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			Part One

			Limerence

		

	
		
			

			One

			It’s the sound that usually wakes me. The loud crunch on impact. The shattering of glass. That harrowing scream that makes my blood run cold. And there’s the jolt forward, of course. That feeling of falling coupled with my own desperate attempt to catch myself. Slow the momentum. Even though, by then, I know it’s too late.

			It happens again the morning we move out of our house, ready to leave Georgia for good. I wake in a cold sweat, just like all the times before, and hurry to the bathroom so as not to disturb Derek. He’s been sleeping soundly next to me, completely unaware of my violent dream.

			In the bathroom, I collapse beside the toilet bowl, the bones of my backside bumping against the black-­and-­white tiled floor. My stomach heaves, my heart clenches into a bloody fist and then the tears come. Once I am sure I won’t vomit, I clasp my hand over my mouth so that Derek won’t hear my loud, shuddering sobs – it’s also a reminder to myself, not to let out a wail.

			Then, I reach for it – the only thing I know will make it all stop. It is taped under the cabinet we keep by the bathtub, the cabinet that is typically stuffed with numerous ‘self-­care’ items. On top there is a burnt-­out candle, a novel I haven’t read and a bath bomb, all ready to be packed into a moving box. I slide my nail under the tape and peel it off.

			

			 

			The inside of our new Los Angeles home is bare but beautiful. Wooden parquet flooring, spotless marble countertops, ample space and a sprawling, lush green garden complete with a giant rose bush and a small pool. The pool is empty, the rose bush not yet in bloom, but still I can see the potential of our pristine new home. Our furniture hasn’t arrived yet, thanks to some screw-­up with the removals company, so, until it does, we’ll have to make do.

			‘It’ll be romantic,’ Derek croons, cupping my face in his hands. ‘Like it was in college when we were poor.’

			I force a smile, knowing how important it is to him, to us, that I make an effort.

			‘In fairness, I did like the mattress on the floor. And the exposed brick. It all felt very artsy.’

			‘Well, that was entirely the point,’ Derek replies. ‘I wanted to help feed your creative energy.’

			He winks, I scoff and push him away playfully.

			‘You know you’re never going to see me now I have a studio in the house, right?’

			‘Maybe that’s the point?’ He says, with a smirk.

			I roll my eyes and groan melodramatically before heading down the steps into the garage. Natural light streams through the windows and the entire space is painted white. The decision to park our cars in the driveway so I could use the garage as studio space was a large part of our agreement when we’d first had the conversation about moving to LA. While Derek schmoozes the rich and famous, furthering his directing career one handshake at a time, it will be important for me to have something of my own.

			

			‘You gonna try and get some work exhibited here in LA?’ Derek asks, stepping into the studio behind me.

			I hesitate.

			‘I dunno . . .’

			I’d painted for years back in Savannah, but had never had a single piece of work shown. Mainly because I’d never tried.

			Derek had, of course, given me endless speeches about my fear of success.

			‘Sadie, come on,’ he’d say. ‘What’s the worst that can happen?’

			I’d smile, embarrassed, and tell him I didn’t know.

			But I did. I knew exactly what I was afraid of. Exactly where success could lead. I couldn’t risk it in Georgia. Could here be different?

			He steps towards me and catches me in an unexpected embrace. I breathe in the familiar smell of Italian lemonade, vanilla pods and leather car seats: an aftershave he’s been wearing for years.

			‘You can be whatever you want to be here, honey,’ he whispers into my ear. ‘That’s the beauty of this place.’

			I nod into his shoulder. He pulls back and looks me in the eye.

			‘And it’s a great city for networking. You could speak to galleries. See about—’

			I cut him off. ‘I’m not doing an exhibition, Derek. We’ve talked about this. I’m not in the right place.’

			

			‘Are you kidding? You’re in exactly the right place!’

			I pull away from him. ‘You know what I mean. It’s not the right time.’

			He sighs. ‘Just think about it, okay? Give yourself a chance.’

			I nod and it seems enough to placate him. His face creases into a grin.

			Of course, he has no idea how dangerous sticking my head above the parapet could be for me.

			‘How about we get Chinese takeout? We can sit on some cardboard and eat it right out of the boxes, you know? With those splintery chopsticks that always come with the delivery?’

			His warmth is infectious and I can’t help but smile.

			‘Sounds perfect,’ I say.

			 

			An hour later, we’re living out Derek’s vision and I’m forced to admit it does feel romantic, if slightly uncomfortable. As I chow down on teriyaki tofu chunks and stir-­fried broccoli stems, Derek tries not to slurp his noodles as he waxes lyrical about his LA dreams.

			‘Man, I can’t wait to sign up for gym around here. The standard of fitness in LA is crazy. I seriously need to up my game. Venice Beach, honey. One day . . . I’ll be there.’

			‘Why not now?’ I ask.

			‘When I go to Venice Beach, I want feel like I can hold my own. When I wrap this movie, I’m gonna be like . . . two workouts a day. Low sugar, low salt, high-­protein diet. Arms. Abs. Legs. Derek 2.0.’

			I smile, proudly. ‘You’ll be swinging from those hoops and doing backflips and shit in no time.’

			

			‘It’ll be incredible, honey,’ Derek says. ‘We’ll have a whole new life here.’

			I pause, despite the fact that nothing in the world has ever felt more appealing to me than the prospect of being able to trade my life for a new one.

			‘Look, I’m in this with you,’ I say. ‘One hundred per cent. And I’m so proud of you for pursuing your dreams like this. It just might take a little time for me to adjust. Back in Savannah, there was this whole community of artists . . . friends . . . that I knew understood me. That had my back. Sure, I’m excited to have a space of my own to paint, but . . .’

			‘You’ll miss Raheem. Of course you will. You guys practically grew up together. And there’s the girls too,’ Derek says, understandingly. ‘I get it. I do. But they can visit any time. And we’ll be back in town every once in a while too.’

			‘I know. But it’s not the same. The shared studio wasn’t just a place to work. It was home.’

