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PROLOGUE

What was prevalent was the dark streaks of blood all through the sand, and the smell. The smell of blood. She was lying on the beach, amongst the chaos and the wreckage. She looked so serene and I wondered how I could walk away and just leave her there. I bent down by her side. I observed the blood across her dress, and down her legs. I sat back on my heels and held my hands in a prayer fashion. Then I held them out in front of me and saw the blood all over them. I could see it even in the half-light of the moon. I only had a few more minutes; I needed to get away soon. I looked behind me, to the shore where the small motor boat was moored, all ready for me. I looked once more at her lying on the sand. The dark stains marred her clothes; I was barely able to see what the pattern once was.

What would become of her? I wasn’t sure. But I couldn’t think about it anymore. I had to take myself from this island and forget about her and everything that had happened here. What I had been responsible for. I stood and pulled my rucksack onto my back so I had two free arms for balance to wade out to the boat and get on board. I knew every second counted now; they would be coming for me. I looked down at her almost lifeless body once more, then I stepped around her.

I moved towards the shore, then I slowly waded out into the shallows until I reached the boat. I threw my rucksack inside and climbed on board. I sat down on the plank of wood nearest the engine and before I started it, I took one last look at the island. This was the last time I would see it close, or ever again I was sure. Now it was time to go.

I looked at the body on the sand and something told me that she had gone – she was no longer of this earth – and as I started the engine and the boat began to chug away, I kept looking at her and didn’t take my eyes off her until she was just a tiny spec on the small stretch of sand in the faraway distance.
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THEN

Fiji

The sky was drenched a russet orange. Streaks of pink sliced their way through, fighting for space amongst the tangerine canvas. I could only see the sun, only the array of colours sitting behind as it made its way to the other side of the world. It was such a beautiful display that I didn’t want to turn away; I didn’t want to miss one second. There were guitars and a ukulele being played in the bar by three local men. They sang out harmoniously. I heard the music and I watched the colours in the sky; this felt like the closest to God I would ever get.

I could hear my name being called over and over until I turned. It was Dana, my friend. She was Polish and I had met her three weeks ago when I arrived and now it felt that we had known one another all our lives. She worked on the market too here, in Nadi in Fiji. She sold flowers; I sold chocolate. The pay was dismal, but it was all I needed. I had given up everything to be here. I didn’t need anything. Possessions controlled you and I had been close to being in that position, becoming that person, staying where it was safe. Before, it ate me up like the disease, affluenza, the way it had so many of the people I knew back in England. Bruno, the man I had thought I was in love with, was very like them and, little by little, like someone chipping away at a piece of wood to carve it into something, I felt myself becoming someone I did not like or even recognise.

I would be sitting at a dining room table or in a restaurant, and someone would start a conversation about their kitchen, telling me all about how they’d just had theirs fitted or were getting it refurbished. They would talk about the cost of a radiator, the only one that could do for that particular kitchen . . . That kitchen that would fulfil their every desire once it was complete was the impression I got. It was going to be the fucking kitchen. But how long would it keep them happy? I’d been given tours of people’s kitchens after they’d had them fitted, after months of hellish endurance of finding the right person, sourcing the correct handles and knobs that would make every bit of difference to their incomplete life. That knobs’ sole purpose was to complete them. Then there was the anecdotes of the incompetent joiner and other tradespeople who had been involved in the saga. The agonising wait for the material, only for the wrong ones to show up. But it was here now, in all its shining glory. The hub of the home was complete. The kitchen of dreams had landed.

‘We’re getting a disco ball for the ceiling. For our kitchen discos!’

Subtext, because we are so cool but we really try not to be, at least not so that anyone would guess.

‘So what’s next?’ I would ask partly out of curiosity about what mundane and banal way they would be spending the next three months of their lives and partly to be polite, to keep the conversation going somehow, whilst I finished my wine.

‘We’re going to transform the basement into a games room. And a gym.’

I want to see the world, I thought but did not say. I had mentioned it to Bruno a few times. Each time he pretended he hadn’t heard me or changed the subject.

Bruno would smile and squeeze my hand, his way of reinforcing what they were saying so that I might get on board and feel all the feels over a pot of Farrow and Ball. I would always smile at him, put him at ease and hope that I never had to have a conversation about moving in together so we became one of them and told the same decorating anecdotes on a loop at various social gatherings. I guess I always knew then that he wasn’t the one for me, even before he did what he did.

