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Life hurls us like a stone, and we sail through the air saying, ‘Look at me move.’



Fernando Pessoa

The Book of Disquiet
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AUGUST

The package is tightly wrapped in brown paper, and bound with enough tape to ruin a game of pass the parcel. It’s not very big. Easy enough to tuck under my arm.

‘What is it?’ I ask.

‘Something to give Ricky a headache.’

‘Is it drugs?’

Dad’s eyes narrow, the way they always do when I ask questions. ‘Board the boat, put the parcel down, get off the boat again. Simple.’

I moisten my lips and eye the package. We both know I’ll do it, so why am I stalling? Maybe because this is it. The line that you’re not supposed to cross. The other stuff feels like nothing.

‘Simple,’ Dad repeats.

Nothing about my dad is simple.

It must be drugs. I think with horrible fascination about the people my father must deal with, people who can get hold of enough drugs to fill a parcel. I consider peeling off some of the tape and helping myself before putting it where Dad wants me to.

What if it isn’t drugs, though?

What then?
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JUNE

For a short man, Dad cast a long shadow. My parents used to look like freaks dancing together, back in the days when they had parties in the London house. I would watch through the banisters as Mum, in low heels, held Dad’s hairy hand and spun around like a surgically enhanced ballerina in a cramped music box.

Dad loved flashing his money, his possessions and his family, in that order. If you’re born poor in the back end of Europe, sticking it to the man counts for a lot. Naturally enough, I hated his loud insistence on the best of everything. But then he built me a ship around the gnarled tree in the back garden. It was hard to hate him after that. For a while, at least.

The tree ship had three masts including the tree trunk, rigging, angled sails, a deck, a brig and a crow’s nest with actual crows in it. In the summer, the rustling leaves sounded like the sea. In my tree ship, I was Vasco da Gama with a chestnut beard that whipped about in the wind. I was Pedro Álvares Cabral, whose name sounded like ‘goat’ in Portuguese and whose head I had always pictured with a little set of horns. I didn’t like the brig with its oak bars, but I spent as much time in the crow’s nest as I could (crows permitting), hiding from the piano teachers and the karate sensei and the Mandarin instructors that Mum kept on a permanent loop through the house in her bid to improve me. I often wanted to leap from the crow’s nest and fly with the crows myself, but something always stopped me. Confidence in my own ability to fly, most likely.

‘Find the end of the world,’ Dad would instruct, laughing in the grassy ocean below with his cigar in his hand as I sailed waves as high as mountains and discovered lands hot with coconuts and brightly coloured birds. ‘And when you have found it, sail around it. É só mar e dragões.’ It is only sea and dragons.

Sea and dragons were in Dad’s blood. He had a temper, and he broke things, and he drank, and he disappeared sometimes for weeks on end. There were other things I didn’t understand: whispers in the playground, men with long-lens cameras hanging around outside the house. Tea round a friend’s house could be tricky when your minder had to come too. Lotta was the only one who invited me round on minder days. That’s why we were still friends at the start of last summer. Sharing pesto spaghetti in the shadow of a big, silent man with a shaved head and a gun cements something, I think.

Mum had the ship demolished last year, along with the tree, so she could level the garden and build a home cinema and a gym. Dad was too busy building empires and sailing yachts and playing golf to notice. Then the photos of him with three women in a hotel bedroom in Spain showed up in the papers. More men with long lenses showed up that day than for the rest of his career put together.

If I’ve learned anything over the past few months, it’s that the sea is big; but the dragons are bigger.
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‘Sometimes,’ my father told me as we walked together to the shops at the end of the road on the last day I saw him, ‘you just have to jump off the cliff. Bungee off the bridge.’

I was assessing the road for traffic at the time, squinting at the big white van at the end of the road in case there were armed robbers in it waiting for their chance to knock off the corner shop. It had been knocked off three times in the previous four months, so it was due another overhaul.

‘Kiss the scariest girl in the seediest bar. Pet the mad dog on the side of the road. It’s where you’ll find life.’

On a normal day, Dad was a Bunsen burner turned up to full eyebrow-burn. That day, with the final Atlantic adventure looming, he was Dad squared, which made him exhausting and me irritated. If life could only be found in seedy bars and on the end of frayed elastic ropes, then what exactly was I experiencing? Maybe I was a hologram, someone you could put your fist through, something with no shadow. But there were definitely two people moving along the pavement in the bright sunlight that day, even though one of them was larger in every way than the other.