			I blush a little as guilt begins to edge in on me; I know what a privilege it is to be here. Jenna and Ashley, even Raheem, chatty as he is, would kill to have the space I have now. The opportunity to make art without a closing time or having to clean up for other people. Without the drive to get there or having to think about what you might wear. Just rolling out of bed and getting to paint without limit is a luxury most can’t afford.

			‘I just worry I might get a little . . . lonely,’ I muse out loud.

			Derek puts down his noodles, wipes his mouth on a paper napkin and scoops me up with one arm, pulling me close.

			‘Anybody would feel like this, moving to a new city. But you’ll find your place here, baby. I promise. LA is like the creative capital of the whole country. There’s bound to be an incredible community just waiting to take someone like you in. Until then . . . you’ve got me, right?’

			

			I chuckle and wriggle free, telling him I don’t want my food to get cold. But the truth is that I already feel like a spare part. An afterthought in the great success story of Derek Perkins.

			Later, we blow up the bed we bought at the local Walmart and rummage through our suitcases before laying out our skincare products below the mirror in the en suite. His: shaving balm, aftershave, a foaming cleanser and a moisturizing SPF. Mine: six different serums, a retinol cream, two SPFs, some under-­eye masks, four different cleansers, two different clay masks, a pumpkin enzyme jelly mask, a ‘make-­up melting’ balm and a bottle of the perfume I’ll probably wear for the rest of my life. Derek jokes that it’s my bathroom. I tut and try not to laugh, knowing that, once we’ve fully unpacked, I’ll likely commandeer the larger bathroom down the hall.

			Once Derek has left me alone, I’m able to begin my night-­time routine. It all starts with me playing wave music from my phone while I go through at least five of my skincare products. I’d usually light a candle, but, due to the moving situation, I don’t have one to hand. I cover my hair in my trusty golden bonnet in a bid to avoid nappiness forming at the nape of my neck in the night and, once in bed, I spray lavender spray over my pillow. It seems a little redundant, given we’re sleeping on a squeaky, ready-­to-­deflate blow-­up, but, when it comes to sleep, I’m not shy of putting in the work to facilitate the best night’s rest possible. After all, I know what happens when I don’t. I journal for a few minutes, then read for a few minutes, then put on my ‘Sleep Sounds’ playlist before turning out the light. Derek pulls me close.

			

			‘You always take so long,’ he murmurs, already half asleep.

			‘Worth the wait, though, right?’ I joke, snuggling into his side.

			I think about my last nightmare, the one I had almost a week ago, on the day we moved. It’s a brief flash of trauma lasting barely a split second, but it’s enough to make me panic that the extensive routine that came before it may not be enough.

			As Derek drops off, I fumble for my phone in the dark. Moments later, I’m scrolling through Astrid Michaelson’s social media feed. There’s a photo of her at her recent high-­school graduation and I read through every single comment underneath. I’ve lost count of the number of times I’ve done this recently, but each time is like picking a scab: satisfying and only mildly contemptible. In the picture, she is smiling and, even though we’ve never met, I believe wholeheartedly that she is happy. That her grin isn’t the mask mine so often is. It takes at least forty minutes, but, eventually, I drift off to sleep, on a wave of hope: the possibility that I didn’t wreck her life beyond repair.

		

	
		
			

			Two

			I put a fresh canvas on my easel and mix Cadmium Yellow with Prussian Green. The objects carefully laid out before me blur for a moment as I narrow my eyes to adjust my perspective. This time, I won’t draw out the shapes, marking their territory on the canvas, giving my brush a roadmap. Instead, I simply make a few marks where the negative space should be. Then, I put logic aside, choosing to paint freely in the hope of finding my flow in this strange new space.

			Before I know it, it’s seven thirty and I hear Derek clatter through the front door. I clean off my brushes in the adjoining bathroom, wash my hands, slip out of my overalls and head back into the main house to greet him. He is the first person I’ve spoken to all day and I instantly overwhelm him with questions.

			‘Honey,’ he says, all empathy. ‘Why don’t you go out tomorrow? Maybe to the grocery store or . . . there’s a place doing pottery classes nearby. You could enrol. Meet some new people?’

			We order takeout again – this time, Italian – and he tells me about his exciting day of meetings, the brilliant new script he’s read from a first-­time writer ‘you’d never guess’ was a debutant, and how much he’s looking forward to ‘hanging out’ with his new producer tomorrow. He talks fast and energetically, as if his work isn’t really work. But I know it is. I’ve seen the hoops he has jumped through to get here, lain beside him during the sleepless nights, witnessed the endless hours he’s put in. And I know the pressure he is under now he’s being heralded as ‘the next Barry Jenkins’.

			

			‘You know they only say that because I’m Black, right? It has nothing to do with talent or even the type of movies we make.’

			‘I know, sweetie,’ I reassure him. ‘But it doesn’t mean you aren’t hugely talented. It just means that critics struggle to recognise it outside of a certain context. That’s their failing, not yours.’

			The next day, I do what he suggests and head to Gelson’s. On the way, I pull up at the side of the road and peer into the pottery studio window. I’m disappointed to see that the attendees of this afternoon’s workshop are all ancient and the work that is scattered around looks overly simplistic. I get back in the car, deciding I might circle back in a few days, if I still haven’t found my community by then.

			I call Momma on the way to the store, filling her in on the latest developments with Derek’s film and how we’re settling into our new home.

			‘Are you driving?’ Momma asks, nervously. ‘You know I don’t love you calling when you’re driving, baby.’

			‘Mom!’ I groan, like a teenager. She knows I only call her that when she’s getting under my skin, but part of me knows she’s right. I know only too well what can happen if the focus slips away from the road. Even if only for a split second.

			

			Momma tells me she has a pot on the stove and rushes off to rescue it. I’m not sure if the pot is even real but I’ve run out of things to say anyway, my life in LA suddenly feeling so small.

			The Silver Lake branch of Gelson’s is a real feast for the eyes. There’s a level of variety that almost feels overwhelming and everything seems at least a dollar more expensive than it may have cost at our local Kroger back in Savannah. A reminder that being able to shop at Gelson’s is like being allowed into an exclusive club. A club that offers environmentally conscious wellbeing, a precious commodity in times of global warming and mental-­health warfare.

