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There’s a field somewhere


beyond all doubt and wrong doing.


I’ll meet you there.


– Rumi
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For my mother and everyone else who got on the boat.


I hope you’re where you want to be.
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Alice Anderson is exactly where Deborah said she would be, on the cliff in Saltdean looking out at the sea. Not that I could have missed her in that hot-pink fur coat she’s wearing. It’s the sort of thing I’d make a beeline for in a shop, but never be brave enough to buy. I’d try it on, take a selfie, then put it back in favour of something more sensible. Something black that I could wear to school without getting detention.


That’s one of the hardest things about this, how hopelessly normal they are. Alice could be from my year or the girl behind me in the queue at Primark, waiting for the changing rooms. Someone I could have passed in the street and never noticed until tonight.


It’s hard to tell in the dark, but from here she looks my age – sixteen, maybe seventeen – with a froth of blonde curls that the wind lifts up and away from her face so I can see her profile. I can’t see the colour of her eyes, but I can make out the sweep of her jaw and her neat button nose, her lipstick the same colour as her coat.


Judging by her knee-length dress and heels, she’s been out tonight. It’s far too cold for bare legs, but maybe she thought she’d be OK because she was getting a cab home, then lost her purse and had to walk instead. Or maybe she had a row with her boyfriend and told him to stop the car here, insisting that she’d make her own way home.


I don’t know why I do this, why I make up stories about them. That will pass, I suppose. Maybe in a few months when I’ve done this enough times that I won’t even remember their names any more.


Until then, I can’t help but ask myself why they’re there.


Why them?


The sea is rough tonight, the waves a rolling boil that will snatch you clean off your feet and drag you in if you get too close. Not that I ever do. I’ve always been scared of open water and nights like this remind me why. The waves are so loud that Alice doesn’t hear me approach, but I keep my distance because I can see that she’s shaking.


There’s something about that moment, when you’re stuck in that woozy midpoint between being here and not, when you feel everything at once – fear, joy, hope. It’s not so much a rush as a flood and it’s like you’re drowning, like someone is holding your head under water and if you can just find your way back to the surface, you’ll be OK.


That’s what’s so cruel about it. There’s a split second when you’re sure that you got away with it and the relief is dizzying. It’s kind of like that moment right after you kiss someone for the first time and you feel untethered, like you could float up and touch the sky. That’s where I come in, to make sure you don’t.


I give Alice a minute to steady herself, watch as she closes her eyes and sucks in a breath. Her whole body shudders and I wonder if it’s then that she knows that there’s nothing there.


Finally, Alice turns, her blonde curls swirling in the wind, and when she sees me, she takes a step back.


I wait a beat, then another.


‘Alice Anderson?’


The crease between her fair eyebrows deepens. ‘How do you know my name?’


‘I’m Ash.’


She stares at me so I nod at her. It takes her a moment, but when she realises that I’m gesturing at her to look over the cliff, she does, then lets out a wail that sends the seagulls scattering in every direction. She staggers back from the edge and covers her mouth with both hands. When she spins round to face me again, I have to fight the urge to turn and run because what if she wants me to say something?


This is what she’ll want me to say: everything is going to be OK.


This is what I can’t say: everything is going to be OK.


She doesn’t say anything, though, and I’m glad that she doesn’t ask me how or why or any of those impossible questions I can’t answer. Maybe she’ll want to know when. I can tell her that. If there’s one thing I’ve learnt doing this, it’s that in that moment, when all the years you thought you had ahead of you dissolve into a few seconds, why doesn’t matter. What matters is who you’ll leave behind and I get that more than anyone, believe me.


Like I said, there’s something about that moment. Everything – all those things you did and didn’t do and said and didn’t say – falls away and you see everything with absolute, startling clarity. People go their whole lives waiting for that moment. They climb mountains and swim seas and read books hoping to find it. A lucky few do, but most of us – people like me and Alice Anderson and all the ones who went before us and all the ones that will follow – don’t until it’s too late and, God, it’s cruel, isn’t it? How, when there’s no time left, you suddenly know exactly what you should have done with it.


When Alice lifts her chin to look me in the eye for the first time since she found me standing here, I wait and wonder if this is it. She knows and it will come out in a rush. All the things she should have done. The lies she told and secrets she kept. She can’t take it with her, so she’ll leave it with me. Everything she wished for when she blew out her birthday candles. I’m there and this is it, her last chance to say I’m sorry or I love you or Forgive me.


All the times she should have jumped and didn’t. All the people she should have kissed and didn’t. All that time she wasted being too careful or too polite or too scared when, in the end, nothing is as scary as watching your whole life narrow to a single moment that’s about to pass, whether you’re ready for it to or not.


Maybe I’ll see it then – the regret – burning off her, right through her clothes, and she’ll never look so alive. She’ll laugh and cry and scream, exhaust every emotion until there’s nothing left and it will be like watching a light bulb flare then burn out.


Alice doesn’t do any of that, though. She doesn’t tell me her secrets, doesn’t tell me about her dog, Chester, who sleeps at the bottom of her bed at night. Or about the lipstick she stole from Boots last year, the red one that wouldn’t come off, even when she scrubbed it so hard her mouth felt bruised for days.


I should be OK with that because it means that I don’t need to explain, we can just go. But I want to. I want Alice to ask me who I am. If she did, I’d tell her that I’m Ashana Persaud and that I’m sixteen. I’d tell her that my favourite song is ‘Rock Steady’ because it always gets my parents on the dance floor at weddings and my favourite film is Dilwale Dulhania Le Jayenge, even though I tell everyone it’s The Shining because it’s easier. I’d show her the scar on my chin that I got falling off a slide when I was six and tell her about the tattoo I was going to get on my eighteenth birthday. I’d tell her that I’m scared of open water and clowns and being puked on and that from here, you can see where I had my last kiss, a couple of weeks ago, right there on the beach. And most of all, I’d tell her that it’s not fair.


It’s not fair that she gets to go, when I have to stay here and do this.