‘Embrace it. Chew it. Taste it.’

I kept nodding, hoping that this father–son talk would dry up and allow us to focus on fetching our Saturday croissants before the shop ran out.

‘Now is all we have. Next is never guaranteed.’

He was full of stuff like that. Motivational mottos, he called them.

‘You only live once, Harry boy.’

And ideally for as long as possible, I thought.

Dad was leaving that afternoon for the airport, bound for the Bahamas. He was going to sail home via the Azores, the last piece in the 3D jigsaw entitled ‘Sailing Round the World Before I’m Fifty’, which he’d been assembling for most of his life. I used to wonder where he’d take himself once he finished with the world. Space seemed likely.

As I checked the white van at the end of the road again (it appeared to be full of builders, but vigilance was everything), he laid his hand on my shoulder. I was aware of the meatiness of it, the manliness of him.

‘Grasp the nettle, Harry. Bite the hornet. That’s all I’m saying.’

When we got the news that his boat had gone down with no survivors off the west coast of Ireland three weeks later, Mum went mad for a while. She worked eighteen-hour days in the bank, and dyed her hair jet-black, and took up kick-boxing, and rescued five dogs of indeterminate colour and breed, and made a collage of Dad photos that turned the living-room wall into a creepy shrine, and cried inside the wardrobe every night with her face buried in his old suits.

I didn’t see the point of a breakdown. I didn’t drop out of school, my grades were fine, I found girlfriends and still hadn’t got drunk by the time I was fifteen. My bereavement counsellor was impressed by my maturity and discharged me after a few months. When Mum took me on holiday to Mallorca to celebrate my GCSE results, I threw up when I saw the sea. So far, so normal.

The main thing I remember about that whole time is this question.

What kind of idiot bites a hornet?
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Dad leaves the house early on the day of the party, shortly before reminding me to make a hair appointment. My hand goes protectively to my head.

‘Exams aren’t over yet,’ I say, not meeting his eye. ‘Last one’s on Monday. I said I’d take the dreads off after that.’

He checks his TAG Heuer. ‘Art is a hobby, not an exam.’

‘Art is my future,’ I say, feeling brave. I’m eighteen years old. I can say what I like.

‘A future I’m not going to pay for.’

I feel the usual flare of impotence deep in my guts. I have to go to Art School, I have to. The rats of self-doubt hurl themselves around inside my head.

‘I hope I don’t need to remind you not to smash up the house tonight,’ Dad says.

‘I’m sure Nathan’s friends will be respectful,’ says Mum with a worried glance in my direction.

Dad shoots his cuffs. ‘If they aren’t, I’ll know who to blame.’

I think of the box of vodka in my bedroom, the pills Dirk’s bringing later. Dad pecks Mum on the cheek with his beaky little mouth. As he walks out of the kitchen, it’s clear his mind is already on profit margins.

‘Your father,’ Mum begins as the front door gives its heavy, oiled click.

‘Is a dear, dear man?’ I offer.

Her eyes get teary. They do that a lot. I wonder sometimes if her eyes will dissolve one day. ‘The business is going through a tough patch. He has to find solutions or they’ll fire him and then what will happen to us? To our house?’

I don’t want this argument tonight.

‘Be kind, Nathan,’ Mum implores. ‘The pressure is taking it out of him.’

‘And he’s taking it out on me,’ I say. ‘On my sodding birthday.’

‘Don’t swear—’

‘Right, because sodding swearing is so very sodding awful,’ I return sourly. My father hasn’t even wished me Happy Birthday.

‘Nathan, your father works hard to provide for us. You need to respect him for that.’

It’s an old speech, no more convincing now than it was when Mum first parroted it at me. It continues in the usual vein for a bit. Still so young … understand the value of a worthwhile career … grateful for all your father does for us …

‘Are you leaving soon?’ I interrupt.

She stops, sniffs and nods. She’s not got any make-up on today. It makes her look old.

‘Make it sooner,’ I say.

I intend the box of vodka to be down at least half a bottle before the guests arrive. If this party really does mark the end of one thing and the start of something else, then it better be a good one.

 

Johnny Depp knows what he’s doing with this eyeliner stuff. The chicks are all over me.

‘You’re crazy,’ Lotta says with a scream of laughter.

I lift her hair from her sweaty neck, all the better to inhale her. The kitchen is a mass of bodies, writhing around us like tadpoles. ‘And you’re hot.’