			Despite having written a list of exactly what we need, I decide to take my time, zig-­zagging in and out of each aisle, gazing at every shelf so as not to miss exciting ingredients for meals I may never actually cook. Shiny fruit and vegetables, wet beneath the sprinklers, freshly baked bread, a perfectly presented deli counter and the smell of the hot food buffet all serve to inspire my inner chef. I decide to create something magical for me and Derek with the limited kitchenware we’ve managed to accrue over the last few days. Sure, we’ll be sitting on the floor, but that doesn’t mean we can’t indulge in whatever Greek feast or South Asian supper I’ll manage to conjure up from the ingredients currently in my cart. I envision presenting Derek with a stunning fruit platter tomorrow morning and drop in a couple of large magenta dragon fruits, a pack of passion fruit and some apricots. He’ll raise an eyebrow, tell me he’s happy just eating eggs and waffles for brunch, and then eat at least two thirds of the platter anyway, just to make me feel validated. He’ll know, as well as I do, that this is about keeping my mind occupied. It’s the boredom that kills you, of course.

			

			‘I wouldn’t if I were you,’ a voice says. I’m standing in the cereal aisle, weighing up the pros and cons of buying a bumper pack of Chocolate Pillows. Pros: they will, undoubtedly, make Derek smile, transporting him back to those halcyon college days he mentioned only the other night, triggering a nostalgia for late nights back from partying, foraging for snacks in our kitchenette or lazy Sundays curled up on the battered old couch, watching old movies on his projector screen. Cons: Chocolate Pillows are, absolutely, terrible for your health.

			‘They’re full of preservatives,’ the voice pipes up again, as if able to hear my thoughts. I turn forty-­five degrees to address the woman next to me, small talk at the ready, but my charm quickly dissolves when I see who I am talking to.

			The woman is about six feet tall, golden hair down to her waist, dressed entirely in white linen, long loops of gold chains draped down her chest, each ear adorned with multiple little hoops and studs. There are rings on each of her slender fingers, and she has perfectly manicured nails – turquoise – detailed with tiny gold moons and stars that glitter beneath the harsh strip lighting of the store. Her eyelashes seem to go on for ever and I feel as if I am looking into the darkest depths of a rainforest when I catch sight of her astonishingly green eyes. She wears virtually no make-­up but is still, somehow, utterly pristine.

			‘Sorry,’ she says. ‘It’s completely none of my business. I didn’t mean to startle you.’

			She smiles, warmly, and looks down at her sandalled feet, as if slightly embarrassed.

			

			‘Not at all,’ I say, her blushes further endearing her to me. ‘It’s just . . . you’re literally the first person I’ve spoken to all day, so . . . my communication skills are a little rusty.’

			‘New to LA?’ she asks.

			‘Very. Everything feels so . . . big.’

			‘Well, you’re not alone. You might feel like you are, but this city is a revolving door. A conveyor belt. New arrivals every day. You just need to find your tribe.’

			‘That’s what my husband keeps saying,’ I reply.

			Only he hadn’t used the word ‘tribe’, of course.

			The woman smiles again and I feel a sudden responsibility to fill the silence and a desperate urge to impress her. I don’t want her walking away thinking that I’m a bad conversationalist, even if I am, currently, going through a social drought.

			‘I thought about joining a pottery class,’ I tell her. ‘I’m an artist, you see. Had a really great community back in Georgia. But part of me feels like, now I’m here in a LA, I should have some hobbies outside of my vocation. Like-­minded people are great, but it’s also good not to be in an echo chamber, right?’

			I’m babbling now, realising that the only reason I suddenly care about seeking out people who are so different to me is because I think she might be one of them, and I am eager for her to be my friend. Even if only for a few more minutes.

			‘You think too much,’ she tells me, before handing me a gold-­embossed business card. It’s only then I realise I’m still clutching the box of Chocolate Pillows in the other hand.

			‘If you ever want to get into your body and out of your head, I run a movement and wellbeing class you might find . . . enlightening. Women only. It’s a very safe space. And the community we have is incredible.’

			

			The cards shimmers as the store’s lighting bounces off the shiny lettering: ‘Deep Flow’ it reads on one side and, on the other, ‘Lilith Winters’. There’s a West Hollywood address, a website and nothing else.

			‘Is it yoga?’ I ask. ‘Zumba?’

			Lilith laughs, seemingly at my stupidity, and I regret having asked.

			‘The class is a blend of several disciplines and rituals. Ancient and modern. Predominately Eastern. Certainly divine.’

			‘And you teach every class?’

			That laugh again, only this time shorter, quieter.

			‘I’m less of a teacher and more of a guide. A facilitator. A conduit. I’m just here to help you tap into the divine feminine energy that already exists within you. The class is about enabling you to harness your creative life force and see the universe from a new perspective. Of course, not everybody is ready to go on that journey, but, if you feel you are, come along.’

			‘I’ll give it some thought,’ I tell her, and she smiles in return.

			‘You have a beautiful energy,’ she says. ‘And gorgeous hair.’

			She reaches out and I clench my teeth, bracing myself. But, instead of sticking her hand in my curls, she takes the box of cereal I’m still clutching, puts it back on the shelf and winks at me, as if I am in on the joke.

			And, with that, she is gone, her business card the only real proof she wasn’t a mere figment of my imagination.

		

	
		
			

			Three

			Derek appears in the doorway just as I place a giant bowl of salad on the table. The novelty of finally having furniture still hasn’t worn off and every meal feels like a huge event. Tonight, it’s crab linguine made with fresh pasta, chili and crab meat that I bought from a fishmonger by the beach. Fresh ingredients only from now on, I tell myself. Even if I do have to drive a whole hour to get to Sal’s Seafood. No more additives. If I want the ethereal glow Lilith Winters possesses, there will have to be sacrifices.

			‘You should write a cookbook, baby,’ Derek says, polishing off his second portion. ‘I’d buy it.’