She doesn’t ask, though, so we just stand there, on the edge of the cliff, the moon watching over us and the sea beckoning beneath until finally she says, ‘The moon looked so pretty. I just wanted to take a photo of it. I didn’t realise I was so close to the edge and then it just . . .’ she stops to look up at the moon, ‘. . . wasn’t there any more.’


When I see her smudged eyeliner, a mascara-coloured tear skidding down her cheek, I realise that her eyes are brown, like mine, but the light behind them has gone and I wonder what they were like before. Before I got here. And I wonder who’s waiting for her at home. If her parents are up, pretending to be engrossed in Newsnight so it doesn’t look like they’ve been waiting up for her. Her mother swaddled in a thick dressing gown, phone in hand, while her father listens out for the curmudgeonly creak of the gate, followed by Alice’s careful footsteps as she navigates the gravel path in her heels.


But she isn’t going home, is she? The thought makes me want to turn and run into the sea, let it pull me under, carry me to wherever it is that I’m supposed to be. But I can’t. I can’t leave her. So I walk over to where she’s standing and peer over the edge. It’s dark, but I can see her – Alice Anderson – on the path, her limbs at unnaturally odd angles on the concrete, a halo of fresh blood beneath her head.


We stand there for a while, my hands in the pockets of my jacket and Alice’s in the pockets of her hot-pink coat. Eventually, she tilts her cheek towards me. ‘Are you an angel?’ I try not to laugh. ‘If you’re not an angel, what are you, then?’ She looks me up and down and I let her. Let her take in that I’m in black, from my DMs and jeans to my hoodie and leather jacket. Her gaze narrows when she sees my silver scythe necklace.


With that, her pale skin becomes almost see-through against the dark sky, her edges blurred, like she’s already disappearing. A whisper of moths gathers, settling in her curls as she watches me look over the cliff again then does the same. When she sees the sharp shadow of Charon on the beach below, the moonlight picking out his wooden boat as it bobs gently on the suddenly still sea, she turns to me with a curious frown.


‘Is he here for me?’


I nod.


‘Where am I going?’


I hold out my hand. ‘You’ll see.’
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ONE


As school trips go, visiting a wind farm to learn about the importance of renewable energy isn’t much to get excited about. We don’t even get to go on a coach because we’re only going to the Marina so Mr Moreno makes us walk there, saying that the exercise will do us good.


It’s chaos, of course, all of us spilling out of the school gates at once in a roar of laughter and chatter that you must be able to hear halfway down the street. We Whitehawk kids have a bad enough reputation as it is, but when we’re travelling en masse like this, it’s enough to make people shake their heads and tut as they cross the road to avoid us.


By the time we get on to Manor Hill, Mr Moreno is clearly regretting his decision to make us walk as he runs back and forth, frantically doing a head count to make sure none of us have wandered off while his TA urges those of us lagging behind to hurry up or we’ll miss the boat.


I’m one of them.


‘It won’t be that bad,’ Adara tells me, offering me a cheese and onion crisp, which I refuse with a surly scowl as I stuff my hands into the pockets of my leather jacket. She’s right, of course. After all, it’s quite a hot afternoon for late September, the sun high and bright in the sky, and I’m missing double chemistry, which is never a bad thing. Besides, it’s Friday and Mr Moreno says that we’ll be done by two thirty, so I should be thrilled that we’re finishing early, even if it means hanging out at a wind farm for a few hours.


My reluctance, however, is less to do with where we’re going, rather, how we’re getting there.


‘Listen, yeah,’ Adara says, stopping to reach for another crisp and pointing it at me. ‘I know you don’t like open water, babe, but it’ll be fine. I promise. We’ll sail to the wind farm, look at the turbines, marvel in the energy of the future and sail back.’ I obviously don’t look convinced because she adds, ‘What’s the worst that can happen?’


That question is answered as soon as we arrive at the Marina and Dan McCarthy runs up behind me. He must have overheard us talking because he picks me up and threatens to throw me into the sea. I shriek, telling him to let go of me as I try to kick him, but he just laughs and asks me if I want to go for a swim. I’m aware of Adara shouting at him, but that just makes him laugh harder as he holds me over the sea wall, the waves so close it’s as though they’re reaching up to lick the soles of my DMs.


Mercifully, Mr Moreno intervenes, marching over to where he has me dangling. ‘Daniel McCarthy! Put Ashana down right now!’ Mr Moreno never raises his voice, which I almost admire, given that he has to keep a classful of sixteen year olds engaged through double chemistry on a Friday afternoon when our only concern is what we’re doing at the weekend. It works, though, because Dan lifts me back over the edge of the sea wall and puts me down.


Mr Moreno’s cheeks go from pink to red. ‘What were you doing, Daniel?’


‘We were just mucking around, Sir.’


We? I’m tempted to interject, but Year Eleven solidarity dictates that I never grass on a fellow classmate, even if they’re as annoying as Dan.


‘It didn’t seem like Ashana was in on the joke, though.’ Mr Moreno crosses his arms, waiting for me to agree. When I don’t, he gives up with a sharp sigh. ‘Apologise to Ashana. Now.’


‘Sorry,’ he says, trying to swallow back a laugh and failing.


Mr Moreno, clearly unimpressed with Dan’s lack of remorse, uncrosses his arms to raise his finger. ‘We’ll discuss this on Monday, Daniel. I want to see you in my office at eight o’clock, do you understand?’ I can tell Dan wants to object – eight o’clock on a Monday morning! – but he thinks better of it and nods instead. ‘Now try to behave yourself for the rest of the afternoon. Do you think you can manage that?’


Dan grunts something I assume is yes then runs off to join his mates.


‘Prick,’ I mutter, adjusting my leather jacket. I didn’t think I’d said it loud enough for Mr Moreno to hear, but he turns to me with a fierce frown that lets me know that he doesn’t think it’s a proportional response. Now it’s my turn to apologise, which is deeply unfair given that I nearly just died. I mutter one anyway, which he acknowledges with a nod before ushering my classmates who gathered to see what’s going on towards the gangway that leads to the boat.


‘You OK?’ Adara asks as we follow, albeit with less enthusiasm.


I nod and she knows me well enough to leave it at that.


