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				‘There’s quiet in the deep:
Above let tides and tempests rave’

				John G. C. Brainard, 1795–1828
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				The Florida wind in my face, I paddle into shark park, acutely aware of several long-lens cameras trained on me. I’ve made the decision to stop wearing bikinis when I compete, even in warm water. Instead, I’ll dress in either a one-piece swimsuit with men’s boardshorts and my contest jersey or, if I can surf without getting cooked by neoprene, a spring wetsuit. I’ve learnt – the embarrassing way – that coverage of girls’ surf contests is too often exploitative: lingering shots of boobs, bums and thighs; endless jokes over tight bottom turns. I’m no longer going to play that game.

				The blazing sun of the past week has disappeared and it’s a cool, grey day. Good. I can do without the glare on the water burning my retinas and the sun aggravating my heat rash.

				A decent swell has arrived, after days of nothing, and the waves have potential.

				I can win here.

				Beth is ahead of me and she’s a fighter: bicepped and six-packed, but that’s the least of her strength. Mentally, she’s Kevlar. No amount of pressure can break her.

				But I’ve become stronger too, and I’ve surfed this Florida contest with cold determination. I’ve beaten my way through round after round, leaving everything on the line because I couldn’t bear to face what was happening on shore, and I’ve made it all the way to the final.

				Behind me, the beach is buzzing with activity. Billabong sails are planted in the sand, and logo-covered tents have sprung up everywhere. Two towers have been erected for the judges and commentators, and a huge clock and scoreboard has been hung from them.

				The crowd on the beach is tense. They’ve seen me scrap it out in my heats, just as they’ve seen Beth demolish the competition in hers, and they’re expecting fireworks. Somewhere in that crowd of strangers, Zeke and my sister Lily are standing together, hearts racing, willing me to win.

				Beth and I reach the line-up and elect to surf different peaks, keeping our distance, not talking to each other. When our eyes meet, there is no friendship. I want to knock her out of the contest and not just that: I want to humiliate her. I want to get a huge score on the board. Leave her combo’d so she’ll have to get not just one, but two high-scoring waves to have even a chance of beating me.

				There’s an onshore crumble on the wave and I pull back on it. Wave selection is everything and I won’t take off unless I’m sure I have a good one. New Smyrna Beach, also known as the Shark Attack Capital of the World, is a tricky sandbar to read, unpredictable. I’ve seen how the end section of a wave can stamp out and send a surfer flying for a sand facial and a belly full of brine. I can’t let that happen. I won’t. I have to focus.

				Beth may be more experienced than me, her surfing more explosive, but she’s not as motivated. On this day, in this heat, I can beat her. I will beat her.
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				One of the names locals use for my home town, Newquay, is Never Never Land, because our most devoted surfers don’t grow up. Newquay is home to people who’ve been riding waves for fifty years; surfers who’ve never had families or nine-to-five jobs, because surfing is all they need. They stay in a watery playground their whole life and even when their long hair silvers, they still ache to paddle out.

				If I hadn’t met Zeke, I would have become one of the Never Never Land kids. I wouldn’t have gone to uni. I’d have stayed working in the surf shop for as long as they wanted me, and when I was too old to fit with their young-in-the-sun corporate image, I’d have served in the cafe next door. Eventually I’d have worked my way around to bin duty – driving the tractor that collected the beach rubbish – and I’d have been fine with it, because morning, noon and night I’d have been free to surf.

				When I’d found out who Zeke was, I’d assumed he was just like all the others. He was not the first pro-surfer to breeze through Newquay and everyone knows those guys live their lives untethered, bouncing from country to country, beach to beach, girl to girl.

				‘Zeke,’ I’d said a few weeks into our relationship. ‘Can I ask you a question?’

				‘Shoot,’ he said, hopping, one leg inside his wetsuit, one out.

				‘Why Newquay? You could be literally anywhere in the world.’

				‘How’d you figure?’ He got into his suit and pulled it up over his waist, nothing but bare skin underneath.

				‘You’ve got serious cash in the bank and a valid passport. Why aren’t you in Hawaii surfing Pipeline?’

				He turned to face me, all high cheekbones, sun-bleached hair and intense blue eyes.

				‘I’ve surfed Pipe my whole life. Now I’m here with you.’

				‘But you could be on the north shore of Oahu.’

				‘I’ll surf it again when you do.’

				I laughed and shook my head at the ludicrousness of that statement. ‘Zeke, get real. I’m never going to surf there.’

				‘You wanna bet?’

				Within a few months, I was riding the waves of Hawaii.

				Now I’m back in England, Zeke thousands of miles behind me. Lily and I are making our way through Heathrow, and I’m waiting for her to say something reassuring, tell me I haven’t made the biggest mistake of my life.

				‘We timed that well,’ she says, looking at the BBC News feed on her phone. ‘Apparently there’s a hurricane building in the mid-Atlantic. Could have been bumpy if we’d gone later in the week.’

				‘Lily, maybe I should . . .’ I start to say, but she’s busy searching for her passport in the many zipped compartments of her bag. She puts up her hand and says, ‘Let’s just get through this hideous airport, shall we? We can talk when there aren’t a million tourists coughing all over us.’

				Almost everyone around us seems to be ill. This year I dodged the grim British winter for the first time in my life and escaped its ugly chesty coughs and throat infections.