			‘You wouldn’t have to,’ I laugh. ‘You’re married to the chef.’

			‘I’d still buy it,’ he says. ‘Gotta show my support!’

			That night, we finally have sex in an actual bed – the first time in our new home. We both finish quickly and then shower together, lathering lavender and bergamot onto one another’s skin. Just as I anticipated, Derek doesn’t bat an eyelid at the thin lateral scab about an inch away from the back of my knee. He probably assumes I cut myself shaving. That is, if he noticed it at all.

			After drying off and pulling on my pyjamas, I stumble into the kitchen, peckish, but unable to commit to much. I slide open the cutlery drawer and find a few fortune cookies left over from the multiple Chinese takeouts we had when we first moved in. I crack one open and allow the buttery sweetness of the first half to melt a little in my mouth before I crunch down on it and then unfurl the message it has left behind. ‘Yesterday’s disasters often come dressed in tomorrow’s clothes,’ it reads.

			

			I roll my eyes and toss the strip of paper into the trash.

			Returning to bed, I lie awake, staring at the ceiling and listening to Derek’s muffled snores as the clock speeds towards the early hours of the morning. Lilith dances through my thoughts and I picture her business card burning a hole in my jacket pocket. I start to consider the idea that she is just what I need to find my place here. But then fear comes creeping in the night, into my bed and then into my mind. I can’t shake it. The thought of being in a class again makes the thin, downy layer on my arms stand to attention.

			The next morning, I decide to remind my body what movement feels like. Could I really be fit enough to take Lilith’s class without all the other members laughing at me the moment my back is turned? I’m full of doubt, but, nonetheless, I find myself scrolling through YouTube in search of the perfect yoga video. ‘Intermediate’ seems ideal for where I’m at these days but, twenty minutes in, I’m sweating and it feels as if I may have pulled a muscle. As I fumble through the final few poses, I start to feel silly. How could I have believed this was a good idea? I’m nowhere near fit enough for my gangly, awkward frame to be seen moving around in public places.

			In my teens, I’d been a dancer, but what may have been a promising career fizzled into nothing before I even reached adulthood. In my twenties, I’d found other ways to stay fit. Derek and I would go on a long bike ride almost every Sunday morning. During the week, I’d do a hatha yoga class with Ashley on a Tuesday morning and Pilates each Thursday lunchtime, often dragging Raheem along with me. But then, one day, I missed my footing coming down the rickety staircase in our old Savannah home and, in an instant, it was all over. A torn cruciate ligament took me out for months and I never quite got back into the flow of things after that.

			

			I remember driving to the gym one rainy morning in a bid to sign up for a membership. Instead, I stood outside for fifteen minutes, my hair frizzing in the drizzle, wet leggings sticking to my thighs. I didn’t want to watch myself in those floor-­to-­ceiling mirrors as I surreptitiously compared myself to the reflections of the glistening, tanned, muscle-­bound regulars around me. I missed the endorphins I knew a decent workout would undoubtedly give me, but my sense of shame quickly overrode all that. Instead, I went to the Publix on the other side of the parking lot, bought some Pillsbury cookie dough and ate it straight out of the package while I watched a storm brew through my car window.

			Throwing myself into Lilith’s class when I barely understand what it entails could lead to the same feelings of inadequacy I felt back then. I take her card out of my jacket pocket and allow it to follow my fortune-cookie message into the trash.

			Two nights later, however, I’m wide awake, my eyes chasing the shadows on the ceiling. When I finally begin to drift off, my body lurches and I’m in the car again, slamming on the brakes a moment too late, the windscreen shattering in front of me. I wake up in a cold sweat and run to the bathroom. When my feet touch the cool tiles, though, I snap out of it, and the rattling of my breath and shaking of my shoulders ceases for long enough for me to drop into reality: I need to be careful. I can’t risk Derek growing suspicious.

			

			I creep back towards our bed and take my cell phone from the nightstand.

			Once I’m in the hallway, I switch on the flashlight function and use it to guide me into the kitchen and towards the trash can. Digging through the dregs of last night’s dinner, Derek’s protein-shake bottles that should almost certainly be in the recycling, and reams of balled-up cellophane and aluminium foil, I eventually find what I’m looking for: Lilith’s card. It’s stained with soda, red wine and God knows what else, but I can still easily read the golden lettering.

			After washing my hands, I take care not to scrape the chair along the tiled floor as I pull it out, sit down and open up my laptop, my face illuminated by the blue screen light.

			The Deep Flow website is stylish, laden with celebrity endorsements and images of perfect bodies, skin slick with sweat. There are pictures of candles and a graphic of a wave rolls across the screen in sync with the movement of my cursor. The classes are described as a ‘transcendental internal cleanse’, but, beyond that, the site is so minimalist it’s hard to get a real understanding of what participants actually do during the sessions.

			Maybe it doesn’t matter. These women look happy. Confident. Glowing. And I could use a dose of that. I click the link and sign up for the four-­week free trial.

			 

			

			Sunlight illuminates the studio as Lilith walks towards the front of the class, reaching out to touch various members of the gathering as she goes: a hand on a shoulder, a stroke of someone’s back, a moment where she holds hands with someone else. She looks like a golden angel, sent from the beyond to guide us all towards peace, and I find myself yearning for the same sort of attention she has given those select few.

			The studio itself is sparse. Sprung wooden floorboards, changing rooms tucked away at the back of the class, floor-­to-­ceiling windows at the front. I’d expected to have to check in with a receptionist before class began but this place is far too economical for that. Instead, I stepped straight off the sidewalk and into the studio, abandoning my shoes on the way.

			‘There’s cubbies here,’ another member of the class informed me, demonstrating where I should put my stuff by putting her own things in the cubby closest to me.

			The room smells of Palo Santo, there are candles lit in each corner and the windows are hung with soft drapes in muted pinks and purples. The sound of low drums and a simple stringed instrument plays through the speakers, just loud enough to be heard over the murmurs of my fellow classmates.