I love the way she giggles, all eyelashes and flicking hair. It makes me feel all-powerful. I start wrapping her hair around my fist and pulling her towards me. Kissing her is like sinking my teeth into a warm apple pie.

The first telephone complaint of the night shrills through the house, competing with the bass, and losing. There’s a scream from outside, and a splash. Someone’s in the pool, and not before time. On cue, the crowd heads through the French windows. The splashes and shrieks intensify. On the decks, Dirk looks pissed off about his deserted dance floor, but makes do with popping something small and blue that puts the smile back on his face and turns the sound up louder.

‘Let’s go swimming,’ I suggest against Lotta’s mouth. ‘Naked.’

She almost chokes. ‘In front of all these people? You have to be kidding.’

The hallway is lit only by the candles and LED balloons that Mum ordered in. The place is dark, and smoky with weed as I push Lotta against the wall at the bottom of the stairs. Someone’s broken off a banister about three steps up, and bottles litter the treads. We’ll make our way up, I decide, one step at a time.

‘Don’t mind me,’ says someone around the halfway point.

Lotta detaches herself with a shriek and I almost lose my balance in the dark. Precious Silva unfolds herself limb by limb and stands up. The girl who never joins in, but can’t quite go away. The music shakes the stairs under our feet.

‘You look like a deckchair, Precious Metal,’ I cackle, tweaking the striped fabric of her dress. ‘Can I sit on you?’

‘He’s drunk,’ says Lotta, visibly swaying where she stands.

I’m bored and already losing the vibe. Even though we’re on the same step, I stare up into Precious Silva’s bulgy brown eyes and she stares down into mine. Exactly how tall is she?

‘This is a party,’ I inform her. ‘You are advised to get drunk or get lost.’

‘I was thinking of going,’ says Precious, ducking her head. Her thick black hair swings around her face. ‘It’s pretty late.’

‘Fine,’ I say with a hiccup. ‘Bye bye.’

I’m suddenly aware of some whirling blue lights outside that aren’t coming from Dirk’s decks. The blue gets brighter and whirlier, and I realise that someone has opened the door. Two police officers are silhouetted in the doorway. One of them sniffs the air like the sodding Child Catcher.

In an extreme version of Musical Statues, the tunes stop and people freeze. The first one to move is Dirk, who shoots out of the house with his head down in a streak of energy that speaks volumes for what’s in his pockets. Outside, I glimpse wet bodies sidling round the house and squelching at speed down the drive. Guided by a strong sense of self-preservation, the rest of the guests pour out of the building on the squelchers’ heels in a thundering river, parting around the police officers and rejoining on the other side to vanish without trace into the shrubbery. Somewhere in the kitchen, a glass bottle drops off a table and smashes.

‘Are you responsible for this party, sir?’ says the Sniffer after the long and dramatic moment of silence that follows the breaking bottle.

Precious Metal and Lotta have gone, swept away in the departing tide, and I’m alone on the stairs. My best painting is hanging at an angle by the front door, the one I had framed after GCSE. It’s covered in scrawled Post-it messages for Dad to pick up whenever he comes in through the door after one of his trips to the refinery offices in Spain. I have an urgent desire to straighten it and sweep off the yellow cluster of fluttering notes. But, not quite trusting my legs, I sit down on the stairs instead and gesture vaguely at the empty, shattered space around me. The ice of tomorrow is already creeping through my veins.

‘What party?’ I say, in one final show of defiance. ‘I don’t see a party.’
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‘Still here, Mum.’

In the process of pulling away from the kerb, one painted fingernail hovering over her phone, my mother cranes round and looks at me in surprise. The craning makes her neck look wrinklier than she would like. I don’t point it out.

‘What are you still doing in the car?’

‘You didn’t stop,’ I say. ‘Not properly.’

‘Oh, baby, I’m so sorry! My head is everywhere today.’ She jams on the brakes in the middle of Mr Hegarty’s smooth-running drop-off zone, making the large silver Lexus behind us stop and honk. I smile gamely as she detonates an explosion of snaps of her and me, taken from her favourite angle.

‘I love you, have fun,’ she says, blowing kisses that don’t wreck her lipstick.

I’m not sure how much fun a final GCSE is, in the grand scheme of things. She swings away again the moment I have shut the car door. Fortunately I don’t trap my kilt in the hinges like Yetunde Abiola with her father’s Porsche Cayenne last term.

‘You had one job,’ I say out loud.