My legs are still shaking as we walk over to where everyone is gathered in a horseshoe around Mr Moreno at the foot of the gangway, his face back to its normal colour. He must have been waiting for us, because when Adara and I stop, lingering at the back, he holds his hands up. ‘I know we’re all excited to learn about the marvel of renewable energy.’ There’s a collective groan, which he ignores. ‘But you’re representing Whitehawk High School this afternoon, so please try to remember that, OK?’


He tilts his head and raises his eyebrows at Dan McCarthy, who looks back at me and laughs.


‘Ignore him,’ Adara tells me as Mr Moreno claps his hands and turns to lead the way up the narrow gangway towards the waiting boat. ‘You know what Dan’s like.’


‘He’s kind of hard to ignore when he’s trying to throw me in the sea, Ad.’


‘I know, but he only does this stuff because he fancies you. You know what boys are like. That’s how they show their affection.’


‘He’s not my type,’ I remind her with a sour smile.


She laughs. ‘He doesn’t know that, though, does he?’


‘First of all.’ I stop to smooth the palms of my hands over my scalp, trying to tame the fine hair that has escaped from my ponytail thanks to Dan’s grand romantic gesture. ‘He doesn’t fancy me, he’s an asshole. And even if he did, we’re sixteen, Ad. Aren’t we beyond boys pulling our pigtails in the playground?’


She goes quiet and when the skin between her precisely drawn eyebrows pinches, I know that she’s asking herself whether all the boys who teased us over the years, who tried to pull off her hijab and told us that we smelt like curry, were just ‘showing their affection’ or if they were assholes, like Dan.


I’m about to tell her not to worry about it when there’s a bristle of excitement. I wonder what Dan’s done now as Mr Moreno marches down the gangway towards us, reminding Adara and I that they’re holding up the boat because we’re late as he corrals us on. It’s then that we discover what all the excitement is about: we’re not alone. There, on the other side of the deck, is a huddle of girls who look as horrified to see us as we are to see them.


‘Who are they?’ Adara asks, blinking so furiously the wings of her eyeliner look set to take flight.


‘The Whitehawk kids and the Roedean girls.’ I smirk. ‘This should be interesting.’


There’s a tense moment of silence as we stare across the deck at one another. To their credit, they don’t recoil, rather push their shoulders back and lift their chins as if to say, We’re not scared of you. Some even cross their arms and while it does nothing to deflect the stares they’re getting, when I see them in their neat navy uniforms, it’s enough to make me want to lick my thumb and bend down to wipe away the scuff on the toe of my DM.


When I turn back to Adara, she’s fussing over her hijab and I follow her gaze across the deck to a girl with the sort of hair I’ve only ever seen in shampoo adverts – long and blonde and practically glowing in the late September sun – who is staring shamelessly at us.


‘What’s the matter?’ I ask her, crossing my arms. ‘Never seen brown people before?’


The girl immediately flushes, then turns to her friend to whisper something. I’m about to tell Adara to ignore her, but I don’t need to as she looks at me and rolls her eyes.


‘Right. Everyone keep to the left, please,’ Mr Moreno tells us as the teacher from Roedean tells them to keep to the right, as though we’re warring football supporters who might charge at one another.


The boat engine starts and as soon as I feel the reluctant rumble of it beneath my feet, I remember where I am and reach for the railing to steady myself as my legs threaten to give way. I’ll give them that – the Roedean girls are a welcome distraction from the sea encircling us, but as the boat begins to pull away from the dock, I’m lashed in the face with the cloying smell of fuel and feel the milk from the cereal my mother made me have before I left home curdling in my stomach.


‘Deep breaths,’ Adara coos, rubbing my back with her hand, but I can’t – the heady smell combined with the smoke chugging from the engine is so strong, I can taste it coating my tongue.


I cover my mouth and nose with my hand, but it doesn’t help. Sit down, but it doesn’t help. Close my eyes, but it doesn’t help. The seagulls aren’t helping, either, hovering uncomfortably close to the boat like vultures circling a fresh kill. Eventually, one breaks away from the others, swooping down to snatch a crisp out of Dan’s hand and carrying it away in its beak. The response is swift, this sudden roar of shrieks and laughs, which makes the seagulls even more hysterical as I cling on to the railing, sure that I can feel the boat tipping from side to side as everyone runs back and forth across the deck.


I can hear Mr Moreno and the teacher from Roedean telling everyone to calm down as I tighten my grip on the railing and cover my eyes with my other hand. And I can hear Adara asking if I’m OK and focus on the familiar sound of her voice. I can’t speak, everything blurry and out of reach, the deck no longer solid, more like sloshing water beneath my feet as I try not to give into it and let it pull me under.


I find my voice and ask Adara to give me a minute. I retreat to the other end of the boat to put as much distance between me and the engine as possible. It doesn’t help and just as I realise that I won’t be able to swallow back the wave of nausea rushing up my chest much longer, I remember Mr Moreno telling us before we left that seasickness is your brain struggling to understand why it feels like everything is moving while you’re still. Apparently, if you look at the horizon, your brain notes the movement and resets your internal equilibrium. I’m willing to try anything at this point, so I lift my head and focus on Shoreham Power Station.


I hold on to the railing and wait for my brain to do its thing as I watch the shoreline recede in the distance. Nothing happens, though. I still feel wretched, so I reach into the back pocket of my jeans for my phone, half tempted to call my mother and beg her to come get me when, to my surprise, I realise that it’s working. I feel better. Kind of. I still feel like I’m about to chunder, but it’s nowhere near as bad and, after a few minutes, I stop shivering. After a few more, I’ve stopped sweating and my breathing has settled enough that I feel able to stand up straight.


That’s better. My legs feel a little steadier, the breeze cooling my hot cheeks as I suck in a breath and let it out with a relieved sigh. Just as I feel able to loosen my grip on the railing, I’m aware of someone next to me and flinch so suddenly I almost drop my phone into the sea, sure that it’s Dan come to succeed in throwing me in this time.


But it’s not Dan, it’s one of the Roedean girls.


‘Does it make you want to jump?’