				I see a tiny white-haired lady splutter into a handkerchief and I think of Zeke’s late grandmother, Nanna, who never got to see another winter. Without thinking, I search for Zeke in the mass of strangers, scanning unfamiliar faces for him, even though I know he’s on a plane travelling to the other side of the world.

				‘Come on, little sis, cheer up,’ Lily says. ‘It’ll all come good in the end.’

				‘If you say so.’

				We have some time to kill before our bus transfer so we sit in the airport Costa, fortifying the table with our baggage. Lily gets up to stretch her long legs while we’re waiting for our lattes to arrive. She walks past a girl who is wearing the exact same boho dress I’d worn on a night out in West Hollywood a month ago, a few days before our contest in Santa Cruz. In the blistering heat of a full-capacity nightclub, I’d danced opposite Zeke. His T-shirt was damp, clinging to his chest, which was toughened from years of daily surfing. His hair was falling in his face. I could feel beads of sweat running off the end of my nose and dripping onto the floor, but I couldn’t remember when I’d been happier. Skrillex was mixing beats in the DJ booth and apparently somewhere in the VIP lounge were Kim and Kanye. We were there to talk to a man about a sponsorship contract for Zeke. We’d had the meeting earlier in the evening, which lasted fifteen minutes before the Cristal started flowing. I felt like the coolest possible version of myself. I was no longer just an unremarkable surfer girl from a small town in the arse-end of Cornwall. I was competing in a specialist surf competition, travelling the world and surfing its best breaks with my boyfriend, who was without question the best person I’d ever met.

				I check my phone, but there’s nothing except a bunch of favourites on Twitter and a few new likes on Instagram. He hasn’t tried to contact me. Maybe he never will.

				Finally, when we’ve drunk our coffee and made it out into the icy London air, Lily turns to me. ‘You did the right thing, Iris. Don’t overthink it. He’ll be fine. People like Zeke are always fine. And more importantly, you’ll be fine. That’s what this was about, right? Choosing the right thing for you? It is allowed, you know. It doesn’t always have to be about them.’

				Her tone is cold and her words feel like a drink thrown in my face.

				‘Did I say different?’

				‘You seem like you’re already having second thoughts.’

				‘Well, I’m not. Thanks for the sympathy, though.’

				‘Tough love is still love,’ she says.

				We catch a shuttle that smells of BO, urine and diesel to Victoria, and wait on a metal bench for our coach to arrive. The urge to phone Zeke moves past pressing, through strong, to desperate, and my thumb twitches against my iPhone in my pocket.

				I make my excuses and go to the loo. Standing with my bum against a cold sink, I scroll down my recent contacts list, and see him.

				Zeke from Hawaii.

				That was how I’d first put him in my phone, only last year.

				I press call and it goes straight to voicemail. He must still be in the air. We’d gone our separate ways at Miami International Airport, our two planes taking off in different directions, mine to Newquay, his to Oahu.

				‘Zeke, it’s Iris,’ I say, even though this will be clear from the moment he claps eyes on the display screen of his phone. ‘I’m in London. Call me when you land. If you want to. OK . . . bye then.’

				I go back out to Lily, and I can feel my body filling with stress hormones, because even though it’s only been two minutes since I called him, I’m already waiting for him to call me back.

				Lily puts in headphones and loads up her I Am Stressed playlist of chill-out tunes. She closes her eyes, despite the fact that she’s slept during most of the plane journey from Miami.

				After a few minutes, I crack and nudge her. She takes out her headphones and looks at me with resignation.

				‘You saw his face, Lil. It was like I’d picked up a screwdriver and stabbed him in the heart.’

				‘Stop thinking about it, Iris. You’ll just make yourself miserable. You’re going home like you wanted. Be at peace with that. He’s not the first guy who got dumped and he certainly won’t be the last.’

				‘I didn’t dump him. I just said I couldn’t carry on like we were, because we were messing each other up, and I wanted to go home.’

				‘And he got on one plane and you got on another, and you’ve no plans to see each other again . . .’

				‘Yes, but—’

				‘There you are, then. Dumped.’

				‘Jesus, Lil. It sounds so horrible when you say it like that.’

				‘Well, do you want to be with him, or not? Because if you do, then maybe you shouldn’t have given him the flick.’

				At this moment our coach rolls up and the other passengers scramble to form a neat queue.

				With people in front and behind us, I shut up. I don’t want them to hear my feelings. I don’t even want Lily to hear them. I can tell she’s deeply bored of the situation and it’s only been half a day.

				Eventually, Lily steps forwards in the queue, waiting for the coach driver to grab our luggage and sling it in the hold. As he takes hold of my board bag – which contains four surfboards, bound tightly in bubble-wrap, with half my clothes tied around the tail and nose – I slip a leftover ten dollars into his hand and say, ‘There’s three grand of surfboards in there, so can you do me a solid and find a spot where they won’t get wrecked?’ Then I turn back to Lily and say, ‘Good talk. Thanks.’

				‘Look, it sucks to break up. It just does, and it hurts like hell at first. But you get over it with time. You already know that from your break-up with Daniel.’

				I follow her up the steps and right to the back of the coach.

				My relationship with Daniel wasn’t anything like my relationship with Zeke. It was kids’ stuff. We hadn’t explored the world together. We hadn’t even spent one night together. The highlight of our week had been playing pool in the youth club and sharing the occasional 500ml can of Excelsior from Lidl.

				I stow my bag and make Lily move over so I can sit in the window seat, look at the grey view and stew in my misery.