Mum has a thousand jobs. Committee meetings, charity boards, fitness schemes, social media platforms for her latest fashion designs, divorcing my father, household accounts, counselling the permanently miserable Ilynka as she vacuums the hallway. A thousand jobs plus me, and none of us ever done.

‘Oh, and thanks for the pep talk,’ I add as her tail lights disappear down Queen’s Gate. ‘Appreciated. Really. I don’t know how I’d get through this last exam without your faith and encouragement.’

‘Talking to yourself, Presh?’

Lotta is grinning by the polished wooden doors. Lotta Cooper, curvy and gorgeous with the most expensive teeth in the school. I think she’s waiting for me, but you can never be totally sure with Lotta.

‘First sign of madness?’ I offer weakly.

‘I went mad weeks ago,’ Lotta says with the breezy certainty that she’s the sanest person in London. ‘Are you coming in?’

We head inside – sort of side by side and sort of not – through the high, cool corridor with its shiny tiles and glossy scholarship boards.

‘Legendary night, wasn’t it?’ says Lotta as we walk. ‘I can’t believe we were invited to an eighteenth.’

The thing I mainly remember about the party, apart from the impressive level of damage, was Lotta and Nathan Payne. That and the step on Nathan’s stairs where I sat with a disgusting drink and tried to look like I was enjoying my own company while the music and fun and snogging all went on somewhere else.

‘Instagram went mental over that picture of Nathan Payne’s lips on your neck,’ I say. ‘I hear he broke his nose after the police showed up. Is that true?’

‘Apparently,’ says Lotta. ‘You know, that picture got over five hundred likes?’

I can’t imagine knowing five hundred people, let alone making them like me.

‘So aren’t you going to ask?’ she says.

A number of unprintable questions rush through my head. ‘Ask what?’

‘If I’m going to see him again.’

‘Are you?’

Lotta gives the kind of shrug that only golden people get to do. Shall I accept this life achievement award? Perhaps. Shall I kiss the wild-haired, chisel-cheeked god of the departing sixth form? Maybe. ‘I don’t think Nathan is dating material,’ she says airily. ‘But it was fun while it lasted.’

I’ll bet it was. My stomach twists. No one has ever kissed me like Nathan Payne was kissing Lotta at the weekend.

‘You are coming for definite this summer?’ Lotta asks as we pass the old schoolroom with its wooden desks ordered in a shiny brown army parade.

The holiday with Lotta is the brightest beacon on my horizon. I have packed at least six times, and bought five new bikinis online. I have agonised over whether four suitcases is too much, and how many Lotta will take. I’ve packed four pairs of sunglasses curated from an extensive selection of panic buys, and seven pairs of shoes, all flats. When you nudge six foot, heels make you look like a drag queen.

Mum took surprisingly little persuasion when I raised this holiday with her. Since Dad’s latest hostile takeover of a golf hotel sent all the business papers into a feeding frenzy last month, she’s decided that being anywhere near him could be dangerous. Hostile golf takeovers make me think of Dad bludgeoning some poor suit with one of those golf clubs that look like conkers on steroids. But when I told her about the Swintons’ place in Vilamoura, she caved within a couple of days. Seemed genuinely excited, actually.

‘On condition that I can come too,’ she said. ‘To keep an eye on you.’

She and Mrs Swinton are yoga buddies, so it was easy enough to fix up. It might be quite nice having her there, I suppose. A bit of mother–daughter time.

‘Yes,’ I say now with absolute focus. ‘I’m definitely coming this summer.’

‘Only I was wondering because Olivia was thinking she might come,’ says Lotta now.

I feel a rush of anxiety. Olivia Trott-Parke is as dark and gorgeous as Lotta is bright and blond. If Olivia comes we’ll be a threesome for a fortnight, and mother–daughter time will take on a fresh and sinister significance as my only social option.

‘Do you want Olivia to come?’ I ask cautiously.

‘I was just wondering,’ Lotta says again.

We’re early. Lotta takes out her phone while we loiter. I study my own phone in a puddle of self-loathing. Unlike my mother and her angled expertise, my selfies are universally crap. Shot from above, my bony proportions look even stranger. Shot from below, my chin looks like a mountain ledge that should have Bear Grylls dangling off it. Side shots and I’m all nose; straight on and I look like a skeletal murderer. I sidle up to Lotta and snap us both from above. At least with Lotta in the picture, more people will comment.

‘Hun!’

‘Babes!’