I’m too startled to answer as she looks at me with a slow smile. All I can see is her hair. I don’t know what they feed them at Roedean, but they all have such good hair. It’s in a ponytail, which is a lot neater than mine, and it’s red. Not just red, but red red. The colour of the sari my mother wore on her wedding day. A rich rust red with threads of gold that, when the sun hits it, makes it look like it’s on fire.


I know I’m staring because all I can think about is whether her eyelashes are the same colour under the layers of mascara. If she notices, though, she has the grace not to say anything, she just keeps smiling. I almost smile back but I catch myself, suspicious of why she’s there. Perhaps she saw my leather jacket and DMs and thinks she can ponce a cigarette from me that she’ll smoke with great flourish. A tiny display of defiance to show her friends how cool she is. Or perhaps she wants to ask me where I’m from so she can tell me about that time she went to India.


Whatever the reason, when I look at her Roedean uniform and her full cheeks, pinched pink by the wind, I can think of no good reason why a girl like her wants to talk to a girl like me. I mean, side by side, we make no sense. Her, immaculate, the sunlight settling in two moons on the toes of her saddle shoes, and me, greasy and crumpled, a thin layer of sweat drying on my top lip.


‘Does it make you want to jump?’ she asks again before I can ask her what she wants. ‘Like when you’re on a bridge or on a platform and you can hear the train coming and think, I could jump.’


Yes, I almost say, but stop myself again.


She shrugs, tucking her hands into the pockets of her blazer. ‘You’re not the only one.’


Really? I thought there was something wrong with me.


‘Some say it’s healthy.’


Healthy?


‘It’s called high place phenomenon,’ she continues, clearly unfazed by the fact that I haven’t said anything yet. ‘A scientist called Jennifer Hames interviewed a group of students at Florida State University and found that, for the most part anyway, thinking stuff like that is pretty normal.’


How is that normal?


‘It means that you have a healthy will to live.’


‘How does thinking about jumping off a bridge mean you have a healthy will to live?’ I say at last.


Her eyes brighten at the challenge.


‘Cognitive dissonance.’ I like the way she says it, like she doesn’t assume I don’t know what it means. ‘When you’re standing on a bridge you’re not actually in any danger, are you? Not unless someone comes along and pushes you, which isn’t likely, is it?’


I think of Dan then and quickly conclude that I wouldn’t like to be alone on a bridge with him.


‘It’s all in your head.’ She takes her hand out of her pocket and taps her temple with her finger. ‘When you’re on a bridge, your brain sees the edge and tells you that you’re in danger. So you get scared, but you shouldn’t be scared because you weren’t in any danger, were you?’


I nod, fingers tightening around my phone as the boat jerks suddenly.


‘So later, when you’re trying to rationalise why you were scared, you conclude that it must have been because you wanted to jump, even though you had no desire to.’ She puts her hand back in her pocket and shrugs again. ‘It just means that you’re sensitive to internal cues of danger, which reaffirms your will to live.’


I have no idea what she’s on about, but I like listening to her. She doesn’t talk like anyone I know. She’s not scared if there are a few beats of silence. She just leaves them there.


‘You don’t want to jump. It’s just your brain playing tricks on you. Like now.’ She nods at the sea. ‘Being on this boat is making you think that you’re going to throw up when you don’t actually want to.’


‘I still might.’


She throws her head back and laughs and it’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever heard. This delicate shiver, like the sound my grandmother’s gold bangles make when she’s clapping roti, that grows and grows until it’s so loud – I can feel it in my bones.


I don’t want her to stop, and try to think of something else to say to make her do it again, but then her chin drops and when she looks at me, smiling at me in that same slow way she did when she asked me if I wanted to jump, it’s as though she’s struck a match and set me alight.


We’re talking so much that we miss the discussion about the wonders of renewable energy which means that I will almost certainly fail next week’s test, but I’m struggling to give even half a shit because I want to ask her everything. I know that her name is Poppy Morgan and she’s sixteen, like me, and she’s just started at Roedean after being kicked out of another super-posh boarding school called Wycombe Abbey. I know that she likes to twist her ponytail around her hand when she talks, that she presses her lips together when she’s thinking and that she’s OK with open water, but she doesn’t like heights.


It’s not enough, though. I want to know if she has any brothers or sisters and what her favourite song is so I can go home and listen to it on repeat, but it’s all so perfect. It feels like she and I are encased in a soap bubble that will pop if I am foolish enough to do anything to disturb it.


So I don’t say a word, painfully aware that a clock is ticking somewhere as the shoreline gets closer and closer, and it’s like I’m floating, like I’ve left my body and I’m looking down at us, standing on the deck on the boat and God, it’s perfect. The sky so big that I want to see every corner of it. I tell myself – beg myself, actually – not to overthink it. To just enjoy these last few moments, but the clock is tick, tick, ticking and the shoreline is getting closer and closer and I’m waiting. Waiting for the bubble to burst, because it always does.


She’s so near that I feel the heat of her next to me, and I warn myself not to make it more than it is. I haven’t done this often, but I’ve done it enough to know how this ends. All the girls in the rainbow T-shirts who kiss girls to impress boys but would die if anyone called them a dyke. The girls with the careless smiles and thirsty hearts who draw lines only they can see and move goalposts when I’m not looking. All those things said and unsaid, never to be spoken of again. All the times I said, ‘OK’ when I really wanted to say, ‘I don’t want to be friends.’


The ghost girls who are there, then not there, who let themselves give into that itch of curiosity, just for a moment, and make me feel something, only to conclude that it isn’t for them. The ones who are bored or scared or both, who’d rather tell me that they were drunk than let me know that they felt something as well because all they want is a quiet life. Someone they can love without it being brave. Someone they can invite over for Sunday lunch and go with to prom.


I am the first and last and nothing inbetween. The mad one. The wild one. The one who sees things that aren’t there. I am to be unloaded on, to be bled on and cried all over. I am the one they experiment with. The one they can let go with because I’ll never tell. I am the one they have saved in their phone as Alfie or Harry or Luke. The keeper of secrets and soother of guilt. But I am never the one.