				As mortifying as it is to admit, I’d mostly got over Daniel by falling in love with Zeke. I’d been in self-absorbed emo mode for months, hate-watching America’s Next Top Model and living on dry cereal, when Zeke arrived in Newquay on a tropical breeze and pushed away the clouds.

				‘Oh, Iris, don’t get upset,’ Lily says, touching my cheek. ‘Ignore me. What do I know, eh? My longest romantic relationship lasted three and a half weeks. And that’s only because for two weeks of it she was working at a summer camp in Massachusetts. I’m hopeless at this stuff. I give in to the urge to run as soon as I start finding them irritating, which is generally by the end of Week One.’

				‘I didn’t give in to the urge to run.’

				‘Well, no, but you were clever enough to know it’d come to a natural end. So yay for you.’

				I look through the window at loved-up couples embracing like they’ll never see each other again. I watch a mother say goodbye to her teenage daughter, kissing her on both cheeks and her forehead, taking ages to let go of her hands.

				My mum would have probably driven up to meet us at the airport if she knew we were coming, but I’d made Lily swear not to call her.

				Suddenly, there’s a pain in my chest and I get to my feet, bowing down so I don’t crack my head on the overhead luggage lockers.

				‘I’m getting off,’ I say, climbing over her and hyperventilating. I reach up for my bag.

				‘Whoa, slow down, Iris, you’ve just paid a fortune for your ticket!’

				‘I’ll get a refund.’

				I don’t know where I’m going. Back to the airport and on a plane somewhere. I’ve made a couple of friends during my time away. One of them will let me sleep on their couch until I’ve sorted my head out. I can’t go home now. I can’t face it: all the wondering, the assumptions, the cheerful advice about how to get over this and move on.

				I rush down the aisle, jump down the steps and accost the driver, who’s taking the final drags of a cigarette before the long journey to Cornwall.

				‘Sorry. I need my bags. You can keep the ten bucks,’ I say as he exhales a plume of smoke in my face and murmurs something uncomplimentary about hippies and timewasters.

				‘Mine, too,’ I hear a voice say behind me.

				‘Lil, you don’t have to come with me.’ I’d assumed she’d go on to Newquay, irrespective of my plans.

				‘If you’re not returning to the motherland, then neither am I,’ she says. ‘Ooh, let’s have a city break! Oslo is lovely at this time of year. No, scrap that, let’s go to Reykjavik and buy a nine quid pint of lager! What do you say?’

				I can see her excitement, and immediately stamp it out.

				‘Are you deliberately choosing whaling nations?’

				Zeke is mad into animal rights and I’ve spent a lot of time with him and his friends, discussing the plight of cetaceans. It’s apparently had an effect.

				‘You’ve just been in America, Iris. They kill whales there too.’

				‘Not commercially,’ I say moodily. ‘It’s subsistence whaling carried out by indigenous people.’

				‘Which is arguably crueller, as it takes longer for the animals to die. Anyway, OK, fine. Somewhere you won’t need to think about whaling. Or surfing. You deserve a proper break after New Smyrna. How about Munich?’

				‘There’s river surfing in Munich . . .’ I begin to say, but then stop. In the distance I hear shouting.
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				‘WHAT UP, FOXES!’

				I spin round and spot my best friend Kelly. Our bodies collide and we hold each other tight.

				She pushes me back to arm’s length and grins. ‘Well, look at you. All grown up and at least half an inch taller.’ She says this seriously, as if she’s my Great Auntie Phyllis.

				‘At last,’ Lily says. ‘I thought you’d changed your mind.’

				‘Sorry.’ Kelly embraces me again and talks into my hair. ‘Phone died and my cab got stuck in traffic.’

				‘I didn’t even know you were in London,’ I say to her, completely amazed and delighted that she’s here.

				‘Looked at a uni. Saw the sights. Caught up with a friend.’

				She looks so uncomfortable as she says this, that I ask, ‘Not a bloke?’

				‘No, not a bloke,’ she says, which is a relief since she already has one on the go – my ex’s brother, Garrett.

				‘Where’s Zeke?’ Kelly says, looking around.

				I open my mouth to answer, but Lily gets in there first.

				‘Busy elsewhere,’ she says.

				‘Ditched you and gone on a surfari? Lemme guess: Mentawais. Nope, Gold Coast. Final answer: J Bay.’

				I shake my head. ‘He’s gone back to Hawaii for a bit,’ I say, in my rehearsed speech. ‘His mum’s selling the house – you know, the geodesic dome place I told you about – and he wants to say goodbye to it properly before the new owners move in.’

				‘Lighting candles and wafting incense, is he? I bet he has a chant lined up already, and he’ll be omming.’

				‘Something like that.’

				I hate lying to her, but it’s not the right time or place to explain what’s happening. She’s going to be so upset when she finds out.

				‘I reckon Garrett’ll end up flying over to do the same thing. What is it about that place? They all go on about it, Wes too. Those boys are so bloody sentimental. Ah well, it just means more us-time – hurray! Right, I suppose we’d better get on this coach. As if I haven’t spent enough time today sniffing diesel.’

				I look at her and try to take in her newness. Her hair is longer, ombred so harsh it’s almost white on the ends, and her clothes are different. She generally rocks cleavage and bare legs, but she’s dressed in surf-wear: a Roxy checked shirt, loose jeans and Havianas. The sort of stuff I wear. In the selfies she posted over the past six months she was glammed up for big nights out, and I’m unprepared for the make-under.