Lotta and Olivia embrace like sisters as the corridor clock creeps ever closer to nine. I lower my phone and shuffle backwards with my nose in my pencil case, in order to blend better with the panelling on the corridor walls as they fountain away about life and parties and the joys of being them.

‘You know the best bit about today?’ says Lotta, detaching herself from Olivia as Ms Matthews comes along the line to collect our phones. ‘We can take off this uniform for ever and burn it.’

Lotta and Olivia will pass everything with top grades and never look back from the glorious successes of their future lives. I slide my thumbs under my waistband and lean back against the wall and close my eyes. Two hours of my life, that’s all. Just two hours and then the summer will begin.

I’ll worry about the rest of it when it comes.
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JULY

My palms have broken into a sweat, and I’m not even looking at the sea. It’s so enormous, and blue, and loud, like a party guest you’re doing your best to ignore. I didn’t think the Med had noisy waves. No tides and all that. But it does. Slosh, slosh, slosh. Then there’s the herring gulls, and the boats, and the endlessly clinking sails. It’s hard to concentrate through the drilling sound in my head.

Sasha is opposite me, lining up sugar sachets on our café table. We met on the train to Paris, and we’ve got to know each other pretty well over the past couple of weeks. She’s from Minnesota, and she has pink hair, and a collection of gold nose studs featuring the different signs of the zodiac which she matches to the lunar calendar. She talks about emotions a lot and plans to study psychology in London next year. We’ve mentioned my dad a couple of times. Lightly. In passing. The sea thing hasn’t come up till now.

‘So we’ll be in Barcelona by Tuesday at the latest, but I’ve booked hostel rooms for Monday as well just in case we make the last train out of Nice,’ I say. ‘The best route looks like it’ll be via Toulouse. We can stay overnight and get the train over the Pyrenees to Barcelona.’

‘It’s quite a long way round,’ Sasha says as she selects the middle sachet and rips it open, sprinkling it in her cup. The sugar stays on the surface of the coffee for a minute as though surprised by its sudden release, then sinks before it has a chance to think it through.

‘It just means a night in Toulouse,’ I say.

‘There’s nothing in Toulouse.’ She tidies away the sachets again, tucking them back into the little pot in the middle of the table. A huge herring gull stares at us with eyes like pale death.

‘The people of Toulouse might disagree with you on that,’ I say, in an attempt at joviality.

‘I thought we were going along the coast,’ she says.

I feel the old prickling on the back of my neck. What is it about the sea that everyone finds so wonderful? It’s just lots of deep, dark water, full of sunken boats and the ghosts of the drowned. I’m not going along the coast, even if Sasha plucks my eyeballs out and feeds them to the herring gull.

‘Going that way involves a complicated change at the border and then a really long wait on the platform and the train gets in quite late too,’ I say out loud. ‘The Toulouse way is better. It would be really bad if we arrived in Barcelona at night and didn’t have anywhere to stay.’

Sasha stirs her coffee round and round and looks over my shoulder at the beach. It’s too easy to imagine all the bodies down there, bloated scraps of flesh and bone, and I pull my chair round a little to cut out the view, and pull up a selection of Toulouse factoids on my phone.

‘Toulouse is “one of the most vibrant cities in France”. It says so here. The beauty of interrailing is that we can make these random diversions any time we want.’

‘Harry,’ she says. ‘I don’t care about complicated border crossings or long waits on platforms. I want to stick to the coast.’

I moisten my lips. The herring gull is still watching me. The clattering sails over my shoulder won’t shut up.

‘I just don’t see the fuss about the sea,’ I say.

Sasha’s nostrils flare, making Leo (as of yesterday) move and flash in the sunlight. ‘Maybe if you actually looked at it,’ she says, ‘you’d understand.’

‘The sea is a geographical fact,’ I point out. ‘Not a philosophical statement.’

‘It’s like you’re avoiding it.’

‘That’s stupid,’ I say. ‘You can’t avoid the sea. It’s the sea.’

Something in my face must trigger a page she read recently in Psychiatry Today because she narrows her gaze.

‘You are,’ she says. ‘You’re avoiding it.’

I don’t know where to direct my efforts: at not looking at the sea, or at arguing the toss.

‘I’m not,’ I say weakly.

She leans in. ‘First you don’t want to go on that walk by the shore. Then there was the beach party those hostel guys invited us to that you didn’t want to do. And now there’s this Toulouse thing.’

I tuck a loose strand of pink hair behind her ear, focusing on the soft feel of her cheek on my hand. I have to give her something.

