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Dedicated to my big puppy, Kodi-Bear,
and all the furry friends who make
the world feel brighter






 


 


Hope is a very substantial and
powerful thing.


Because if you don’t have it, you’re
defeated before you start.


The one thing that is worse than trying and
failing is not trying.


GLORIA STEINEM







Chapter 1


Alice put the world on mute, just for a moment, so she could soak it all in. A thousand colours stitched together with pink threads – from woollen hats to bright T-shirts stretched over the top of zipped-up jackets, to the splashes of paint on placards being held high into the sky, to the flushed cheeks of the women and girls and men and boys giving it their all on this frost-covered January morning.


Smiling faces, warm greetings, cold breath, little children through to elderly ladies, and even a few dogs, full of fight. There was anger here, and fury and fire, but there was also hope. There was camaraderie; a sea of strength and sisterhood. London, and the world over, was alive with the power of women. She felt ripples of optimism within her own blood.


And with that, she let in the roar. The noisy, excited, diverse, vibrant sounds of London’s Women’s March flooded her ears and she whipped around to face her circle of friends who she’d pulled along with her.


‘Are you ready?’ Alice shouted to be heard.


Jill, her closest friend in the whole world, the Amy Poehler to her Tina Fey, nodded, blowing into her gloved hands and jiggling to the loud music that blasted from erected speakers. ‘Yes, let’s get marching; anything but standing around.’


Alice handed each of them – Jill, Bahira, Kemi and Theresa – a placard that she’d been up late into the evening making, and they admired her handiwork for a moment. Alice’s skills with illustration and amusing, catchy slogans did her proud, and the women pointed out details to each other – a resistance fist here, a rainbow flag there, a few cleverly placed pussycats.


A large group of women twirled past them dressed like the female wrestlers from Glow, chanting about pussy power, catching Alice’s eye. She watched them as they laughed and jostled and placed their hands on each other’s shoulders and lower backs with such casual ease.


‘Next time we should do that,’ she called to the others, who nodded, humouring their friend.


‘Let’s go,’ said Jill.


Alice’s grin spread, and she threw her arms wide, ready to jump into the throng. ‘This is really cool, right? I know it’s freezing, but look at this history we’re part of.’


Jill laughed. Alice’s optimism had always been infectious, and the five allowed themselves to be swept into the river of wonder women.


‘Thanks for coming with me,’ Alice shouted back at Jill as she was jostled forward and nearly poked in the eye by someone’s banner, though Jill was just watching her mouth move, the noise was so overwhelming. ‘This year is going to be a good one, I can feel it.’


Foot-sore and feeling on top of the world, the five women pooled into a Starbucks near Westminster a couple of hours later.


‘We’ll have five caramel hot chocolates please, my good lady,’ Jill said a little too loudly, the volume of the music outside still ringing in her ears.


The woman behind the counter raised an eyebrow. ‘What name please?’


‘The Five . . . ’ Jill faltered and looked at Alice.


‘Pusscateers?’ she suggested.


‘You know what,’ the barista said, putting the cups to the side. ‘I think we’ll find you. Take a seat.’


‘Thank you, sister!’ Alice said, her voice hoarse, and punched her fist in the air.


They found a table in the corner and spent a while propping up their placards and peeling off their layers of coats, scarves, backpacks and pink hats with cat ears that some of them had acquired.


‘Today was so cool,’ Alice enthused, shaking out her light brown hair. ‘Women are so cool.’


‘Women are the coolest,’ Jill agreed.


‘There were so many more people there today than I ever imagined,’ Kemi said, flopping into her chair.


Theresa stretched out her arms and legs like a cat. ‘I know, it was heaving. Fab idea, Alice.’


The drinks came and Bahira went back up to the counter to grab a bunch of cakes and cookies to go with them.


Alice bit into a slab of carrot cake and said through the crumbs, ‘Didn’t we meet some amazing people today?’


‘The old ladies dressed as suffragettes,’ said Bahira.


‘Those kids with their sassy T-shirts,’ Theresa added.


‘I just wish I could spend all day every day with every single person I met, and you guys,’ sighed Alice. ‘I think I might have eaten too many of those sweets they were handing out.’ And she chomped into another big bite of cake.