				‘You look great,’ I say. ‘Chilled.’

				It’s true. She’s even standing in a more relaxed way. Her shoulders look stronger and instead of standing with a hand in front of her stomach, which she did sometimes without even realizing it, she’s standing with her elbows out and her hands in her back pockets. My mum used to tell me off for this exact thing. Tomboy posturing, she called it.

				‘Consider me a card carrying member of the Surfiety. Paddle out most days now,’ she says, proud of herself, and rightly so. ‘You never know, in another year or two I might be after your crown.’

				‘I don’t have a crown.’

				‘You will!’ She hugs me again.

				‘I can’t believe you’re here,’ I say, my eyes welling up despite my best efforts to stay cool.

				‘Neither can I, really. I received a mysterious text message last night informing me that you were coming home early and imploring me to meet you here if I possibly could. Oh, and to keep it secret, on pain of social media death.’

				‘Seemed like a good idea at the time,’ Lily says, picking at her nail cuticles.

				I’m stunned that Lily has been so thoughtful. I’m not even irritated that she ignored my instructions to keep my return quiet. Of course I wanted my best friend to be there, I just didn’t want to put her to any trouble.

				Lily gets out her phone and shows the driver an e-ticket she purchased on the sly for Kelly and he looks at us like we’ve completely lost the plot as we file back onto the coach again and he stows our luggage for the second time.

				‘I want to hear everything,’ Kelly says to me, as we take our seats. ‘The filthier the better.’

				Lily puts her headphones back in.

				The coach pulls out and Kelly grins at me. ‘So, now you’ve been going out with him for ages, you can tell me.’

				‘Tell you what?’

				‘What he’s like in bed.’

				My head begins to thud. Of all the chats to have, she chooses this one, the day after I’ve split up with him.

				‘Pretty deep sleeper.’

				‘You know what I’m saying, Iris.’

				‘You serious?’

				‘Um, hello? Quite frankly I think it’s a major lapse of your best friend duties that you haven’t told me already.’

				‘No way am I telling you that. Why are you even asking? You’re dating his brother. It’s just . . . weird.’

				‘You’ll crack eventually, so you might as well spill now. I know some of it anyway.’

				‘Er, you’d better not know any of it.’

				‘Yeah, not like that, but Garrett told me about some random chick who dated Zeke. Apparently, they were hanging out at some desert ice rink in Palm Springs and she told him stuff.’

				I know I’ll regret this, but I ask her anyway, ‘What stuff?’

				Kelly grins and says, ‘That Zeke goes down like a champ.’

				‘I can’t believe you actually went there. Jesus, Kel, objectification hurts men too.’ I’d got that line off my sister, who only ever used it ironically, when she’d said something deeply pervy about a bloke.

				‘So,’ she’s looking at me expectantly, ‘care to elaborate . . . ?’

				‘Mind your own business.’

				‘Hahahaha! That’s a yes!’

				‘Shut up.’

				‘OK, tell me the most annoying thing about Zeke. I bet he snores. His nasal passages are probably wrecked from the half-ton of cocaine he blitzed.’

				‘Hey, that’s in the past,’ I say, my voice tense. ‘Zeke doesn’t do drugs any more.’ Except when he fancies making an exception to that rule, I think, like for the street antidepressants I’ve just discovered he’s been using to self-medicate post-traumatic stress disorder. A condition he developed and kept secret from me after his near drowning at the Cribbar reef – the UK’s gnarliest big-wave spot, which just so happens to break in my home town.

				‘I’m only teasing.’

				‘He snores when he’s drunk.’

				‘Gassy? He eats a lot of lentils.’

				‘Only when they’re combined with kidney beans or jalapenos. Otherwise, no, not really.’

				‘Jealousy issues?’

				‘Sometimes, but I’m not exactly in a position to criticize.’

				‘Hmm. Stinky feet?’

				‘Mate, he’s in the ocean most of the day. He smells of saltwater.’

				‘Bites his toenails?’

				‘He does, but I actually think that’s quite cool.’

				‘Well, I know he’s hotter than a thousand suns but there’s gotta be something about him that you find gross, because if there isn’t, you’re not paying attention.’

				‘OK, there is one thing . . .’ I say, starting to get into this game. It’s mortifying on one level because it’s part of a horrible pretence, but it’s also a relief to talk about Zeke as if everything’s fine and he’s still my boyfriend.

				‘Spill.’

				‘He has sort of weird flavoured nipples.’

				Kelly lights up at this, as if I’ve said something truly delightful. Then she gets serious. ‘Like weird how? Salty from being in the sea so much, or something else?’

				‘Salty, definitely, but in a normal sweat way. Maybe it’s not a flavour exactly, but when I go there, I get a weird sort of metallic aftertaste in my mouth and the end of my tongue tingles.’

				Kelly’s gazing at me in approval.

				‘We’re still talking about his nipples, right?’

				‘Yes.’

				‘That is weird.’

				I nod in agreement, feeling more embarrassed by the second.

				‘And you didn’t get that sensation when you went . . . anywhere else?’

				‘No, Kelly. Also, this conversation must cease.’

				‘OK, OK, it’s not like I was going to ask you details about . . . anywhere else.’

				‘Yes, you were.’

				‘Damn you, Iris, why do you never talk about the filthy stuff?’

				‘Because you’re always talking about it?’