I am not to be loved. Not out loud, anyway. Maybe, one day, if I’m lucky, I’ll be a what if ?. Or worse, the one before the one. The one that made them realise that it wasn’t just a phase. But, for the most part, I will barely be a footnote in the book of that quiet life they want so much and as I stand beside Poppy, looking out at the wide, wild sea, I wait. Wait for her to move away when one of the Roedean girls approaches or to suddenly mention a boyfriend like this is nothing, like she’s just talking. Like that’s all this is, just talking. After all, even fear becomes a habit after a while, doesn’t it?


We’re approaching the Marina and this is it, I know. The moment has passed. The pain in my chest is so keen that it brings tears to my eyes as I make myself look down at the water so Poppy doesn’t see as the boat pulls in. When I do, I notice that the water is a different colour here. A colour I’ve only seen in postcards from other people. Poppy must notice as well, because she says that we could be in the Côte d’Azur. She says it with a dreamy sigh and when she closes her eyes, she suddenly feels very far away, even though she’s standing right next to me.


The nearest I’ve ever been to the French Riviera – or France in general – is a croissant from the Real Patisserie, and it’s as close as I’m ever likely to get. But for whatever reason, our paths crossed today – call it luck or fate or good old-fashioned magic – and they’re about to part, never to cross again. I mean, it’s not like I’m going to bump into her at Lidl or waiting for the 1A, is it? This is it, I know, as the boat docks. She’ll just be that girl I think about sometimes when I look out at the wind farm or when I eat a croissant.


‘Here.’ Poppy takes my phone out of my hand so suddenly, I don’t have a chance to object. When she gives it back, I look at the screen to find that she’s added her number to my contacts. ‘If you ever feel like jumping,’ she says, the corners of her mouth twitching mischievously when I look up again. ‘Or a coffee.’


My chest hurts for a different reason this time because I want to see her again – I really want to see her again – and she wants to see me and that never happens. I don’t know what to say, so I just smile back as she winks at me. I watch her turn and walk away, her hips swinging and her hair ablaze, and I wonder if there are words for how this feels but I don’t know what they are yet.
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TWO


Now I feel woozy for an entirely different reason as I make my way off the boat to look for Adara. My phone is still in my hand and as I look down at it, it’s all I can do not to message Poppy immediately. I don’t know how I stop myself, because every thought in my head has been burned away and replaced with her. Every thought, every sound. The seagulls squeal her name while the waves pull back and forth, back and forth, whispering it in that careful, hushed tone Adara and I use when we’re in the library. Even my heart, which is throbbing so furiously I can hear it in my ears, seems to be saying it in the space between heartbeats.


Poppy.


Beat.


Poppy.


Beat.


Poppy.


When I find Adara on the dock, she grins and hugs me tightly.


‘You OK?’ she asks when she steps back. ‘Happy to be back on dry land?’


I should laugh, but I wonder if she saw me talking to Poppy, which is why she hasn’t checked on me until now. I want to grab her by the shoulders and tell her everything, let it all spill out of me in a crazed rush that makes my hands shake and the back of my neck burn. But I know what she’ll say. She’ll tell me to calm down, to be careful, that I don’t even know this girl. So I don’t say anything, just smile back at her, because I want to relish this moment of hope a little longer, savour it while whatever happens next still holds all the promise of a fresh notebook.


Adara must have seen us talking, though. She’s going to ask me about Poppy, so I’m grateful when a couple of girls from our class approach to ask if we’re going into town. They’ve obviously decided to take advantage of finishing early as well so tag along as we head to the bus stop.


I don’t remember waiting for the bus or even getting on it, just that I’m there, on the top deck, listening to them complain about how boring the trip was. I can hear Adara reminding them that the world is burning, but they’re more concerned about how they’re going to get booze for Mo’s party tonight. Adara’s right, as always, but then so are they – visiting a wind farm isn’t how most sixteen year olds want to spend a Friday afternoon. I mean, meeting Poppy there is hardly a story for the grandkids, is it?


There I go again, getting ahead of myself. I can’t help it, though. This feels different. I know I say that every time, but it really does.


This could be something.


We could be something.


I unlock my phone to check that Poppy’s number is still there and not something my brain conjured in an attempt to give us a happy ending. I bite down on my bottom lip to stop myself from smiling when I see that it is and I fix my gaze on it, as though if I look away, it may disappear and be gone for ever. The thought makes me want to message her even more as I stare at it so hard the numbers eventually melt together and for one terrible moment, I think it really has disappeared. I can hear my heart in my ears again as I blink furiously – once, twice, three times, four – until finally the screen refocuses and her number is back.


‘What you grinning at? Are you thinking about that girl you were talking to before?’ I hear Adara ask, as we stand up to get off. Before I can respond, I hear someone say my name as we step off the bus and turn to find a woman in a green Extinction Rebellion T-shirt smiling at me.


I’m about to tell her that I don’t have any money on me, assuming that she’s going to ask for a donation, when she says, ‘You don’t remember me, do you, Ash?’


Shit.


This never ends well.


‘I’m Gillian,’ she says when I don’t say anything, just stare at her. ‘I work with your mum in A&E.’


‘Oh, hi,’ I say in a way I hope doesn’t betray the fact that I don’t remember her at all.


‘How’s it going? How’s school?’


‘Good. We went to Rampion Wind Farm this afternoon.’


‘That’s brilliant!’ She beams. ‘I’m so glad they’re teaching you about stuff like that. It’s so important.’


‘Yeah.’ I nod, tucking my phone into the back pocket of my jeans. ‘I guess.’


‘Who’s this?’ She nods at Adara who is next to me, scrolling through her phone, and when Gillian’s smile gets a little tighter, I feel each of the muscles in my shoulders clench at once.


‘This?’ It’s a moment too long before I can catch my breath to finish the thought as I turn to Adara, who is looking up now, gaze narrowing at her – this Gillian – and I wonder if she’s thinking the same thing. If Gillian knows. If my mother told her, and now she’s going to tell my mother that she saw me in town with a girl.


‘Adara,’ Adara says with an equally tight smile.


‘Yes, Adara. This is Adara. This is my friend Adara. We’ve been friends since infant school.’