So there they were, the people I once knew, putting up floor-to-ceiling mirrors inside a twelve-foot-square windowless box room whilst I listened to what could only be described as heavenly music, whilst feeling as though I was on the brink of touching actual heaven.

The bar I hung out in most evenings was three hundred metres from my tiny flat, which I rented for $37 Fijian dollars a week. It was a basic room with a bed, a portable electric hob – which I occasionally think aligns next to ‘the kitchen of dreams’ – a table in the corner, and an adjoining toilet and shower where I washed my dishes, clothes and myself, though not all at the same time. It’s small but it’s where I have come to call home. Fiji is now my home.

Why am I here? Why have I not bought a home, and stuffed it to the gills, so it resembles that interior design Instagram post I saw? Because it never felt right. I always felt like I was acting in a play, as though all the lines were set out for me to say; I just had to add some spirit to them to make them sound believable. We were still kids, playing at being adults, it felt. Pretending that this was what we all wanted. What we needed to fulfil ourselves. I questioned it daily and often at these soirees I had attended with Bruno. I would regularly veer too off-piste for anyone to get on board, which would warrant hushed tones referring to me as a ‘conspiracy theorist’ and then as time went on, and we attended more dinner parties, I would start to feel him watching me, and then he developed a look, one just for me it seemed. It was telling to stop being me, to fit in and say what they all wanted to hear.

He had tried to mould me, to make me like them. But I would not yield.

It wasn’t that I hadn’t tried. I watched Love Island and Married at First Sight. I walked around IKEA and did Tough Mudder and Park Run at the weekend. I ate out at the sushi restaurants and went to kids’ birthday parties even though we had no kids. I did it all; I made sacrifices so I could please Bruno. Because I thought I had to do those things to be considered a proper grown-up, accepted and liked. Ultimately, I was doing it for him, to save us, even when I could see the end. But where was the room he made for me? My wishes, my dreams and hopes? Well, there was no room for them in his cluttered life of rugby trophies and chrome and mirrors. The mirrored wardrobe where he could watch us as we made love, next to the crack in the wall where his fist had landed inches from my face that first time. That last time.

‘We should get a glitter ball, babe.’ He had suggested after that dinner party. I had laughed so loud, but the shock of his skin hitting plaster had knocked all the laughter out of me.

He started telling me he had tried so hard with me, but I wasn’t going to budge. And then I made the fatal mistake of turning my back on him. The second blow, at me this time, was unexpected and harder to accept than any narcissistic trait he had suffocated our relationship with.

I found Dana among a crowd around a small table where the three men merrily played their instruments, and they smiled and smiled as though they couldn’t stop if they tried. I recognised the song because I had been here in Fiji long enough. Dana was high. She took something – I don’t know what. She pulled me closer to where I had stopped and perched at the edge of the wooden cabin.

‘Come and dance. Come and dance.’ We weaved our way back to the table. I still felt awkward knowing that people were looking at us. That Westernised conscious effect was somehow still ingrained in me, as much as I had tried to resist. But I would rid myself of it, one day at a time, until I could be my most authentic self without a care. Dana was different; she danced like she didn’t notice anyone around her. How did she do that? How did she always manage to be so unaffected by life? I knew I had spent far too long in the company of Bruno’s friends who were so desperate to be someone else that they had forgotten they needed to live first. Well, no more of that for me. I was here and I was going to live, and I wasn’t going to care anymore.

I took Dana in my arms and swung her around. She threw her head back and laughed, and the people at the table looked up and smiled. There was a woman in the corner of the bar, her mahogany hair tied up in a bun with a large headband covering her forehead. She was grinning, smiling at us – at me. I held her gaze for a few seconds longer and then looked at Dana again as we spun. When I looked back up, the woman was gone.

That night, when I went to bed, I dreamt heavily. A faceless woman and I in a clinch. I presumed it was Dana, but it could have been someone from my past. She pulled herself away from me and began to walk away. Quickly at first, then slowly. She turned just before she stepped onto the sand and looked down at her feet. They were bleeding. Then she started running towards the sea and was out of sight quickly. I ran after her but she was gone. But I could still hear her. Her voice whispering my name.

Sadie, Sadie, over and over until I woke up.
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THEN

I woke up sweating. This was normal now as I lived so close to the equator. I thought about the dream immediately. It would sit with me until midday as most of these dreams did. I dreamt heavily because of the heat. The air was so dense I sometimes wondered if I was even getting enough oxygen, but here I was, thriving it seemed.