				‘True, true. So, do you want to hear about Garrett’s stuff?’

				‘I really, really don’t, thanks.’

				‘Here if you change your mind.’

				She’s quiet for a few moments, rolling around in the filth of her dirty mind, and I take the opportunity to say, ‘I’m knackered. Haven’t slept properly in days and I have the worst jet lag.’

				‘Get some kip. We have all the time in the world to catch up. You rest.’

				I feel wired and can’t drift off, so I lean back in the uncomfortable seat with my eyes closed, and breathe deeply so she’ll think I’m asleep, which is pathetic, but the thought of having to lie to Kelly any more in my first face-to-face conversation with her is unbearable.

				I fake sleep for half an hour, trying to get my mind on other things, but I can’t stop thinking of Zeke, the two of us alone together in what felt like paradise. When the soporific motion of the coach sends me to sleep for real, my brain transports me across two oceans.
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				Zeke was carrying me home on his shoulders through the Oahu evening, the sun beating against my face, my thighs pressing against the sides of his head and my fingers tangled in his hair.

				‘You think you can lean forward a little?’ he’d asked, picking his way carefully along the path. ‘I don’t wanna drop you.’

				I’d slipped out of my flip-flops on one of the trails, cutting open the ball of my left foot, and couldn’t face hopping half a mile to his house.

				No matter how exciting my home turf in Cornwall had once felt to me, Hawaii made it seem pale and small. The north shore of Oahu stretched on for miles, one incredible wave spot after another. Zeke was like a little kid, proudly showing me the best reef and point breaks, the places he’d been surfing his whole life. We rode mountain bikes along ragged trails, edged by deep gulches, and I tried to take it all in, but Oahu was almost too much to process, and I felt dazzled by the intensity of it all.

				Earlier I’d left the beach and gone with some of the other female surfers and our film crew on a guided walk in the rainforest to see the sights. It was annoying to have cameras shadowing us, zooming in on everyone’s efforts to climb the steep trails in inappropriate footwear, bikini tops and micro shorts. I suspected the end product was going to be a video that attracted a load of misogynists in the comments section, people who’d rank us in terms of shagability and boob-size.

				No one wanted to wear the skimpy stuff, but the film crew thought the video would get more hits if the female surfers showed some skin. I just hoped my mum didn’t see it.

				The trail was breathtaking. The light was green, the spores of musky exotic plants spun around my lungs and diamonds of light filtered down to the ground at our feet. After a few hours, I stopped stressing about the camera crew and got totally immersed in the jungle vibe.

				‘Hey, hold up!’

				I’d turned to see Zeke, fifty feet away, jogging towards us. He was wearing cargo shorts and no T-shirt and his chest glistened in the humidity.

				He kissed me, not caring what the others in the group thought. I was secretly a bit self-conscious, not helped by the fact I knew it’d all be caught on camera. The cameramen were already zooming in, because just adding his name to the video header would attract hundreds of thousands more views.

				‘I thought you were surfing?’ I said, when we finally came up for air.

				‘I missed you. Wanna see something amazing?’

				‘Not in public.’

				‘Haha, you’ll see. Follow me.’

				As I went after him I heard the sound of gushing water, then came upon a turquoise pool, disturbed by a waterfall.

				‘Used to come here with Garrett and Wes when we were little,’ Zeke said. ‘Man, I’m so stoked to be here with you.’

				He reached for my hand and I looked into his face, where I could see so much stirred-up emotion.

				‘Garrett would climb up like twenty feet next to the falls and we’d watch as he dove right in.’

				‘Sounds like Garrett. Hope you didn’t do that.’

				‘Wes was smart enough not to try such a dumbass stunt, but yeah, guilty . . . It was cool until one time I screwed up the take-off, hit the shallows and broke both wrists. Lucky I didn’t break my head.’

				‘Seems quite unfortunate for a teenage boy to break both wrists,’ I’d remarked, pursing my lips to hide a grin.

				‘For sure,’ he said, wincing at a memory I’d not be enquiring about, ‘and it didn’t do my surfing a whole lotta good either. Still hurts sometimes when I paddle out.’

				When they’d got all the footage they needed, the camera crew and the other girls hiked back to the beach, and we told them we’d catch up later. A few of the girls sniggered and Beth, the Australian girl I’d later go head to head with in New Smyrna, made a comment involving wet anatomy.

				Zeke and I kissed on the hot rocks by the pool. Stripped off. Kissed some more. Let go.

				Afterwards, when we’d redressed and the light was failing, Zeke got quiet. I asked what he was thinking about and he replied, ‘You ever wonder where we’re headed?’

				‘Anders gives us a pretty detailed itinerary every Sunday, so not really . . .’

				Zeke opened his mouth to say something, but held back.

				‘What?’ I asked.

				‘Nothin’.’

				He settled himself against the rocks; looked up into the tree canopy.

				He was talking about the future of our relationship, but I didn’t want to hear it, because it felt too much like constructing walls around it. I didn’t want our relationship to reside within a box. I’d had enough of that with Daniel.

				It was so hot and humid. I dived into the pool and swam away underwater, held my breath a fraction too long and, when I broke the surface, coughing up half a lung, I found myself in the fronds of a water fern, with Zeke right behind me, reaching for my ponytail. I kicked harder than I’d meant to and felt my toes connect with his nose.

				‘Sorry!’

				‘So kiss it better,’ he said, climbing out of the water, feet and hands slipping on the wet rock.