I have to stop saying Adara, but I don’t want Gillian to forget her name so when she tells my mother that she saw me in town with a girl, my mother will just say, Oh her. They’ve been friends for years.


Adara must be thinking the same thing because when Gillian excuses herself, saying that she needs to pick her son up from school, Adara waits until she’s across the road before turning to me with a scowl.


‘Do you think she knows?’


I shrug. ‘If she does, I can’t believe that my mother told her.’


‘No way.’ Adara shakes her head. ‘She can’t have. You don’t even know if she’s told your dad that you’re, you know.’ She raises her eyebrows up and down. ‘Why would she tell some random woman at work?’


‘She wouldn’t.’


Would she?


‘She wouldn’t, Ash. Don’t worry about it.’


I am worried, though, so when she turns to me with an eager smile, I’m a little startled. ‘What?’


‘Come on then?’


‘Come on what?’


‘The Roedean girl? What’s her name?’


‘Oh.’ I try not to smile, but fail miserably. ‘Poppy. Poppy Morgan.’


‘Of course she’s called Poppy.’


‘What’s that supposed to mean?’


‘Does she have a brother called Hugo?’ Adara chuckles sourly as we cross the road and head towards Churchill Square. When I don’t take the bait, she changes tack. ‘How old is she?’


‘Our age.’


‘What did you guys talk about?’


I daren’t tell her about the jumping off the bridge thing, so I say, ‘All sorts.’


‘And you know that she’s definitely . . .’ She raises her eyebrows up and down again.


‘Of course not!’ I scoff. ‘Do I ever?’


‘Well, you need to find out sooner rather than later this time.’


‘How, though?’ I shrug. ‘I can’t just ask her, can I? It’s rude.’


‘And stringing you along so you torture yourself for weeks, wondering if she likes you, for her to tell you that she’s just super flirty with her friends and she’s sorry if she gave you the wrong idea, isn’t rude?’


Wow. Way to sum up every relationship I’ve ever been in, Adara.


‘Thanks for that,’ I mutter, stuffing my hands into the pockets of my leather jacket.


She stops walking so suddenly, a woman pushing a buggy almost goes into the back of us. ‘I’m not trying to upset you, Ash.’ Her whole face softens. ‘I just want you to be careful, yeah?’


I stop as well, avoiding eye contact as I let out a sullen sigh. ‘I will be careful, Ad.’


‘Just don’t rush it, OK? I don’t want you getting hurt again.’


‘I won’t.’


She doesn’t seem convinced, but lets it go and starts walking again. ‘So how did you guys leave it?’


‘She gave me her number.’


She turns to look at me, her light brown eyes suddenly dark. ‘You haven’t WhatsApped her yet, have you?’


‘Of course not,’ I tell her as we head into H&M.


‘Did you find her Insta?’


‘Of course.’ What am I? An amateur? ‘It’s locked.’


‘Good. You have to wait three days.’


I turn to blink at her. ‘Three days?’


She nods. ‘I watched this thing on Netflix about the psychology of dating. If you WhatsApp her straight away, you’ll seem desperate, but if you leave it longer than three days she’ll think you’re not interested.’


‘I hate this bit,’ I mutter as I stop to reach for a yellow tartan scarf so I don’t have to look at her.


I’m ready now, but Adara’s right, it’s too soon. I only met Poppy a few hours ago. I suppose I should be pleased that I’m the one in control, for once. Usually I’m the one waiting. The one who messages too soon and answers too quickly and is left on read for days until I get a Sorry, babe. Been busy response.


This is the best and the worst bit.


The best because the promise of it is dizzying. I’ve never actually been on a first date, which is tragic, I know. Most of the girls I’ve dated – if you can even call it dating – have been messy hook-ups at parties after too much vodka and not enough self-control that I’ve tried – and failed – to turn into something more. The thought of going on one with Poppy, deciding what to wear and sharing a pizza and wondering if she’s going to kiss me, makes me feel light-headed. It shouldn’t – I’m not twelve, after all – but I just want to know what that’s like.


Just once.


It’s also the worst because I have to navigate my next move with the sort of care usually reserved for disarming a bomb. I have to be cool, but not cold. Flirty, but not creepy. Then, if I don’t manage to fuck up somehow and we go out, I have to worry if she’s going to turn up and if she does, if she’s going to come with some mates, assuming it’s a group thing, and if she does turn up alone, I have to spend the entirety of the date wondering if this is a friend thing or a more than friend thing. Even if she kisses me, I have to ask myself if it’s because she likes me or if it’s because she’s had too much cider and wants to see what it’s like to kiss a girl.


It’s exhausting.


‘Three days,’ Adara reminds me.


Three days.
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THREE


As soon as I put my key in the front door, I hear my mother calling to me from the kitchen.


‘Hey, Mama,’ I call back. The whole flat smells of ginger and garlic – of home – and something in me realigns as I kick the front door shut behind me and bend down to unlace my DMs.


‘Ashana?’ she says again as I toe them off and drop my backpack to the floor. ‘Is that you?’


‘No, it’s an axe murderer.’ I shrug off my leather jacket and hang it up. ‘I’m just over-affectionate.’


She pokes her head out of the kitchen holding a cutlass, her gaze narrowing, which I think is more of a threat to me than a potential axe murderer. I should probably be intimidated, but given that my mother is now shorter than both my little sister and me, it’s hard to be. So I smile sweetly at her and she mutters something I probably don’t want to hear, then heads back into the kitchen with a huff.


‘You hungry?’ she asks as I follow her in. She doesn’t wait for me to respond, just puts down the cutlass and plucks the fresh roti from the tawa on the stove with her fingers. She folds it in half and in half again then goes over to the sink and starts clapping it furiously between her hands until it begins to fluff up.


I don’t know how she does it. I tried it once and the roti was so hot that I screamed and dropped it into the sink. My Aunty Lalita thought it was hilarious, laughing for a good minute before berating my mother for not teaching me how do it sooner, saying that I’ll never find a husband if I can’t clap roti. I didn’t dare tell her that I’m not bothered about either of those things.