I was just about to head into my fourth week here in Nadi, marking almost a month since my arrival, since I left England. I received emails from my older sister each week, filling me in on what was happening back home. Mum and Dad were both too busy to email, but they called, and I called them. There had never been a plan in place; I had considered possibly visiting Australia and New Zealand for a few weeks, asking if the chocolate company would hold my job at the market until I returned. I liked it here. But I feared I would stay and never see any of the surrounding countries.

I took a cold shower, dressed, and headed to the café on the corner where I took my coffee and pastry each morning. The café assistant greeted me with the usual ‘Bula’ and I sat by the window watching the street come to life: vendors setting up stalls, cars and taxis beeping and narrowly missing one another. A fan whirred on the counter; guitar music played softly through a speaker.

‘Hey.’

That voice. I had become accustomed to it. My body froze because he had already asserted power over me, just by having that tone in his voice that I found threatening. He was here intermittently throughout the week. I hadn’t seen him for four or five days and I’d presumed he had left the country. He came next to my table. He stood too close to me.

‘Tony.’ I barely turned to speak to him and regretted even using his name; it probably gave him a sense of entitlement. Something he didn’t need. Something I tried not to give, but I was only human, and sometimes I slipped up, too.

‘Hey.’ Somehow he had moved even closer to me. He had never been this close to me before. I could smell the spirits on his breath and seeping through his skin, and not just from one day of drinking either; this was a constant stench that oozed from within him. Tony was a bum. A drunk. How he ended up here, in this part of Nadi, was a mystery. I had never seen anyone like him here yet; no one else had that fragmented look about them, as though they might split open any moment.

‘You not working today then?’ He sat in the seat opposite me and my head jerked slightly to acknowledge his presence. He had once gotten riled at me when I tried to ignore him, so I figured this was the better way. He was about five foot seven, not much taller than me. I wasn’t sure about his accent. Was he Aussie, or Kiwi? There was a British twang there too.

‘No. I work in the mornings,’ I said carefully, trying not to reveal any more information than was necessary. Something I had learned from a friend who had been attacked by a man out of nowhere. She’d had counselling for months and was still heavily affected by PTSD but one of the things she took away from the experience was that nugget: never keep the conversation going longer than you want it to continue.

‘Ah, so you’re free in the afternoons?’ Tony leaned in closer, his dirty hands pressed on the table between us. I could feel his breath on my face. ‘You know you should come with me, on my boat. I can get a boat. Me and you should go island hopping.’

I stiffened at the prospect of being alone in the Pacific Ocean on a boat with Tony; this was the most forward he had ever been and I hadn’t ever given him the idea that I would like to spend time with him. I wasn’t about to tell him that today was my day off either. I paused to consider the right words. The ones that could offend him or encourage him had to be eliminated. And I was back there again with Bruno, in the weeks leading up to the day I left, choosing the right way to say what I needed to say, wondering which words would provoke a reaction. Walking on eggshells to prevent him from getting riled up. How was it that because I was female, I had to keep making these amendments? Why did I have to think carefully before I spoke for fear of upsetting a man?

‘Thanks, Tony, but I have a boyfriend, and I don’t think it would be honourable to go out on a boat with you.’ I felt ashamed of myself that I couldn’t just say: ‘No, Tony. I do not want to go out on a boat with you.’ To hope instead that he would read between the lines. But men like him either couldn’t or chose to ignore them.

‘I didn’t ask if you had a boyfriend, did I?’ I felt Tony’s spit land on my arm. Despite the searing heat, my skin prickled with cold.

‘Hey.’ Another voice, a female, this time.

I turned to my left to get a proper look at who had called out, and at first glance, I recognised her. Had she been the woman from the bar last night with her mad mahogany hair? She had an air of supreme confidence. Her hair, which had been tied up last night, was now loose and wild.

‘What’s good to drink around here?’ She was talking to me. She was engaging me in conversation. She was trying to block out Tony and make him feel invisible. It was working. He stood up and went to the bar, looked out of the window, pretending that he was unfazed by this interception.

‘Rum and Coke is always a safe bet,’ I said.

‘And who said I’m looking for a safe bet?’ She stood close to my table.

‘Well, it’s probably too early for that. Or kava. You can usually get it here.’ I rambled, looking at Tony. He was getting up. He stumbled over to the bar, pulled out a stool, and fell into it.

‘I usually have a coffee. The coffee is good,’ I said just as the café assistant set down a cup in front of me.

