

      ‘You can’t be single for ever, Bea.’

      ‘I just… I just haven’t met anyone I like that much. That’s all it is.’

      She studies me for a few seconds of silence. ‘You like someone. I can see it in your eyes. You like someone!’

      ‘No,’ I say, but I flush. ‘Really, I don’t.’

      She sits up and points in my face. ‘Oh my GOD – you DO! You like someone and you’re not telling me! Spill, instantly!’

      ‘No, Mals, really, it’s nobody,’ I say, and I turn my face away from her, just as she hauls on my arm to make me turn back.

      ‘OK, so it’s a secret love? Now, let me see, who can it be? AcePrice? School? But who?’

      She is staring at my face so hard that I swear I am shrivelling up in the heat from her eyes. They’re like lasers. This is it. She is going to see it. We know each other too well for her not to be able to read it on my face. It’s amazing she hasn’t called me out on it before. Oh God. What am I going to say?

      She sits back, realisation dawning. I can’t even breathe. All I can do is tell her I didn’t mean for it to happen. All I can say is that she and I are made of the same stuff, we always have been, so it was inevitable that we would love the same boy. I open my mouth to speak, and then she says, ‘It’s Taylor, isn’t it? That guy at work?’

      It takes a moment for my mouth to form words. ‘What?’

      ‘I’ve been thinking about it for a while actually. Wondering about it. I mean, he’s definitely semi-hot. He’s on the hot spectrum,’ she laughs. ‘Hey wait, you’re not – is it, like, already a thing?’

      I guess I’m just sitting there open-mouthed all the time she is talking, but I only realise when I close my mouth and it is so dry my tongue sticks to the roof of it like Velcro.

      ‘N-n-n-no,’ I manage in the end. ‘No. Really. No. Taylor is… God, no.’

      ‘Well, OK, if it’s not Taylor then who is it? And why won’t you tell me?’ She leans forward with her hand on my leg, pressing there, eyes so wide and blue. ‘When did we start having secrets from each other, Bea?’

      ‘It’s not…’ I choke and cough and have to start again. ‘There’s no secret. This is all in your head. Seriously. You don’t have to feel sorry for me because I’m single. I’m OK with it. I’m young! We don’t all get to find the love of our life when we’re fourteen.’

      She smiles, drawing circles in the sand between us with her finger. ‘You think Micah’s the love of my life?’ She sits up straighter. ‘Oh my God, am I going to go through my whole life only having had sex with one person?’ She makes a face. ‘Wow, that kind of seems like… doesn’t that seem like a bit of a waste?’

      And I’m wondering how being with Micah could ever, in any universe, be considered a waste, but instead I say, ‘Yeah, there should be a global day of mourning for all the people who are never going to get to sleep with you,’ just before she flicks sand at me and I flick some back and we end up chasing each other into the dunes.
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      We get home from work that night and the front door is open. Down here on five you get a lot of fumes and you also get noise from the commercial floors, so you don’t tend to keep your door open. Especially after midnight and everything, with the sketchy people that wander around these levels late at night. So this is how we know that Joella is pulling some version of her usual crap.

      As it turns out, she’s just wasted and is passed out on the sofa with Ianto, her loser boyfriend.

      ‘Hey babes,’ says my mother, waking up and shifting. ‘You’re home.’

      ‘Looks that way,’ I say, going into the kitchen.

      ‘Hey, kids,’ says Ianto, stretching, his voice sleep rough.

      One of the kitchen light bulbs is blinking and there are empty paper bags and wrappers all over the surfaces. Ianto always makes Joella order takeaway from downstairs when he comes over (that she pays for). Then he eats everything in the fridge too. Then he drinks everything. Then he goes for her purse. I study the one dried-up lemon in the crisper before pushing the fridge door closed.

      Jam is sitting in the armchair while Ianto tries and fails to shake his hand three times. It’s always a mystery to me how he manages to get himself into such a state. I lean against the doorframe and watch it all play out.

      ‘You’re OK, man,’ says Ianto, pointing at Jam. ‘You’re OK.’

      I roll my eyes. ‘What are you doing here, Ianto?’

      ‘Bea!’ says Joella. ‘He’s my friend!’

      ‘Is that what we’re calling it?’

      ‘Things have turned around for him, Bea. I told you that the other day. They’ve taken him on down at Fleece with me, in Shearing. Part-time.’

      ‘Part-time meaning when he feels like it? When he’s not too wasted on TCA?’

      Ianto holds his head in his hands and rolls back on the sofa, dirty trainers scrabbling for purchase. ‘Ah, why is she so shrill? Make her go away.’

      I laugh. ‘Don’t worry, I’m going.’

       

      I stand in the shower, ranting to myself, slamming my hands on the tiles until, less than two minutes in, the stream clicks off because clearly nobody’s put any credit on the water meter. Then another light bulb starts to strobe and I have to get out in the flashing dark, scramble for my towel, stagger out across the hall and into my bedroom.

      ‘Put the world to rights in there?’ Jam says through the partition.

      ‘Water ran out. And another bulb’s gone.’

      There’s a knock on the door.

      ‘Bea –’ Joella opens the door without even waiting – ‘don’t be cross.’

      ‘I’m not cross. I’m just naked and trying to go to bed.’

      ‘Babes,’ she says, as she taps the doorframe with her nail. ‘He’s trying. He’s turning it around.’
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