I’m guessing my mother just got out of the shower, because her hair’s still damp and beginning to dry in a fluffy halo around her hairline. It’s the same colour as mine, but threaded with grey now, which she used to hate, but has now given into, not bothering to dye it any more – not after she got some on the bathroom tiles last year and couldn’t get it out.


She’s wearing a pair of my father’s tracksuit bottoms and an old T-shirt of mine that says, OVER IT and is swamped in both, the cuffs of the tracksuit bottoms pooling over her red velvet slippers. She’d be mortified if anyone called round now and saw her like this, but I like it.


She looks like she does in those photographs of her and my father as teenagers.


‘Here,’ she says when she’s satisfied with the roti, putting it on a plate.


‘Oh yes!’ I grin, rubbing my hands together as she holds it out to me.


Everyone thinks their mother makes the best roti, but they’re wrong because my mother makes the best roti. They’re light and fluffy and crispy, all at once. I once told her that if I ever found myself on death row, her roti and chicken curry would be my last meal. That or her pumpkin and bake. We decided in that scenario I could have both.


‘Thanks, Mama,’ I say, making actual heart eyes at the steaming roti on the plate in front of me, but when I reach for it, she pulls her hand back and nods at the sink.


‘Wash your hands.’


I do as I’m told with a theatrical groan.


‘Don’t be so dramatic, Ashana,’ she tells me, watching as I head over to the sink. ‘Do you know how many germs you’ve come into contact with today? You may as well eat this off the pavement. Come.’


I hold my hands out to her and, content that they’re clean, she finally hands over the plate and pads back to the stove.


‘What’s for dinner?’ I ask.


It’s Friday so I already know what it is; pulling a face when she says, ‘Fish curry.’


‘Yum!’ I say, tearing off a piece of the roti and popping it into my mouth.


‘It’s good for you.’


We used to have fish and chips on a Friday night. It was the one indulgence my mother allowed herself, but then my father had to stop working at the hospital so now it’s fish curry.


‘How was your day?’ I ask, watching as she holds her palm over the tawa. ‘Did you get any sleep?’


‘Not really. That bloody dog next door has been barking its head off all day.’


She sighs and she sounds tired – really tired – and I feel bad for being an ungrateful brat about the fish curry, which she’s probably been making for hours while Adara and I have been trying on lipstick.


‘I’m sorry,’ I say, watching as she takes another ball of dough from under the damp kitchen towel next to the stove and rolls it into a circle using the thin wooden belna that used to belong to my grandmother.


‘Between him and that cat two doors down . . .’


‘Dorito?’ I ask with a frown. ‘What did he ever do to you?’


‘He hates me. He always hisses at me when I walk past.’


‘Cats can sense evil, can’t they?’


‘It’s a shame they don’t sense disrespectful daughters.’


She arches an eyebrow at me and it’s quite a feat given that her eyebrows have all but disappeared after years of over-plucking, but she manages to make her point.


‘You’re just jealous because he likes me, but he doesn’t like you,’ I tell her with a smug smile.


‘He only likes you because you stroke him every time you go past. Why do you think I got you to wash your hands as soon as you got in?’ she says, pointing the belna at me.


She’s right, of course. I did tickle him between the ears as I passed him on Miss Larson’s doormat.


I don’t tell her that, though. ‘He just likes me because I fixed his boiler.’


‘When did you fix Miss Larson’s boiler?’


‘Ages ago. Remember in the new year when it snowed?’ I remind her and she nods to herself as she puts the rolled roti dough on the tawa, pressing it down with a spatula when it starts to puff up. ‘Miss Larson knocked for Dad to see if he could help, but he was at work, so I had a look at it.’


‘So you’re a plumber now, are you?’


‘’Course not.’ I shrug, tearing off another chunk of roti. ‘But it was doing that thing ours did last year. You know, when it was losing pressure?’ She nods, flipping the roti and brushing it with oil. ‘So I turned the lever thing and it came back on. Dorito was very pleased. Cats get cold, you know?’


‘Do they now?’


‘That’s why he only sits on the doormat when it’s sunny,’ I tell her, popping the piece of roti into my mouth. ‘You’ll see. As soon as the weather turns you won’t see him again.’


‘When the weather turns do you think I won’t hear that dog again?’ she says, then softens. ‘It’s not the dog’s fault,’ she admits, shaking her head. ‘It’s not fair to keep it cooped up in a flat all day.’


‘I know, but Mr Cameron can’t walk that far since his hip operation. And even if he could, where’s he going to go? It’s been three weeks and the lift’s still broken. How is he supposed to go up and down six flights of stairs?’ I point out and my mother nods. ‘I don’t know. He needs help, doesn’t he? It’s just him since his wife died. Maybe Rosh and me should go around there after dinner and offer to walk the dog for him.’


My mother turns to look at me, her eyebrows raised. ‘Yeah right,’ she scoffs, turning the roti and brushing the other side with oil as well. ‘I’d like to see you picking up dog poo!’


‘Rosh can do that part.’


That makes her laugh and she comes over to kiss me on the cheek. ‘You’re a good girl, really.’


I beam at the compliment, choosing to ignore the really.


‘What time is it, by the way?’ she asks.


I take my phone out of the back pocket of my jeans and check. ‘Four forty-one.’


‘Already? I need to leave soon for work soon.’


‘How come?’


‘I have to go in early for a meeting about diversity in the NHS, or something.’


‘The patients need that more than you guys.’


‘True,’ she agrees with a snort, as I pop another piece of roti in my mouth. ‘But if they don’t want me to treat them because I’m brown, then it’s less work for me to do, isn’t it?’


She shrugs, but it’s got to hurt, being spat at and told to go back to where you came from when you were born here. Especially when all you’re trying to do is help. I honestly don’t know why she bothers.


I’d tell the patient to Die then and get myself fired halfway through my first shift.


‘Are you at least getting paid for going in early, Mum?’


‘Of course not.’


‘Don’t go. Stay here and have dinner with us. Daddy will be home soon.’


‘I’d love to, baby girl.’ She sighs wistfully and I believe her. ‘But I can’t miss this meeting. They’ve deliberately scheduled it between shifts so everyone will be there. They’ll notice if I’m not.’