The woman smiled and for the first time I noticed a tiny gap between her two front teeth. I thought about a friend she looked like back home. But it was a friend I knew when I was with Bruno and then his face was suddenly there in front of me. Even though I had fought not to bring him with me to Fiji. I faltered for a moment as I shook the image away.

‘And you? Can I get you anything?’

I pointed to my coffee. ‘I’m good.’

‘Enjoy.’ She winked at me, then walked to the bar.

It was almost midday and she had been in the bar for over an hour, sitting by herself, scrolling through her phone. Occasionally her face would screw up as though she were reading something with real intention. I had brought a book and read a little, but I was struggling to concentrate on the words. A shadow cast over the pages. I looked up to see her standing over me. She leaned in and lifted the book to reveal the title page.

‘The Great Alone? A book set in Alaska seems a highly appropriate novel to read in thirty-degree heat.’ Her voice was softly tinted with an American accent, worn down by years of travel noting by the way she was dressed in faded harems and by the way her hair was beginning to form into dreadlocks at the sides, which I could now see as she was closer.

Her confidence and her ability to start a conversation impressed me. She also talked about books, which were my weakness. I was rarely without one these days in Fiji.

‘I’m rereading it. It’s not so much the setting, but the atmosphere, the constant threat that the family faces. I have never been one for a beach read. I like something I can get my teeth into.’

The woman nodded enthusiastically. ‘I like this in a woman.’

I wasn’t sure if she was hitting on me. I wasn’t particularly au fait with same-sex flirting, although I had attracted both sexes in my life.

I held my hand on the book, not sure if the time was right to close it. Was this conversation going anywhere or was she simply passing by and was an avid reader herself? She had just acknowledged my favourite Kristin Hannah book.

‘The world has a shortage of strong women. Leni is a prime example of the sort of woman we are missing. We need more like her.’ She pulled out a chair and sat down this time. I took this as my cue to shut the book, marking the page with a small fold.

‘Have you visited any of the neighbouring islands? I know your man there was an enticing travel buddy.’ She laughed. We glanced at Tony who was slumped in his chair, looking as though he might pass out at the bar.

‘Not yet. I was waiting for some time off. I’ve only been here for a few weeks. I have a job.’

The woman raised her eyes. ‘A job. How very responsible.’

I didn’t have a response. I was not feeling particularly quick-witted; the heat of the day had taken its toll on me. I should have gone home an hour ago, but for some reason, I kept on reading, glancing intermittently over at the woman who was now next to me. Perhaps I had been half expecting her to approach me.

‘Well, that’s interesting that you haven’t been to any islands yet. I mean, I don’t think you can say you’ve actually been to Fiji unless you’ve left Nadi.’

I nodded. ‘I agree. I have put making money ahead of sightseeing. I was thinking of heading off to Australia and New Zealand for a couple of—’

‘Why?’ The woman cut me off and leaned forward. ‘You’ve just said you haven’t seen any of the islands and you want to go to another country? The islands are the very essence of Fiji. You think this is nice? You haven’t yet arrived in paradise.’

Again I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to say.

‘I’m travelling to one of the islands tomorrow. You could be my guest.’

‘Oh, I don’t know, I can’t just leave my job and let my boss down.’

The woman turned her whole body towards me. ‘I saw you when I arrived, and you did not strike me as someone who was a conformist.’

‘Oh,’ I said.

‘No, you look to me like someone who is trying to escape the past and maybe looking for a little adventure.’

Didn’t everyone come here to escape the past or was she just really good at reading people? I pulled my mouth into a semi-smirk. The woman smiled. Her green eyes sparkled. Strands of her long red hair blew in the gentle breeze that was coming through the gap in the window that I had opened when the morning hit midday.

‘Are you? Looking for an adventure?’

I briefly thought back to why I was here. I had run from Bruno who had tried to make me into someone I was not supposed to be. If I had put up with the comments, if I had just accepted that was all I was to amount to, then I would still be there now, going to dinner parties, saying what everyone wanted to hear. Being the woman that Bruno needed me to be.

Yet here I was, putting invisible boundaries in front of me, telling myself I had to stay when I really didn’t need to. I had escaped Bruno and his boundaries; I had nothing to stay for. I could get another job or flat just as easily. I thought back to a conversation I’d had with Bruno in the early stages of our relationship. I had listed the countries I wanted to visit. He had laughed it off and in a mock-southern American accent told me: ‘No woman of mine will be galivanting off around the world.’