			I am the only person of Black heritage in the class and, save for two young, giggly Latinas at the back of the studio, I am the only person of colour, period. What’s worse is that everyone in the class is dressed in white or cream: tight sports bras and matching leggings or shorts. In my bright red onesie, I realise I couldn’t stand out more if I’d tried.

			But, just as anxiety begins to take hold, there’s that soft smile again, that patient pause that says, ‘I am here, join me when you’re ready.’

			

			I feel the nervous energy of the class begin to settle and soon we are all breathing as one, a singular organism led by Lilith’s own breath as she guides us, gently: ‘Inhale . . . exhale. Inhale . . . exhale.’

			Before long, my pounding heart slows to a steady beat as Lilith instructs us to hold our breath between inhalations and exhalations. It’s nothing I haven’t done before, but, today, it feels somehow magical.

			And then the music creeps in. At first, a complicated but calming piano solo, then a voice laden with vibrato, singing lyrics about the limerence of first love. My chest swells and I find myself, suddenly, on the brink of tears. I’m back where it all started for Derek and me, eyes catching across a cluttered bookshop: him, holding Toni Morrison’s Song for Solomon in his big, strong hands; me, full of mystery – or so he says when he tells people how we met. Our story would play out like one of those romantic comedies we used to watch together on rainy Sundays in New York – that is, if it weren’t for my chequered past.

			When I met Derek, I didn’t want to let anyone access the little box of secrets hidden inside me. Love felt dangerous back then. Sometimes, it still does.

			‘Now, we sway,’ says Lilith.

			I open one eye and watch the tree-­like limbs of the other attendees caught in an invisible breeze. I attempt to move in tandem with them and close my eyes again.

			Soon we are moving at a faster pace and now allowed to ‘observe’ our fellow fitness fans. Only this isn’t fitness, Lilith reminds us: ‘This is wellbeing. This is harmony. This is love.’ And, on the word love, the entire class shouts ‘LOVE!’ in unison. The music changes pace and we follow Lilith as she orders us to ‘fling open the doors’ to our hearts, throwing her arms back theatrically as she does. We all copy her and then send our heads down to the floor between our legs before rolling our spines slowly upwards until our heads reach towards the ceiling again. Then we’re flowing, side to side, arms waving as if attempting to move through water. The music changes again, this time to a tribal beat. Lilith says, ‘You know what to do,’ and I momentarily panic because I don’t. Before I have time to truly consider this, however, she tips her head back and lets out a war cry that makes me almost jump outside of my skin. Is she serious right now? I wonder. Is everyone really going to be down with this?

			

			My questions are quickly answered as a cannon of whooping and hollering from those around me begins. Surely, I can’t be expected to—

			‘Sadie!’ Lilith shouts. ‘Show us who you are, Sadie! Lift your voice to the sky!’

			I grimace.

			This isn’t who I am.

			Admittedly, I want to be a part of something, want to feel less alone in this sprawling metropolis, but I am like wallpaper – happiest when allowed to sit in the background, present but without demands, observant but unquestionable.

			‘Come on!’ Lilith cajoles. ‘You are safe here! You are loved! We honour your spirit, Sadie!’

			

			I can’t help but think that, if I were genuinely loved, honoured and safe, Lilith would leave me the fuck alone. Instead, she does the opposite.

			‘Keep moving, class,’ she tells the others, and then steps towards me, holding out her hand as if she wants me to shake it. I accept her approach and she takes my hand between both of hers and looks into my eyes. It’s awkward as hell.

			‘You’re not ready,’ she says. ‘But you will be.’

			My hand feels sweaty between hers and I feel more self-­conscious than ever. I fight the urge to pull away and, then, the urge to cry.

			‘Let it go,’ Lilith tells me.

			Then she says it again, this time addressing the whole class. And the arm flinging begins again. She tells us to feel the universe entering our body, filling us up with energy, filling our lungs with air and our hearts with love. As soon as the word ‘love’ leaves her lips, I hear the chorus around me again.

			‘Love!’

			Lilith tells us to let go of our lives before this moment. Our relationships. Our work.

			‘Release!’ she cries. ‘Release it all! This moment is for you and you only. In this moment you are free!’

			It’s time to ‘ground’ ourselves and I have no idea what that means, but my classmates soon begin to squat in time to the music, fingers spread wide, pointing down to the laminate floor and then clenching their fists as if pulling something up from the earth below. Lilith tells us to uproot the weeds that surround us and plant our own roots anew. She says something about chakras too, but I don’t catch it. I’m too busy trying not to think about the agony building in my leg muscles.

			

			Right when I think I can’t take it any more, Lilith orders us to ‘sink into the earth’ and begins drumming on the floor between her legs. All standing in a grande plié, the women in the class follow suit, and soon there is a chorus of battle cries around me. They seem euphoric, but I am just uncomfortable, and that discomfort goes way beyond the physical.

			Lilith reaches above and tells us to pull the light of the sun into our bodies and push it into our emotional centre. Then she lifts each hip to meet her hands, twisting the corresponding knee in as she goes, her well-­toned backside swaying from side to side as she does. This, like everything else she’s done today, feels borrowed, only, this time, it’s from somewhere much closer to home. I am reminded of childhood cookouts and dancing with my aunties in the front yard, of Aunt Sheila and Aunt Lenora moving their powerful hips in time to the music while I copy their every move, of Cousin Niecy bringing out a fresh tray of cornbread before dumping it down so she can join in with us.

			And here I am now, joining in again, against my better judgement. This feels familiar and that feels good. I’m not floundering like I feared I would. Instead, I’m thriving, enjoying the nostalgia of doing something I already know so well. More than anything, I feel myself leaning in, trusting my body more than I have in years. It is a body that has, before, failed me when I’ve needed it most. Failed to defend itself under attack. Failed to have quicker reflexes in the most dangerous of moments. Failed to carry love to term. But now my limbs are embracing movement and I feel such unity with the women around me as we all move in perfect sync to the music. Lilith catches my eye and smiles before beginning to spin on the spot, like the whirling dervishes I remember seeing in a black-­and-­white documentary when I was a teenager.