				‘Nah.’

				I swam across the pool and clambered up a rotten tree that had fallen and formed a natural slide. I turned and balanced there, arms out. A deep breath and I dived down again into that cool green swamp of weed and fish.

				When I broke the surface of the water, he was gone, away to pee he said afterwards, but I wasn’t scared to be alone, even in that tropical wilderness, because I knew Zeke would always come for me.
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				I’m woken by an announcement for Exeter, and Lily clears her throat and says, ‘Okie dokie. This is me.’

				‘Seriously, you’re leaving?’ I say, a massive yawn undercutting my aggro tone. ‘You said you were coming back with me to Newquay!’

				‘You’re practically home, Iris. Another ninety minutes and Mum will be force-feeding you three helpings of sausage casserole.’

				Kelly is watching my argument with Lily play out as if it’s the final episode of Breaking Bad.

				‘You could have mentioned it a bit earlier, Lil.’

				‘I’ve only just decided. I thought it might be nice to spend a night or two under the bright lights of the big city.’

				‘Exeter’s not a big city,’ I point out. ‘There are three lights and they’re all faint. And we’ve just been to bloody Miami!’

				‘Bye, Iris. Take care, Kelly.’

				‘Who are you staying with?’

				‘A friend.’

				‘Not Stan?’

				Lily has been in a love-hate friendship with Stan since she was fourteen. They’ve never technically been girlfriend and boyfriend, but they’ve managed to make themselves miserable, even so. For a year Lily lived in Stan’s London flat-share. Her bedroom was the flat’s communal bathroom. She’d slept on a blow-up mattress next to the shower. At one point, Lily lived there with three of the girls in her punk band. When she slept with two of those girls, Stan got in a huff and chucked her out.

				‘I don’t know. Quite possibly,’ she says, smiling enigmatically.

				‘Great.’ This is so typically Lily, who has built her life on last-minute acts of the completely annoying.

				‘Look, you’ve got Kelly with you, so there’s no need to get all indignant about it. I’m just catching up with an old friend. Don’t look at me like that. I’ll be back in the TR7 by the weekend, I promise.’

				Yeah, right, I think. See you next year.

				After Lily’s got off, we look out of the window and she turns to blow us a kiss, before blending into the crowd of passengers spilling across the bus station.

				Kelly gives Lily a wave, but I blank her. I think of my mother, who I’ll now be facing alone. I’ve totally proved my mum right and even if she doesn’t actually say to me, ‘I told you so, Iris,’ she’ll be thinking it.

				Before I left Newquay, she asked me, ‘Is this wise, love? You’re leaving behind everything you know and care about.’

				‘Basically the opposite, since Zeke’s going with me.’ I’d said this without thinking of how much it could hurt her feelings. ‘There’s more to life than Newquay – there’s a whole other world out there.’

				‘And Zeke’s going to hand you the keys to this kingdom, is he?’

				‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

				‘Oh, Iris, you really think one boy can change your world?’

				Lily overheard this, and said, ‘Course he can. Probably for the worse.’

				‘Lily,’ my mum said, ‘don’t let in the green-eyed monster. For goodness sake, I thought the pair of you were past this sort of thing.’

				‘I’m not jealous. I’ve been to eighteen countries, Mother. I’m happy for Iris, but I’m also a realist.’

				Then my mum turned her back on us and pulled a dozen fairy cakes out of the breadbin, which she’d made especially for my leaving tea, and that was the end of the conversation.

				So much had happened since then. It was painful to remember just how clueless I’d been.
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				By the time the coach rolls into Newquay, the sun has set. It’s not raining, but the air is damp and cool. I feel a rush of emotion as we disembark and look around at familiar sights, but I rub away the pressure behind my eyes.

				‘Home at last,’ Kelly says, ‘and I’m keeping you. Really, I’m never letting you leave. You’re here forever, mate.’

				‘You’ll be sick of me by the end of the week. Anyway, I have that contest in Mexico next month.’

				‘That’s what you think.’

				Mexico is the only remaining contest before the Fistral final and is thankfully girls-only, so there’ll be no chance of running into Zeke.

				We embrace again and I say, ‘Er, sorry about the BO.’

				I’ve been travelling for the better part of two days and smell as fresh as a chip packet blown across a slurry pit.

				‘Yeah, I didn’t like to say, but you are a bit rank. Shower, bed and I’ll see you tomorrow.’

				I tell Kelly to take the last cab, as she lives all the way up the other side of the valley in Treloggan, and I start to walk, my rucksack on my back and the thick strap of my board bag over my shoulder. The streets are quiet and my shadow falls on old houses and grimy pavements lined with litter.

				A dead seagull, a young one by the looks of its brown speckles, lies in the gutter just opposite the church. I remember an article I read online in the Cornish Guardian, about a gang of boys in Newquay throwing half-eaten burgers in front of cars so that seagulls would swoop and be killed, or so badly injured with broken wings that they’d be doomed to suffer a week of starvation and dehydration before nature took its course.

				I think of Zeke; what he would say to the people who hurt animals like this. What he would do to stop it, and I turn a corner and find myself in my street. The awesome yellow camper van my dad bought me for my birthday is parked on the road. I walk up to it, run my finger down the wing. One day, when I pass my test, I will drive myself to every surf beach in Europe in this van.