I had told him we could go together. He had told me he had a job and responsibilities. ‘God, Sadie, it’s time to grow up.’

Bruno’s voice was replaced by the woman’s in front of me.

‘This island, it’s called Totini. It’s a boat ride away. It leaves at 1 p.m.’ She grinned, then turned and walked out of the bar. Just before she reached the threshold, she called over her shoulder. ‘I’m Avril by the way.’

I talked about it with Dana that night. We sat in our usual haunt as it filled up with punters, all eager to get merry, drink and dance.

‘This is our calling; this is where we need to be.’ I pointed out into the distance as the sun was setting.

I looked at Dana and a smile had crept over her lips. Was she, like me, trying to contain her excitement, like a small child who had been promised a treat for good behaviour. Perhaps, like me, she didn’t want to believe it was true, that we had arrived in Fiji but we had yet to truly experience paradise.

‘It could be just what we need,’ Dana agreed.

‘I want to see so much and try everything,’ I said.

I suddenly felt the burning desire that Avril had infected me with this afternoon and I wanted, no I needed to go, because for the year and a half I had spent with Bruno’s berating and complete lack of optimism for my future, he wasn’t here anymore. I needed the space between us, so I could really forget about him. So his voice would stop in my head every time I had doubts or worries. I needed to keep moving until I found that place where I could truly be myself.

The boat was leaving at 1 p.m. I already knew I was going to be there at a quarter to, ready to experience the next part of the adventure.
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NOW

The light stings my eyes. Why is it always so bright in the mornings? After opening them for a millisecond, I close them again. I think if I shut my eyes I am also blocking out the external noises. I can hear the world around me getting up and getting on with their day. There are only two things I want to get up for, two things that there seems purpose for. One of those is my weekly session with Dr Bhaduri. I even make an effort and put on a dress and do my hair. Even though I feel self-conscious; is the dress too bright? I feel eyes on me everywhere.

But today is not another session with Dr Bhaduri. I will have to wait another three days for that. The weeks feel long but I spend time thinking how to block out the external world, and the noise of everyday life. I know he has expectations, and I am not fulfilling those expectations. But I go each week because I like him. And it fills the long days. He makes me feel warm inside when he speaks. I have missed the warming tones of the voice of a man. His voice is like caramel. Even when he speaks the name I am assured belongs to me, but I barely recognise it these days. I hear echoes of it from my past. Sadie Adamson. But it won’t resonate properly with me. It is just a bunch of syllables that I no longer associate with who I am.

Who am I?

Who have I become?

I am nothing.

You’re nothing.

I often think of all the things I should say to Dr Bhaduri and maybe this is one of the many things he would want to hear from me. That there is a voice that still haunts me. I went somewhere to escape it but sometimes, it is still there. Probably because of what I have done.

I usually let the words evaporate and disappear from my mind as quickly as they arrive. Other times, I feel an uncontrollable rage. The emotions are so close to the surface sometimes it’s like I can touch and taste them.

Am I a violent person? The constant whirring thoughts, they drag me from my bed each morning and hold me hostage all day before they become my nightmares. I sleep but the images come with me to my bed.

I am so tired even the dreaming exhausts me, then it stays with me, day and night: a strange tiredness that is neither here nor there. I occasionally try to lie down during the day to sleep, but as soon as I lay my head on the pillow, the desire to slumber is gone.

Eventually, I find the energy to get out of bed and pick my way across a mass of discarded paper. I try to look away from what is scrawled all over them. I had been writing again last night. Some might call it journaling, or free writing. Maybe I would have done the same under other circumstances. I scribble so fast that no sooner have I finished on one piece than I have cast it aside and begun another. I will need to tidy that all away. Someone could see that and then what would they think of me? Messy? Inconsiderate? No, something much worse than that.

These days I am exceptionally conscious of keeping the tiny spaces I inhabit neat. I don’t need to spread my belongings around. Besides, I don’t own anything. It helps me think better so I pick up the papers and push them into the corner of the wardrobe, ignoring the piles that have already accumulated in there. I find my way to the bathroom and to the sink where I wash my face. I look at myself in the mirror. I am not yet thirty years old, and it appears to me that I am looking at a reflection of a woman twice my age. I must remind myself daily of my name, age, and where I live. Or I am sure I will go completely mad.

The noises around me become louder and I feel a crushing sensation in my skull. I touch it to make sure something isn’t constricting it because surely there must be. I turn on the tap and even the sound of running water is too much. I need fresh air. As I reach the door that leads outside, there is a far-off scent of bacon frying. I feel my mouth fill with saliva. I am going to retch.