‘I don’t like thinking of all the refugees who’ve drowned out there,’ I say. ‘All that stuff on the news has changed the way I look at it. It’s not a pretty blue paradise. It’s an oily soup full of bodies.’

She whitens. ‘That’s gross.’

I realise I may have gone too far. The trouble is, I believe it one hundred per cent. And of course, it’s not just the refugees that I think about, swirling about in the unknowable darkness.

Sasha sees the thought whisking past my eyes.

‘Is this about your dad?’ she says suddenly. ‘He drowned so you don’t like the sea?’

She looks like I just plugged her in. I am her fantasy scenario. The boy who needs fixing. The guy who will provide her with ample resource material for a groundbreaking study into bereavement and teenage boys. Dr Sasha Olson, PhD. The herring gull edges closer. I like birds, watching them as they fly and nest and make the air their own, but I’m fantasising about stabbing this one with my coffee spoon.

‘Maybe,’ I say, as though I haven’t thought about it.

She reaches for my hand like she’s already wearing the white coat. ‘Have you ever talked to anyone about this? You know, properly? With a professional?’

‘Of course I have,’ I say shortly.

‘You don’t talk about your dad much,’ she says, tipping her head to one side as she assesses her prize specimen. ‘Oh, Harry, you must still be so sad.’

The taste of defeat mingles with the coffee. ‘I just don’t like the sea,’ I repeat.

‘But that’s not normal.’

‘Having a dead parent isn’t entirely normal either.’ I can’t help my voice rising.

‘It’s natural to be angry,’ she says with excitement. ‘But if you can’t even look at the sea because it reminds you of your father – that’s not right. It’s unhealthy.’

She’s got the language down. Hearing her use it sends me right back to that hellish room with the counsellor nodding away.

‘I’m not angry,’ I say.

‘There are bereavement specialists, people who’ve devoted their lives to helping guys like you—’

This is it, isn’t it? She’s going to chew and chew and she’s not going to let go until she breaks me. She’s going to ruin this holiday, and ruin everything.

‘For God’s sake,’ I say. ‘I don’t need help. I just want to go to Toulouse.’

She blinks. ‘I was only—’

‘What’s so great about professionals anyway?’ I demand. ‘They can’t change anything, they can’t stop Dad getting on that fricking boat. All they do is yap, the same as you’re doing now. The only difference is, they yap at me in rooms full of beige furniture with views of a car park and Van Gogh prints on the walls. You’re yapping at me in a café with fricking sea views on my fricking holiday.’

At some point in my speech, I have stood up. Half the people in the café have edged away. So has the herring gull. Sasha stares at me in astonishment.

‘I’m sorry,’ I say, trying to calm myself. ‘It’s just … there are trigger points and I think … I don’t want to mess up this holiday. It will be cool in Toulouse, I promise. And we can get the Barcelona train over the Pyrenees, see some snow.’

The sun has turned Sasha’s hair to rose-gold and her skin to chestnut velvet. I lean across the table to kiss her. She turns her head away.
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Dad’s fingers are pressed together as he swivels back and forth on his big leather chair. As a kid, I used to push the tips of my fingers together like that and move them up and down, imagining that they were separated by a pane of glass. I’d like a pane of glass between me and my father right now, but I’m making do with a desk and a computer. The view outside the window is of the sea, hard and glittering. I’m still not used to the feeling of air conditioning on my neck.

‘This is an opportunity for you, finally, to prove useful.’ Dad gets up from his desk and walks to the window. Palm trees stud the view as the gardens slope down to the shore, their rough pineapple trunks within touching distance if anyone bothered to open a window around here. He’s wearing a cream-coloured suit, a nod to the fact that it’s thirty-five degrees outside. Tucked somewhere inland, away from this pretty part of the Spanish coast, the refinery churns endlessly through its stinking raw contents. When Dad took me up there last week, it was like I had arrived in hell.

‘A chance to make up for some of your crap,’ Dad says. ‘And there’s been a lot of crap lately, so there’s a lot of making up to do.’

I rub at the bridge of my nose silently. Ever since the party, I’ve lost the will to fight back, if I ever had the will to begin with.

‘I don’t expect you to say anything.’ He comes to stand behind me, and I recoil slightly at the feel of his hands on my shoulders. ‘I simply expect you to listen and make notes. Can you do that?’

‘Yes,’ I say.