				Standing at my garden gate, my heart thudding, I can hardly believe that in one of the rooms inside the house my mum’s watching telly or getting ready for bed, with no idea that I’m loitering outside.

				My house looks drab and unloved. The winter was hard for Cornwall. Storm after storm coming in from the jet stream being pushed too far south, creating havoc all over our beautiful stretch of Atlantic coastline. The front door paint is peeling and green mould from the garden has risen up the cream walls. If I’d been home, I’d have borrowed a pressure washer from the neighbours and hosed it all down. My mum never has time for things like that; never seems to see that they need doing.

				None of it’s right, nothing’s happening as I thought it would. But why? It’s not as if I’d been hoping for a welcome committee. I insisted Lily not warn anyone we were coming. She’d gone against my wishes even telling Kelly.

				It’s 9.30 and the hall light isn’t on. I place my rucksack on the garden bench and lean my board bag against the exterior wall of the kitchen. I try to get my head straight. Try to figure out where to start. I know I have to soon, but I can’t deal with a major conversation, not tonight, so I’m going to have to lie through my teeth to my mum, just like I’ve lied to Kelly, except my mum is much more likely to rumble me as she’s had way more experience of me deceiving her.

				I search through the front of my rucksack for my keys, which I haven’t used in half a year, and let myself into the house.

				It’s dark and quiet. There’s no TV noise from the living room, so she’s either down the pub or has decided to have an early night. I kick off my Toms and pad upstairs as quietly as I can.

				The door to her bedroom is open a few inches and I decide to check if she’s there, before turning in. I won’t wake her up. She’ll see my shoes in the morning and know I’m back. Better for her to find out that way than seeing my face looming over hers and going into cardiac arrest.

				The room’s completely dark, there’s a smell of stale alcohol and the sound of heavy breathing. I walk closer and shine the light from my phone onto the bed. The duvet has ridden down around my mum’s waist. She’s wearing some fancy black silk nightie. Next to her, face down, arm slung over her waist, is a man.

				He turns over and I see he is not just any man. He is Mick – the ice cream man.

				I exhale, too loudly, or maybe my mum just senses there’s someone in the room, because she opens her eyes, takes one look at me and screams blue murder.

				Mick is on his feet in a flash, stark naked, pointing his finger in my direction and repeating, ‘You there!’

				‘It’s ME,’ I say, turning away so that my peripheral vision doesn’t catch any more of his swinging apparatus.

				‘IRIS! Good grief. I thought you were Hannibal bloody Lecter! What in the world are you doing here? June, you said,’ my mum exclaims.

				‘I came home early. Sorry!’

				‘Oh, it’s your girl. Nice to see you again, love,’ Mick says, holding out his hand to me, which he’s just been using to shield his junk. I think about the merits of politeness versus the merits of preventing biological transfer, and decline his offer.

				‘Mick, put on some trousers, please,’ my mum says. ‘Iris is blushing.’

				‘I’ll leave you to it, ladies,’ he says, putting on his boxers and chinos. ‘I expect you’ll have a lot to talk about.’ He leaves, bare-chested and hairy, evidently not fussed about wearing his T-shirt, which I see has landed in a cat litter tray by the bay window.

				I wait for the slam of the front door and say, ‘Nice one, Mum. Hooking up with Mr Whippy.’

				‘Oh, he’s just a friend.’

				‘You were in bed with him, Mum.’

				‘We’re keeping it casual. Going about things in the modern way.’

				‘Please don’t tell me you’re on Tinder.’

				‘Don’t be so ridiculous. Mick’s a nice person, and he seems to like me. Lord knows why. Plenty of women would like him as a partner. He has his own business and is doing rather well for himself.’

				‘Yeah, the ice cream man’s clearly a keeper.’

				‘There’s no need to be so snooty about it. We can’t all run away with a surf Adonis. Anyway, your father’s probably had two new girlfriends in the past five minutes and nobody’s criticizing him.’

				‘Nobody expects any better of him.’

				‘I’m being held to unreasonably high standards because I’m your mother? I am entitled to a life, Iris.’ ‘I know you are,’ I say, struggling with anger I can’t rationalize, ‘it’s just I don’t want to stumble in on your new life and see its testicles.’

				A cat jumps down from a fluffy bed on the radiator and stretches in front of us.

				‘Fair enough,’ my mum says, reaching for a black silk dressing gown that matches her nightdress. ‘Let’s go downstairs and I’ll put the kettle on. I’ve just bought the most wonderful tea leaves from the Eden Project.’

				The cat begins rubbing itself around my calf and I reach down to stroke it.

				‘I’ll be needing some brandy in that tea,’ I say, and my mum whips around to me, her eyes hawk-sharp.

				‘And you may have it. Next year, when you’re eighteen.’

				‘Mum, get real. I’ve been drinking what I want for months.’

				‘Yes, I expect you have. Now you’re home, where there are rules that you will respect.’

				‘You know what,’ I say, frustration getting the better of me, ‘I think I’m gonna stay over at Kelly’s tonight, if that’s cool with you.’

				‘Oh, Iris, don’t be like that. I know you’re upset, of course you are, but stay here and sleep in your old room. I’ve waited all this time to see you and I don’t want you to leave.’

				I walk downstairs, suddenly overcome with a strong urge to flee, and stand in the entranceway, my fingers on the front door handle. The cat follows me and waits expectantly.

				‘It’s just one night at my best mate’s house,’ I say. ‘No big deal. We’ll see each other tomorrow. I’ll make you lunch!’