Today I know I will meet Jane. She had just appeared there one day on a bench a few metres from the front of the house, overlooking a mass of fields. I feel like she is an angel. I’m not religious or particularly spiritual but I am looking forward to seeing Jane again. Because now she sits there and waits for me, every Tuesday. It has become our thing. I have a thing and it feels good. I feel almost alive. I used to have so many things, every day used to be a vibe of some sort. Now it’s just me, and a head of swimming thoughts.

Jane is older than me by about five years. She likes to talk, she says. I let her do all the talking for the first few weeks and then I began to talk back. She seems to like that, and it feels good to talk to someone and have them listen when they aren’t getting paid to do it. I appreciate my sessions with Dr Bhaduri, but it is his job to sit with me for an hour each week. Jane is just a person like me, who saw a bench and was able to form a connection with me, and I feel lucky. Lucky Tuesdays I call them. I feel as though I need something to cling to although I’m not sure why. It doesn’t matter, does it? Nothing matters.

I move tentatively towards the bench. I am worried if I hurry Jane will turn, see me coming and leave. It’s hard to know why Jane likes me, and I fear if she knew the real me, the person I had been a few weeks ago, she wouldn’t want to sit with me on Tuesdays. If I approach cautiously then I can be on the bench before she realises what is going on. But I don’t know why I am always so worried. Jane is a very accommodating person. She makes me feel very relaxed. And I think she wants to be there; I think she is genuinely interested in me. But then I once thought that about many other people, and it keeps turning out that they don’t actually see anything in me at all. She does seem interested in my story though. If only I could be the one to tell it to her. To everyone else who wants so desperately to hear it.

I sidle up to the bench and sit down as she looks over at me.

‘Sadie! Hi.’ She always seems happy to see me.

‘Hello, Jane.’ I look down at my feet and realise I am wearing odd socks with my trainers. Jane follows my line of vision. She blows out a laugh through her nostrils. I smirk shyly. Will she think I’m mad?

‘How are you today?’ She has a flask of coffee and begins to pour out two cups. I skipped breakfast again. It is becoming a habit. The stench of bacon hadn’t helped. A couple of coffees will bridge the gap until lunchtime.

‘Thank you,’ I say, taking the coffee. That is the routine we were in already, me and Jane, a couple of girls, just hanging out on a bench, listening, talking. I feel a twinge at lost friendship. I have many lost friendships, but one in particular has brought me to where I am today: living each day without any purpose. But Jane and I have been able to strike up an easy rapport and I know I can’t be completely incompetent, can I?

Jane has told me so much about her life in a short time. She likes to tell me things and I like to listen. It is like a comfortable storyline that feels so achingly familiar, the normality of it all. And I don’t have to do anything except sit and take it all in.

I take a sip of my coffee. I flinch. It is hot, and I feel the tingle of heat on my lips where it scalded them. Jane doesn’t notice. She is looking across the field full of cows. Longhorns – Jane had told me their name. I could have guessed from the length of the spikes on either side of their head. They are magnificent beasts.

Jane has told me a lot about herself. She has been married. Twice. She has one ten-year-old daughter who lives with her dad, but Jane sees her twice a week and for more extended periods during the holidays. She spent a summer in France, alone last year, learning how to make wine, and she reads a book a week. She has been a teacher, a yoga instructor, a party planner and ghost-wrote an autobiography for an English actor; she did a degree in creative writing and met him through an old school friend.

I know so much about her. She has yet to ask me any direct questions.

‘I love all animals.’ Jane sips her coffee and looks at the cows. ‘I mean, look how happy they are. Just living life so unconsciously. Not knowing what the next hour or minute will entail, just chewing and breathing.’

I look at the cows and try to see them as Jane does, but suddenly one cow’s neck is sliced open. Blood is streaming from the wound, like someone is standing behind pouring red liquid from a jug. My heart pounds hard in my chest; my hand goes to my neck. I glance at Jane, and she is looking on unperturbed. She can’t see what I see.

‘Don’t you think?’ Jane’s voice is loud.

‘Yes, yes, I guess.’ I look back at the cow. It is happily munching the grass, not bleeding to death.

My heart rate slows. It’s not the first time that has happened, I remind myself.

Jane’s smile is so comforting. It has been hard to know what to believe recently. My mind plays tricks on me, and the dreams are so vivid sometimes I question whether I am conscious or asleep.