			

			Soon, I am twirling too, fighting dizziness and, at first, the urge to laugh. But before long the others are giggling too and I give in. Lilith shouts that we should ‘submit to joy’ and, in this moment, joy comes easily. I feel it envelope me. Consume me. I laugh and laugh and spin and spin until I am too dizzy to stand up any more. I collapse onto the floor, panting and smiling, my fallen classmates surrounding me. Lilith joins us on her back and tells us to close our eyes and dream of stars. She recites something she has memorised, about moonlight and the water in our bodies, about women and our blood cycles, about balance and peace. The music fades away in the background and, suddenly, I can hear everything: birds singing outside, one mimicking another, then two new birds with entirely different mating calls. I can hear the quiet drone of the air conditioning. The soft snores of one of my classmates. The rev of engines as cars speed by. Someone next to me breathing, heavily, and then . . . a bell. No. Not quite. An instrument of some other kind. Perhaps.

			I open one eye and see Lilith tapping the side of a brass bowl with a short stick covered in leather. She is squatting, the bowl between her thighs as she smiles that same smile I saw at the beginning of the class. She lights a candle in front of her, then some incense, and I quickly close my eyes again before she spots me spying.

			

			Eventually, she starts to speak.

			‘Acceptance,’ she says. ‘What is acceptance? Accepting difference. Accepting others. Accepting our partners, our friends, our family members, warts and all. What does it mean to accept our environments? Our past mistakes? Our current life situation? Can we truly learn to accept ourselves? And if so, how? It’s easy to love ourselves when we are achieving. Easy to love the parts of ourselves that others regard as beautiful and brilliant. But true self-­love is accepting ourselves when we fail. On the days we feel ugly. Or the days when we don’t receive a single compliment despite how long we spent doing our make-­up or choosing that outfit. True acceptance is choosing to be ourselves even in the times we feel stupid or awkward. And every time we make a mistake.’

			Her words melt into my ears like honey and I can hear at least two of my classmates quietly weeping as she talks.

			‘What we’re talking about here is so important. But, instead of doing the work required to achieve self-­acceptance, we desperately seek external validation. We people-­please in a bid to control what others think of us. We forget our boundaries. We give away our bodies and our minds to people who don’t have the capacity to embrace them in the way they deserve.’

			I think of the time Derek and I broke up for six months back in college and my subsequent online dating crash course. I remember meeting men, expecting a date, only to quickly discover they expected sex. Not that they hoped for it. But that they felt entitled to it. And, thanks to the patriarchy brainwashing me, I’d felt obligated to give it to them. Even when I didn’t really want to.

			

			The sound of the brass bowl vibrates through my memories, bringing me back to the present moment. We all take a deep breath and, in unison, breathe out hard through our mouths, expelling self-­rejection and any residual negative energy.

			‘I forgive all those who have hurt me, including myself.’

			We all speak Lilith’s words back to her, aloud. Or, at least, the others do. I open and close my mouth like a fish, murmuring inaudibly, unable to lie out loud.

			‘I let in light and love. I am whole and complete,’ she says, and a tear unexpectedly slips out of my right eye and dribbles down the side of my face and into my hair. A shuddering sob fills my chest and becomes desperate to release itself. I refuse it, unsure of where this sudden wave of emotion has come from. I was only ever here to go through the motions, I remind myself. The point of this class is to fill my time. Give me a sense of routine. Maybe make new friends. That’s it.

			After class, I’m putting on my shoes when Lilith approaches me from behind. I smell her first, a waft a white lilies and lavender overwhelming me.

			‘Did you enjoy the class?’ she asks.

			‘I did. You . . . kind of remind me of a therapist I had back in Georgia. Not the way you look or anything. But the way you talk. It’s very . . . soothing.’

			Lilith smiles and is silent for long enough to make me nervous. Eventually, she asks if I’ll come again. I hesitate.

			‘There’s no pressure, of course,’ she says. ‘But if you’d like to, you can invest in some Deep Flow apparel of your own.’

			She gestures to the white bodies now scattered around the studio, some chatting, most gathering their things, a few still lying on their mats.

			

			‘It’s nice to feel a sense of unity, isn’t it?’

			I nod and her voice suddenly grows louder as she addresses the whole class.

			‘Flow family!’ she says. ‘I almost forgot! I have some, albeit limited, availability for one-­on-­one Spiritual Cleansing sessions, if any of you would like to . . .’

			I don’t hear the rest of her announcement due to a sudden swarm of Deep Flow students surrounding Lilith. Eventually, there’s a wall around her, shutting me out, and there is nothing left for me to do except quietly head out to the parking lot.

		

	
		
			

			Four

			‘You sound like you’ve joined a cult.’ Mumtaz laughs and, not for the first time in her presence, I feel the joy drain out of me as a tidal wave of shame crashes down.

			Mumtaz is the ‘straight-­talking’ British wife of one of Derek’s closest friends, Medhi Nasir. I say ‘straight-­talking’ rather than just straight-­talking because that is how Derek fondly describes her, whereas I just think she’s a straight-­up judgemental bitch.

			I put up with her, though, as I have done for years, while the Nasirs have passed in and out of our lives. First, during college, when Derek and Medhi became close, even though Medhi was pre-­med and it seemed unlikely they’d have anything in common. Then, when Medhi finished medical school and slept on our couch in Brooklyn during the beginnings of his rotation at a local hospital – ‘Just ’til he finds his feet,’ Derek said at the time. It lasted four months.

			We moved to Savannah and, after a year there, Medhi came for Thanksgiving, with Mumtaz in tow. At first, we’d gotten along, bonding over how problematic we found the principles of a holiday that celebrated the massacre and colonisation of indigenous peoples.

			

			‘Why on earth would Black and Brown people want to celebrate that?’ Mumtaz had asked, rhetorically, as we chowed down on turkey, collard greens, candied yams and mac ’n’ cheese.