Dad squeezes. ‘Watch his expression, read his emotions. Write it down. Don’t blink, don’t turn away. I will do all the talking, and you will do all the watching. Then you will tell me what you have observed.’

The buzzer goes on Dad’s desk.

‘Mr Silva is here, sir.’

Dad lets go of me and leans into the intercom. ‘Five more minutes, Maria. Then send him in.’

I wonder sometimes if Dad’s sleeping with Maria. He’s secretive like that, out in the evenings without much explanation. He does it in London too. I don’t ask. What’s the point?

Approximately four and a half minutes sooner than expected, the door clatters back on its hinges and Precious Silva’s dad comes into the room. I glimpse Maria’s apologetic face for an instant before the door swings shut again.

For such a short man, Ricky Silva manages to fill the space he occupies. Dad looks a little startled as he shakes the hairy hand being thrust at him. ‘Good to see you, Ricky!’ he says, attempting to sound hearty. ‘Been a while, been a while. This is my son, Nathan. He’s working with me this summer, showing him the ropes, you know the drill.’

My hand is crushed to dust.

‘Forgive me. I have very little time today.’

Ricky Silva sounds like someone rolled his larynx in sand. The shark of the Algarve sits himself down on the long white leather sofa by the window and spreads his arms out along the top. I get the fleeting sense that he’s trying to fill the space even further, more pufferfish than shark. The pen is in my hand as my fingers reach for the pad of paper on which I am meant to be making notes.

‘So tell me,’ says Dad after a cloud of small talk as Maria brings in coffee. ‘Are the rumours true?’

Ricky grimaces. ‘The run-off from the cement works has caused a terrible mess. It will cost a lot of money to clear up before development can begin.’

‘Tell me what I can do to help,’ Dad says earnestly. ‘The oil industry doesn’t have a great record in environmental responsibility, but we know people who can clean up a mess like this. I can put in a call.’

Ricky Silva rubs his head. ‘I appreciate the gesture, but the problems run deeper than cement.’

There’s an expectant pause.

‘I have very little time,’ Ricky Silva repeats, his brow creasing.

Dad clears his throat. ‘I appreciate that you’re a busy man,’ he says. ‘We all are. But I believe I have the solution to your problems, Ricky. And the elegance of it is that we can both benefit.’

I lean forward slightly. This is the part where I’m supposed to concentrate. Make notes.

‘What is this solution?’ Ricky enquires.

‘I want to buy some of your land,’ says Dad.

Ricky looks startled. ‘You are not a hotel man.’

Dad leans back in his chair. ‘I’m not interested in hotels. I’m interested in oil,’ he says. ‘There is oil in the Algarve, as you know. Both onshore and off. This company wants to drill in Portugal and bring the crude oil to our refineries in Spain. But we need sites. I am responsible for finding those sites.’

Ricky tips his head. ‘I’m listening.’

‘One of your sites has come up in a recent survey,’ Dad continues. ‘It will be costly to extract the oil, but I could pitch it to the board as a long-term investment.’

‘Where is this site?’ says Ricky.

Dad writes something down, passes it across the table. Ricky takes it. His eyes widen at what’s written there. I crane my neck to see what’s on the paper, but can’t.

‘We keep the surveys to ourselves as a rule,’ Dad is saying. ‘Drilling sites are not popular. Potential drilling sites, even less so. Environmentalists, expatriate communities, local estate agents, holiday companies – you name it, they are all on our backs. But oil is there, yes.’

Several emotions chase each other across the leathery plains of Ricky Silva’s face, which I find myself itching to draw. Caution is one. Reluctance another. I can’t identify the rest.

‘I have plans for this site,’ Ricky says. ‘Plans I have been working towards for most of my career. I don’t want to sell it.’

‘Consider it, at least,’ says Dad.

‘Perhaps,’ Ricky says stiffly, standing up again with a swift pull on the knees of his pale grey suit.

‘It’s a difficult site,’ warns Dad, shaking Ricky’s hand. ‘You’ll need to invest a huge amount to develop it. With the way things are going for you …’

‘I am well aware of how things are going,’ says Ricky.

‘Yes,’ says Dad soothingly. ‘Of course you are.’

Ricky looks again at the piece of paper in his hairy paw. He seems smaller now than he was when he came into the room. The pufferfish deflated.

‘Let’s meet again next month,’ Dad suggests, steering Ricky to the door with his thin-fingered hand. ‘Things may be clearer by then.’

‘Things will be better by then,’ Ricky says, almost to himself.