‘How are you feeling today, Sadie?’ she asks after a period of silence.

I take a deep breath and a moment to think about her question. It feels as if I’ve had a lot of time to think these days, yet sometimes there is nothing there. I seem to have everything I need around me: a roof over my head and food to eat. All in all, I am not sure how I am feeling, so I try to focus on the present moment, not daring to mention the things I see from time to time, like the cow just now.

‘I feel content enough,’ I say, because being with Jane feels better than being alone. Jane smiles back at me as though she is sharing a secret with herself.

We sit in companionable silence. I have been meeting here with Jane for three weeks and seeing Dr Bhaduri for three weeks. There is no reason to think about anything else than what is going on right now.

I look at Jane and smile to give her the impression that things are just fine.

I know what Jane and Dr Bhaduri want to hear.

I just have to decide when I am going to tell them everything.
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THEN

I arrived fifteen minutes earlier than the time Avril had said to meet last night. I left Dana at the market at lunchtime, our parting words to one another to meet at the dock by 12.45.

‘Will you be there?’ I asked, and she said something back in broken Polish; words she had only ever saved to use with friends from her own country perforated her usually impeccable English. But she had been smiling, and so I had been reassured. Of course, she was going to be here. Why wouldn’t she? It was such a great opportunity. But the minutes inched forward, and before long, I found myself staring at a path that Dana wasn’t walking down. I thought back to her parting words to me that morning. Words that I now knew were doubts. That smile had been her way of appeasing me. She was never going to come.

I turned and faced the small dock again. This time, I spotted Avril standing at the edge of the water, her face bright as she chatted to the skipper and pointed to a boat big enough to seat ten. I looked back at the path hoping to see Dana so I wouldn’t have to do this alone. I could still leave; I didn’t need to go. But when I turned back, Avril was looking my way, waving me over; she looked happy I was there. I took a deep breath, and blew it out. I pushed my rucksack onto my shoulder, kicked off my sandals, picked them up, and padded across the sand.

‘I knew you’d come!’ she said cheerfully, holding her arms out.

‘Oh.’ I moved towards her, and she fully embraced me, letting out a long breath. Her scent was a mixture of coconut and spices, with an undertone of body odour – a scent I had become accustomed to smelling wherever I went. No one could escape it in this heat.

‘I just knew you’d come,’ she said again.

‘How did you know?’ I asked as she helped me into the boat.

‘I just did. I have a sixth sense for this kind of thing. You struck me as someone who needed to be here today.’

I suddenly wanted to open up and tell Avril everything about Bruno and how he had been in the end. About how I was here because he wasn’t and because I wanted to get as far away as possible from him and the people who reminded me of him, and I had chosen Fiji for that reason. Everything else I was making up as I went along, including getting on a boat and heading across the South Pacific Ocean to get to an island with a woman I had just met. But something about it felt right because it wasn’t all set in stone and planned out how Bruno had tried to control our lives, or by telling me that travelling was immature. And that was what I needed. Chances and opportunities.

There were others already on the boat and I smiled nervously at the man to my left as I sat down next to him. Avril sat on the other side of me, her chin pressed into her hand as she stared to her right, towards the horizon.

‘Relax,’ Avril whispered without looking at me.

I attempted to smile at her and trick my body into feeling relaxed, but it was an amalgamation of fizzing energy and gut-churning nerves. I had no idea what to expect, and as Dana was a no-show, I felt the vulnerability seeping in. Why didn’t Dana come? Why did I decide to come alone? I didn’t know Avril and I had no idea where this island was. 

My mind was awash with images of my new home. Would there be other people there? What would they look like? The boat engine started up and it was loud. Suddenly, I had a hundred things in my head I wanted to say to Avril – questions about the trip, the island we were heading to – but I knew trying for a conversation over the rickety sound of the old boat engine would be futile. I had been trying to be spontaneous. But maybe I was pushing my luck too far this time. Just getting away to Fiji was a huge step and now this. Was I trying to be someone else? And was I that person she so clearly saw in me? Someone who was ready to take control of her life?

The boat began to move, slowly at first, picking its way through the maze of moored boats, some of which had seen better days and looked as though they would surely only survive one more storm. Young Fijian children swam in the murky shallows, waving and whooping at us. Then as we began to pick up speed I let out a long breath, which I felt I had been holding since I boarded the boat. Avril didn’t move again for another fifteen or so minutes. She just stared intently at the horizon. I wondered what she was thinking.