			Washing dishes with Derek later on, I’d smiled and told him Mumtaz was ‘my kind of person’ and, soon, I wanted to be around her all the time. There were afternoons spent at the mall, cocktails downtown, dinner dates and a trip to the nail salon that ended with us accidentally leaving a sushi bar without paying, on account of us getting very drunk on the way there. When their ten-­day stay was over and Medhi and Mumtaz headed back to New York, it felt like a real wrench. Before long, I had plans to visit during a period when Medhi was due to be out of town at a medical conference. It was the ideal opportunity for us to have our own space and go out as much as we wanted – after all, Mumtaz could only ever get smashed in secret.

			‘He’s a lot more practising than I am,’ she told me over drinks in Soho one day. ‘I mean, he definitely does coke and smokes weed with his colleagues sometimes, but he never drinks alcohol. So, I have to keep it on the down-­low, you know?’

			I understood. If Derek knew how much I drank when I was with Mumtaz, he’d be shocked too, especially given the fact I’d been virtually tee-­total for years.

			‘Come on,’ Mumtaz had cajoled, the first time we’d gone out together in Savannah. ‘Life is way too short to be drinking Virgin Pina Coladas.’

			I’d told her I wasn’t good with a drink in me. That I’d barely drunk at all since I was legally able to. That I didn’t trust myself inebriated. But she’d told me one or two cocktails wouldn’t get me that drunk and had called the waiter over to order me a Long Island Iced Tea. Two hours later, we were singing the world’s worst version of ‘Islands in the Stream’ at a downtown karaoke bar and, half an hour after that, I was on my ass in the street, heels off and unable to get up without assistance.

			

			In New York, Mumtaz took things to a new level. We went out for tapas on what Mumtaz had described as ‘a low-­key weeknight’, but, before I knew it, I was in a toilet cubicle with her and she was offering me some white powder on a key.

			‘Don’t be boring,’ she said, sighing irritably when I refused. ‘In London, everyone does this all the time. It’s like . . . totally accepted. You’re only in New York for a few days. Have some new experiences, Sadie. Make it count.’

			Walking back into the restaurant, everything felt brighter, louder, heightened. We went to a club with flashing blue, purple and red lights, music pounding, writhing bodies and us in the centre of it all. I felt more confident than ever. Mumtaz kept hugging me, pecking me on the cheeks and lips, telling me I was special. I loved it. Loved her. It had been a long time since I’d had a close girlfriend.

			We danced and danced. Harder, faster, our bodies colliding over and over. There was another club after that one, then another and another. More drinks. More bumps. More dancing. High as the lights dancing across the ceiling. Seeing ever so slightly double whenever I tried to focus.

			But then, like a jump cut in a film I was watching, I saw myself vomiting into a gutter. Mumtaz, holding back my hair while she checked around for onlookers.

			

			Looking back, it’s clear that her reputation mattered more to her than my wellbeing. But it wasn’t until weeks later that I figured that out.

			In the car on the way back to hers, I started crying, trails of mascara running down my face. I hadn’t liked the way those guys we’d been talking to in the bar had touched me. One had leaned in a little too close, all garlicky breath and bad aftershave. The other had grabbed me just a little too hard as I’d moved away to head back to the dance floor. A hand on my neck. Another on my thigh. It had all brought back memories I’d been pushing down for years.

			I tried to talk to Mumtaz about it afterwards, but she’d only rolled her eyes.

			‘You’re just fucked, Sadie. We’ve had a good night. Don’t ruin it now.’

			The next day we went to a rooftop bar and drank Bloody Marys before getting facials. I felt embarrassed. Ashamed. Why couldn’t I handle ‘fun’ with the level of aplomb Mumtaz clearly could? She was capable of getting totally wrecked and partying into the early hours while still working an important job, making it to beauty appointments on time and keeping it all a secret from her husband. How had she learned to do all this?

			‘London,’ she said, popping the olive from her newly arrived martini into her mouth. Her lips were flawlessly rouged, her skin so immaculate I doubted she even needed the facial we were due to have. ‘London was like a trial run for New York. And practice makes perfect.’

			The next day I was on a plane back to Georgia. I still felt phenomenally rough, regretting being weak enough to give in to Mumtaz’s peer pressure and mildly humiliated when I thought of my reaction to those guys in the bar. Flashes of the night were still coming back to me and too many of them made me cringe.

			

			In the months that followed, I’d heard less and less from Mumtaz. It was as if she was freezing me out and I couldn’t make sense of it. Against my better judgement, I’d done everything she’d wanted in New York. Surely I’d earned her friendship in return?

			Eventually, after I’d mentioned to Derek more than once how Mumtaz’s ghosting was making me feel, he told me he’d talked to Medhi about it.

			I was aghast.

			‘Why would you do that? I don’t want him thinking . . . I dunno. That I’m some kind of beg-­friend. And he can’t know that Mumtaz drinks.’

			Derek gave me a look somewhere close to pity and then told me what Mumtaz had told Medhi. That she liked me, but felt I was a bad influence. That I was ‘too chaotic’. That if she and Medhi were going to keep trying for a baby she had to start thinking like a mother. ‘Is Sadie someone we’d really want in our lives if we had children to think of?’ she had, apparently, wondered out loud.

			I remember feeling like I’d been kicked in the face. None of this made sense. It had been Mumtaz that had insisted on the drinking. Her, who had dragged me into that toilet cubicle and given me cocaine that she had bought with her own money. How was I the chaotic one?

			Then I thought of myself throwing up into the gutter, crying in the cab and how worse for wear I’d felt the next day. Maybe that was it. Maybe she didn’t want to hang out with people who showed weakness.

			

			The humiliation and rejection I felt then has never really gone away. I feel it every time I think of Mumtaz and certainly every time I’m forced to sit through a dinner like this one. The Nasirs moved to LA years before we started thinking about it, and I know having ‘friends’ here was a major incentive behind Derek’s decision. But, for me, they don’t feel like friends. Mumtaz feels like an ex who broke my heart and Medhi is someone I feel ashamed to have conspired against. Every day, he falls for Mumtaz’s lies and, despite the fact he has only ever shown me kindness, I can’t help but see him as an idiot.

			‘Well, it might sound like a cult to you, Mumtaz,’ I finally say. ‘But it’s working for me. Seriously, it hasn’t even been a month yet and already I feel amazing. If nothing else, it’s clearing my head so I can be more creative.’