				‘I’m your mother and I’m asking you to stay. I don’t want you walking the streets at this hour. It’s not safe.’

				And I smile, because she has no idea. Absolutely no conception of the things I’ve done in my time away. I’ve hitchhiked with truckers. I’ve passed out drunk with Zeke on city beaches and woken up to drifters trying to steal my stuff. I’ve cut open my forehead volcano-boarding in Nicaragua. I’ve smoked and experimented and done whatever else I felt like, and she’s worried about me walking around Newquay after the sun’s set.

				‘It’s just the other side of town, Mum.’

				‘There could be criminals about at this time of night. A girl was abducted from her doorstep and raped on the Barrowfields not two months ago. Why take the risk? Let me run you over there in the car.’

				‘Stop stressing!’ I say, opening the door, the cat slipping past me. ‘I’ll be fine. I’m not a kid any more.’

				‘No, you’re all of seventeen. Promise you’ll text me as soon as you arrive at Kelly’s house.’

				‘OK, I promise.’

				I turn to her and see how anxious she is, how much love is etched across her worried face.

				‘Sorry I was grumpy,’ I say. ‘Long day.’

				‘You must be absolutely exhausted,’ she says, before her expression changes to confusion. ‘Wait – why Kelly? Why aren’t you staying the night with Zeke at the apartment? Or is he at the house with Dave and Sephy?’

				I’m not expecting her to ask this and it takes me a moment to realize she has. I’d thought I’d got away with it, that I’d be free of this conversation for at least another twelve hours. There’s a second in which my senses feel completely overwhelmed; a buzzing in my ears and a temporary loss of vision. I swallow and try to make my voice sound normal.

				‘Zeke’s not with me. He had stuff to do. Anyway, I want to spend some proper time with Kelly, especially as she’s got school and work this week.’

				‘Zeke’s not here? Where is he then?’

				‘Hawaii. I might not see him for a while.’

				She looks at me askance, waiting for me to drop clues that she can follow to the truth.

				‘It’s fine, Mum. See you tomorrow.’

				‘I love you, Iris. So much. And I’m so very glad you’re home.’

				‘Love you too.’
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				I swing up Treloggan Road, where several streetlights are blown, and text Kelly an SOS.

				She replies instantly.

				What ice cream man? Not the hot one from the Killacourt???

				Mono-brow Mick. From the Gazzle.

				Oh, he’s nice!! Used to give us the manky old broken cones for free!

				I’ve just seen his manky old broken cone.

				TMI.

				I put my phone in my back pocket. The night is eerily quiet and still, the roads free of cars. I’m half tempted to break into a jog; my mum’s warning has worked its way into my head and I figure a moving target will be harder to ambush. I won’t, though. That sort of preventative measure is, as my sister would so happily tell me, ‘living life in fear’, which is apparently no way to live at all.

				The streets are empty, apart from an old dude with a springer spaniel who appears behind me from a lane cutting between houses. I’m two minutes away from Kelly’s house and I walk briskly. Ahead of me is a parked-up van with its lights on and its engine running.

				For a moment I’m spooked and wonder if there’s a psychopath in the van, waiting to abduct defiant daughters. When I get closer I see a man talking on his mobile phone and hear him telling someone exactly why he can’t leave Donna this week. Something to do with their son’s half-birthday, apparently. He shoots me a guilty look as I stride past pretending to have heard nothing.

				Finally, I rock up to number twelve and knock gently. A rectangle of light dazzles me as Kelly opens the door with a mug of hot chocolate and a plate of warm doughnuts fresh out of the microwave.

				‘Best friend ever, no question,’ I say, and relieve her of a doughnut.

				‘I can’t believe your mum has a bloke on the go. Good for her. Get it, gurrl.’

				‘You didn’t have to see him in his birthday suit.’

				‘Bull balls?’

				‘I don’t even know what that is.’

				‘You know – low hangers.’

				‘Please stop.’

				Kelly chuckles and I follow her upstairs and into her room. It’s been redecorated in shades of red. All of her bog-standard pine bedroom furniture has been replaced with antique rip-offs and there are tapestry throws strewn about. It looks like an upmarket Parisian brothel.

				I text my mum to say I’ve arrived without being murdered, while Kelly pushes about eighteen silk and velvet cushions from her king-size bed onto the floor.

				‘I see you upsized.’

				‘Yeah, Garrett’s been staying over a bit.’

				‘He isn’t gonna turn up tonight, is he?’

				‘He and Wes were here when I got back. They’d been caning Wes’s new motorbike along the Watergate Bay road and stopped in for a cuppa on the way home. You should have seen them riding off together. Nuts to butts and not a care in the world.’

				‘Can we stop talking about genitals now? Do they know I’m in Newquay?’

				‘Yeah, course.’

				‘Where did you say Zeke was?’

				‘Gone to see the old house in Oahu, like you said. Why, something wrong?’

				‘No. Just thought they might be disappointed he’s not here.’ I try to make my voice sound carefree, and I fail.

				‘They were a bit gutted, but they’re used to him being in a different country, what with all his epic globetrotting. I imagine he’ll be here within a few weeks, right?’

				I consider telling Kelly the truth, and I almost do, but bottle it.

				I’m exhausted. I can’t face doing any more feeling.

				‘Yeah, probably,’ I say, before changing the subject: ‘So Garrett’s stays over loads and your mum’s cool with that?’
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