What was I thinking? I had just upped and left my nice little apartment and job and it was unlikely I’d have either to return to. I wondered what Dana was doing now. Was she thinking about me? Regretting not coming? I felt a pang of regret that I was leaving behind what little I had – who knew what I would have on the island.

Avril turned and looked at me. ‘You okay?’ she called over the noise. I wondered if we would even make it at this rate; I was sure the engine would give out any minute. Water sprayed up the edges of the boat, the odd droplet landing on my face, and there was a cool breeze now we were far enough away from land. I had been trying not to think how I was feeling until now but as we got further away from the mainland, I realised I was scared and unsure whether I had done the right thing, but I refrained from telling Avril. Avril, who seemed so cool and relaxed.

‘I’m good,’ I said, then I gulped hard, which must have given away how I was truly feeling as Avril cast her eyes over me.

‘We’ll be there in about forty minutes.’

I nodded. I could handle that. I glanced at the man next to me and the three Fijian women opposite me. I wondered what they would all be doing when we reached the island. Perhaps they’d be visiting relatives.

‘Thanks . . .’ My voice broke from the dryness of my throat. Avril handed me a fresh bottle of water from her backpack. As she did so, I homed in on a small woven blue material bracelet on her wrist. It was the sort I made when I was a young girl and exchanged them as friendship bracelets, only this one had embellishments: tiny little silver charms. My eyes focused on a small cake with a cherry on top.

I gulped back the water.

‘Thanks.’ I had become aware of the Fijian women opposite me, who stared at me quite openly and without a care. Did Avril know them? I wondered what business they might have on the island we were going to.

The rest of the questions fizzed away on my tongue, and I let them evaporate. There was too much to say and I would have to wait, be patient and see what was in store for me at the other end.

I took out my phone, saw there was some reception and bashed out a text to my mum’s phone then copied and pasted it to my dad’s phone.

Hey! I’m leaving the mainland for a while, heading to an island. Not sure what to expect, but met a cool girl. I’ll be in touch soon. Love you x

Eventually, the motion of the journey sent me to sleep. Working so early at the market meant I usually napped mid-afternoon, anyway, let alone if I was being lulled to sleep in the middle of the ocean.

Like all the dreams I’d had since I arrived here, they were vivid and enigmatic. I ended up back at that night, where I had sworn I would stop taking myself. When I arrived home from work, I listened to the message from Bruno I had been saving, thinking it would be an invitation for dinner or him telling me he was coming over with a bottle of wine. There was an edge to his words that I had never heard from him before. And when he finally came over it was not to give me a meal or take me out for a drink. It was no wonder I felt as though I needed to heal because the end of the relationship broke me, so I was not sure how I was supposed to recover. I knew I had made him angry. But I also knew that I hadn’t. I also knew I would be walking away that night for the final time. The only resolution I could accept was that you never really knew someone the way you think you did.

You’re such a disappointment.

The thrust of the boat penetrated my body, jolting me awake. My arms shuddered as I gripped the handrest. Avril looked over at me then she stood up and edged her way into a small gap so the man next to me was forced to move. Then she placed her hand over mine. She didn’t say anything and neither did I. I just felt the powerful grasp of her hand on mine – and everything in that grip said, it’s okay, I’ve got this. I’m in control.

The boat shuddered to a halt. The Fijian women got up and hitched up their skirts, ready to step off the boat. Avril was pulling her backpack on and then looking at me eagerly. I couldn’t believe we had barely spoken since we left the mainland. I grabbed my massive backpack, which was almost the size of me, and Avril began laughing.

‘Good job you’re wearing shorts, hey?’ Avril said as she pulled up her trousers and stepped out of the boat into the shallows. I followed suit, my backpack grazing my backside. 

‘Wow!’ I looked around. This was truly paradise. So very different from the mainland. The water was turquoise and clear, the sand whiter than white. The sounds were different here, nothing like the noise on the mainland. Here it felt so very calm. Once we were on the shore, I dropped the bag on the sand and sat down. There were a few huts set back from the beach. Children swam in the shallows. The women greeted other women and talked loudly in Fijian or Hindi. There was a gentle buzz about the island that I liked. It felt like it could be somewhere I could settle for a while, somewhere I could feel safe and protected.



OEBPS/image/logo.jpg
HODDER &
STOUGHTON





OEBPS/image/Cover.jpg
You won’t want to leave...

until you can’t.

THE

BEACH
HOLIDAY

NINA MANNING