			‘I can vouch for that,’ Derek affirms. ‘You were in the studio yesterday for what? Twelve hours?’

			I blush slightly. ‘Something like that.’

			‘I barely see her these days,’ Derek smiles.

			‘Sudden obsession, disappearing for days, lack of communication with loved ones . . . it is a cult!’ Mumtaz laughs again and the men join in. It feels like it’s all at my expense and I’m thankful when their baby cries from the next room and Mumtaz jumps up to attend to her. Within that relief, however, I find myself questioning how the worst people so often seem to get exactly what they want. Life isn’t fair, I tell myself. As if I need a reminder.

			

			Later, on the drive home, I’m silent. Derek prods me, hoping to provoke me into talking. But I won’t bite.

			‘Come on. She just has a very British sense of humour. I know you’re not Mumtaz’s biggest fan, but she means well. She does.’

			‘Why do you always say that?’ I finally snap. He’d said something similar when I’d told him that Mumtaz’s story about me being ‘chaotic’ was far from the whole truth, that she’d instigated it all.

			‘Honey, I’m sure she’s just concerned,’ he’d said. ‘Medhi’s always talking about what a golden heart she has.’

			Years later, I still haven’t forgiven him for trying so hard to see the best in her and, as he fumbles for a similar justification for Mumtaz’s behaviour this time around, I decide I don’t want to hear it.

			‘Forget it,’ I say, leaning my head against the car window. ‘You never have my back.’

			‘That is not true,’ he retorts. ‘You’re being dramatic.’

			It is on those words that I see red. We pull into the driveway, gravel crunching beneath the wheels, and I leap out of the car, slamming the door behind me. I’ll show him dramatic, I think.

			In the bedroom, Derek pleads with me as he slips between the sheets and into the bed beside me.

			‘So, we’re really not gonna talk?’

			My back towards him, I blink into the dark.

			‘I’m tired, Derek,’ I say.

			He sighs, loudly, and I feel him roll over, his back now facing mine. From his side of the bed I hear him mumble: ‘I just don’t understand you sometimes, Sadie.’

			

			And I know that he is right. He doesn’t.

			But maybe that’s okay now. Maybe there is someone here who does.

			 

			‘You’re Sadie, right?’

			I turn round to find a flame-­haired, blue-­eyed Deep Flow devotee stood before me, grinning ear to ear.

			‘I’ve noticed you keep coming back.’

			‘It’s my eighth session,’ I smile. Then I lean in. ‘You’re actually the first person who’s spoken to me other than Lilith.’

			‘Well, people are probably intimidated. I mean . . . look at you!’ She waves her hand up and down my body, as if I’m supposed to know what she means. I decide to take it as a compliment, however, and extend my hand.

			‘I’m Natalia,’ she says, taking it. ‘Welcome to the community!’

			We pick up our things and say goodbye to Lilith. Then, we grab smoothies from a nearby stall and sit outside on tinny metal chairs under a parasol stuck in the middle of a tinny metal table.

			‘I’ve been part of the Deep Flow family for, like, three years now, and it’s really been a game changer for me. It got me out of a relationship that wasn’t right, helped me release myself from some toxic family members and friends, and work is going better than ever.’

			I ask Natalia if she misses the relationships she’s ended. If she ever gets lonely. She looks at me seriously and says: ‘The only relationship that really matters is the one you have with yourself. Deep Flow has helped me see that. It’s peeled back the layers of my reality.’

			

			Cold, pureed strawberries slip through my lips and onto my waiting tongue as I contemplate these ideas. I wonder what ‘layers’ I need to peel back. It’s a strange metaphor, but Natalia seems genuinely happy. Who am I to question that?

			When it’s time to say goodbye, she catches me in a slightly unexpected embrace.

			‘Thank you,’ I say. ‘This has been lovely.’

			‘No worries,’ Natalia smiles. ‘Us women of colour gotta stick together!’

			Confused, I refer back to her red hair, her blue eyes, the smattering of freckles across her nose.

			‘Oh. You’re . . . sorry . . . I didn’t realise you were . . . What’s your . . . heritage?’

			Natalia doesn’t miss a beat.

			‘I’m an eighth Kazakhstani. On my mom’s side.’

			‘Oh. Wow,’ is all I can manage, and we agree to see each other again soon. Then, I walk away, dumbfounded, and feeling lonelier than ever.

			‘You left so early this morning,’ Derek says, on my return home. He’s tenderizing lamb on the kitchen countertop and I’m sure his choice of what to prepare for dinner and how to prepare it has absolutely nothing to do with his current mood. ‘It’s my day off. We could have done something together.’

			‘Why are you making dinner so early? It’s barely even lunchtime,’ I say, ignoring his diatribe.

			‘I’m experimenting with a new recipe,’ he tells me, growing snappier by the second. ‘The longer it marinates, the better it’ll taste.’

			He slams the fridge door. I shrug my shoulders and head for a shower. Behind me, I hear him make a little sound of frustration. ‘What’s going on with us, Sadie? This isn’t how we do things.’

			

			I stop in my tracks. ‘I don’t know what you want from me. I told you how I felt last night.’

			Derek sighs. ‘I can’t understand why you would think I don’t have your back. I love you. I’m on your side. Always.’

			‘It didn’t feel like that. You’re so busy protecting your friendship with Medhi that it feels like you don’t believe me when I talk about how Mumtaz makes me feel. She’s a bitch. And I don’t say that about other women lightly. You know that.’

			Derek nods. Admits Mumtaz is not perfect. Says her behaviour in the past has been reprehensible. He washes his hands and takes me in his arms, breathing into my hair. I accept it, all of it, trusting that this hug, these statements, are acts of contrition. That is, until he says the one thing I cannot believe he doesn’t realise will twist the knife like nothing else: ‘She’s a mother now though. I’m sure it’ll be the making of her.’

			I pull away. He realises his mistake. But it’s too late and I can hear him calling after me, full of apologies, all the way to the bathroom. This time, I don’t turn back.
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