‘Perhaps,’ Dad says. He tips his head. ‘Perhaps not.’

Almost as soon as Ricky Silva has left, Dad lifts the pad from my hand. He stares at the deflated shark on the top sheet. I’m almost as surprised to see it there as he is.
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AUGUST

‘God, it’s hot,’ sighs Lotta. ‘I’m sweating like anything.’

Lotta doesn’t have a drop of sweat on her long brown body. Not even on that bit under your hair where your neck creases up. Her blondness, after two weeks in the sun, is blinding, glimmering, like molten gold, or butter. Lotta’s mum doesn’t believe in butter. She doesn’t seem to believe in food either, I noted glumly at the start of this holiday. There’s never anything in the state-of-the-art fridge apart from champagne and organic face packs. There’s not much point in keeping food here when we eat at the club every day, but sometimes it would be nice to have something to graze on.

Olivia adjusts her Ray-Bans, flicks a ladybird off one perfect thigh and snaps a flurry of pictures. Her phone starts purring as appreciation pours in. Five hundred likes right there, without even trying. I shift on my lounger and pick up my phone, wondering if I should do the same. On the screen, sweat sits lightly on the dark facial hair fringing my top lip. There isn’t a filter for that so I take a few random shots of the pool instead. One of the maids is sweeping something on the wrap-around terrace, the sound of her bristles swishing rhythmically along with the sound of the crickety things in the grass. The air always smells nice here: piney and fresh. I like to think it stirs my Portuguese DNA on some level, my ancestral genes blinking and breathing alongside me.

‘I’m completely dying of heat,’ says Olivia, putting her phone down.

‘We could go inside,’ I suggest, as I feel somehow that it’s my turn to expand on this hotness conversation.

‘Not on our last day.’ Lotta lies back down on her lounger and fluffs out her hair. ‘Who knows when we’ll see the sun again?’

‘Not until Tuscany in September,’ says Olivia. ‘If we’re lucky.’

Olivia’s hair is developing gorgeous light-brown highlights, like perfectly toasted Homepride. The thought brings me back to butter again, and my stomach plays an embarrassing little tune in a perfect rumble of gas and liquid. Lotta and Olivia both giggle. I sit up, hot with more than just the sun. My bikini didn’t exactly deliver on the curve-boosting promises. I feel like a plank that someone left outside a builder’s yard. A plank decorated with a couple of super-expensive bandanas.

‘I’m going for a swim,’ I say.

I cheer up as I sink beneath the blue. Water is my favourite element. I have been swimming since I was four months old, when Ilynka first took me to baby snorkelling. We have photos somewhere of me underwater in my swim nappy with my eyes wide open, as chilled as a fish. I could spin and turn in its cool blueness for ever. Maybe it’s all those hours I spent on my imaginary back-garden ocean, but getting back on solid ground is always a disappointment.

‘You’re like Ariel in The Little Mermaid,’ says Lotta from the lounger as I dip down and swim the length of the pool.

‘Only without the boobs,’ I say as I push my wet, dark hair out of my eyes.

‘You ought to get them done if they bother you,’ says Lotta. She adjusts her own perfect baps. ‘It’s only a few thou.’

When Mum gets a procedure, she sits around bandaged like Tutankhamun, furious with everyone and weeping with agony. I’ve never seen the appeal. I duck down again and swim an entire length of the curving pool, far below the water so I’m skimming the tiled floor. I feel more like a crocodile than a mermaid, if I’m honest. Dark. Scaly. Maybe even a bit dangerous, like something inside me is waiting to burst out.

‘Do you think you’ll see your dad before we leave?’ asks Lotta when I surface, gasping for breath.

I have been trying not to think about my father this holiday. It’s not been easy. Whenever I picture him, with his inky-black hair and skin as dark as the dried beef strips Mum once went through a phase of eating, he is always silhouetted against the masts of the marina, on the boardwalks, in all the good restaurants in this town.

‘No,’ I say.

‘I always thought he was nice. Fun, you know?’

‘Mum thought so too,’ I say. ‘Once.’

I hope I have picked the right tone of voice: jokey, sarcastic. Olivia and Lotta make sympathetic faces at me, and I feel warmed by their friendship again. They’ve both been through this. Lotta’s done it twice.

‘I’m going to be a divorce lawyer when I leave uni,’ says Lotta as she oils her arms. ‘I will be excellent at empathising with the victims and I’ll make loads of money.’
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