I remember Gillian then and for one mad moment, I consider not telling her so we don’t have to have this conversation. But if they see each other at this meeting and Gillian tells her that she saw me in town, my mother will be even more pissed off. I’d better tell her now before Gillian grasses me up.


‘I saw your friend today,’ I say carefully.


‘Which friend?’


‘Gillian.’


‘Gillian Lawrence?’


‘I don’t know her surname. She said she works with you in A&E.’


‘Gillian Woźniak?’ My mother turns to me with a frown. ‘Where did you see her?’


‘In town.’ I hold my breath and it’s like I’ve lit the touch paper and now I’m waiting for the BOOM.


Her whole face changes. ‘When were you in town?’


‘Just now. With Adara.’ I say it with a shrug, like it’s no big deal, and I’m hoping she agrees.


‘Why weren’t you at school?’


‘I was, but my trip finished early and—’


‘Trip?’ she interrupts and I’m grateful because I haven’t thought of an excuse to be in town yet.


‘To Rampion Wind Farm, remember?’


She huffs, letting me know that she does. ‘You should have come straight home.’


‘Ad needed something so I tagged along.’


‘What did she need?’


My brain scrambles for something. I can’t say lipstick, obviously, and I can’t say a book from the library because if Gillian tells her that she saw us at the Clock Tower, the library is nowhere near.


‘She had to return something to Marks & Spencer for her mother,’ I say with a triumphant smile.


I don’t know where it comes from, but if I could kiss my brain, I would.


‘Such a good girl,’ she murmurs, turning the roti with her fingers to check the other side.


I don’t know how she manages to compliment Adara and insult me at the same time.


She’s quite skilled, my mother.


‘Ashana, what’s the time now?’


‘Four fifty-two.’


She mutters something in Guyanese, scurrying over to the sink to clap the roti. I stuff the last piece of mine into my mouth, hoping it’s for me, but she puts it on another plate.


‘Roshaan!’ she calls out to my little sister as she washes her hands then goes back to the stove to check the gas is off. ‘OK. The roti’s done. It should still be warm by the time Daddy gets home.’ She points at the oven then at the saucepans on the stove. ‘So all you have to do is reheat the curry, dhal, rice and bora.’


‘I think I can manage that.’


‘Roshaan!’ she calls out again, then mutters something about needing to get ready for work. As she passes me, she stops suddenly and glares at me, her eyes wide. ‘Ashana!’ she spits, grabbing my ponytail with her hand and yanking it towards her so she can smell it. When she lets go of it, she looks so angry that my heart jumps up into my mouth and cowers on my tongue. ‘Have you been smoking, Ashana?’


‘Of course not!’ I sniff my ponytail. ‘It’s the smoke from the boat engine.’


I wait for her to warn me that I’d better not start smoking, but she’s even more angry. ‘What boat?’


‘The one to the wind farm.’


‘You were on a boat?’ She goes from zero to furiously making the sign of the cross in about three seconds, as though I’ve just told her that Mr Moreno took us base jumping off Beachy Head.


‘The wind farm’s in the middle of the sea. How did you think we were getting there? Teleportation?’


‘Why didn’t you tell me, Ashana?’


I try not to roll my eyes as she makes the sign of the cross again, thanking God for keeping me safe.


And I’m the dramatic one?


‘Ashana! Do you know what your grandmother would say if she knew that I’d let you go on a boat?’


I dread to think.


‘You’re my daughter! Don’t I have to give my consent for you to go on a boat?’


‘Daddy signed the permission slip.’


‘You know he doesn’t read those things.’


‘I asked you first, but you told me to ask him to sign it.’


‘No boats, Ashana.’ She holds a finger up to me. ‘You could fall off and die. I’ve seen it happen.’


‘You’ve seen people falling off boats?’


‘Yes. In A&E. Those that made it to A&E, anyway.’ When I hear her voice go from sharp to high, I stop pulling a face at her as I realise that she isn’t actually angry with me, she’s concerned. ‘The floor of the sea is littered with the bodies of foolish teenage girls who didn’t listen to their mothers and went on boats.’


Nice.


Super-glad we didn’t have this conversation before I got on the boat this morning. But then that’s one of the joys of having a mother who is also an A&E nurse – she always thinks of the worst case scenario.


‘No boats, Ashana,’ she says again. ‘You can’t even swim. What were you thinking?’


I shrug. ‘That I don’t want to fail chemistry.’


She shakes her head with a heavy sigh then heads out of the kitchen, calling out to Rosh again as she goes. I wash my plate and by the time I’m done, Rosh still hasn’t emerged from our room so I’m tempted to eat her roti. She obviously doesn’t want it and it would be a shame to let it go to waste.


‘That’s for your sister,’ my mother says as I reach for the plate, suddenly in the kitchen doorway again, this time in her nurse’s uniform, her thick curls contained into a neatish bun.


‘It’s going cold, though.’ I pout.


‘Go get Rosh and tell her that it’s there, then.’


‘I’d rather just eat it.’


‘Go get your sister, please.’


‘Mum, you’re right there.’ I raise my arm and point. ‘You’re closer to our bedroom door than I am.’


‘Don’t think I haven’t noticed how you call me Mama when you want something, like roti.’ She stops to arch an eyebrow at me again. ‘But when I’m asking you to do something you don’t want to do, it’s Mum.’


‘Fine,’ I concede, making a point of sighing and shaking my head. ‘ROSH.’


‘I said get her, Ashana, not shout her name. I could have done that.’


It does the trick, though, because my little sister finally emerges from our bedroom wearing my old SpongeBob pyjama shorts and a Totoro T-shirt, a book between her fingers. ‘You bellowed, Ash?’


‘Roshaan, I’ve been calling you.’ My mother tuts, walking to the coat hooks by the front door. She bends down for my backpack, holding it up with another tut, and I take it as she reaches for her jacket.


‘Sorry, Mama.’ Rosh tucks one of the dark curls that has escaped from the hastily tied pile on top of her head then points at her ear. ‘I had my headphones on. I couldn’t hear you.’


My mother nods towards the kitchen. ‘There’s a roti in there for you.’
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