‘Do you feel like you got lots of good material for Funny Pack?’ Jill asked her.


Alice nodded, chewing on the cake, her mind whizzing with memories. She worked as a freelance cartoonist focusing mainly on political, satirical or positivity and aspirational art. But mostly she was in-house for an online magazine called Funny Pack, run by a collective of individuals motivated by finding the humour, or if not the humour then the optimism, in current affairs. Alice was a big believer in making people feel good in dark times, she was proud of her work, and she wanted to create some great depictions of the Women’s March for the magazine.


‘I’m going to head back to the flat after this and try and sketch everything out tonight while it’s fresh in my mind.’


‘That’s dedication,’ said Jill. ‘I’m going to go and lie in one of my marble baths.’


They laughed. It was an ongoing joke that Jill lived in a mansion compared to the rest of them. It wasn’t true, but due to the passing of Jill’s grandmother the year before, Jill had been gifted her three-bed semi in Forest Hill, complete with driveway and enclosed, spacious garden. Alice’s flat in Islington was the size of a box in comparison; Kemi and Theresa were both in house shares, and Bahira’s home was a gorgeous, cosy townhouse in St Albans that she and her husband (and their dog) had fallen in love with when she was pregnant with her daughter Zara a couple of years back.


They rested in the companionable silence that came with knowing each other for over ten years, or in the case of Alice and Jill, their whole lives. Inseparable since childhood, they had gone to university together and met the other three there.


‘What do you want out of this year?’ Alice asked the group from behind closed eyelids.


Bahira piped up first, a woman who always knew what she wanted. ‘A big family trip outside school holidays so I don’t have to hang out with anyone else’s kids.’


‘I want to spend more time outdoors,’ Kemi answered. ‘I’m always at work or the gym so I might try running this year, maybe along the Thames.’


‘I want to see you lot more,’ Theresa said. ‘Because you don’t laugh at me when I get messy drunk like my other friends do.’


‘We laugh at you a little bit,’ Jill said.


‘What about you, Jill?’ asked Alice.


‘A pet,’ said Jill. ‘A cat or dog, I’m not sure which yet.’


‘You want a pet?’ Alice asked, cracking open her eyes and looking at her friend. ‘What’s wrong with the orchid I got you?’


Jill laughed. ‘It’ll be nice to have some company in my mansion, and you won’t move in with me, so . . . ’


‘I like my servants’ quarters, thanks.’ Alice smiled, closing her eyes again.


‘And I want to travel more,’ Jill continued. ‘I want to be one of the Instagram goddesses that goes camping in the wilderness with their big dog and speaks in motivational quotes.’


‘That’s quite a lifestyle change, unless you were going to camp out in Hyde Park,’ said Kemi.


Jill nodded. ‘So what about you, Alice? What do you want this year to bring?’


She thought about it for a moment. ‘A long, warm summer. And to travel more, too. And Michelle Obama to be president. And a Turner Prize for one of my cartoons. And the whole Funny Pack office to be given Women of the Year awards.’


Kemi drained her hot chocolate. ‘Keeping the dreams small this year then, Ali?’


‘I think every one of those things is going to happen for you.’


‘Thank you, Jill, and I think you will get a cat-or-dog and be very happy out in the wild.’


That evening, Alice closed the blue door of her Islington flat and all was quiet again. Her home was how she’d left it, with the mug beside the kettle, the glue and scissors and paint and brushes spread over the small round table in her kitchen/living room area. Her washing was still damp on the clothes horse. If she switched on the TV, Netflix would still be waiting for her, ready with the next episode of Grace and Frankie. It was almost as if her spending the day marching through the streets of London with 100,000 like-minded souls had never happened.


So Alice sat down to work, humming the latest powerful track from Little Mix, mug of tea beside her, and looked up at the frame above her desk, like she did before every new drawing session. Inside it was her career highlight – so far: a cartoon that had been published the previous year in the New Yorker.


She yawned and rubbed her eyes while she swept her pen over numerous pages, rough-sketching ideas for cartoons before they ran out of her head, or she ran right out of energy.


Alice’s mind kept bringing her back to the conversation with her friends, and what they wanted these next twelve months to bring. Maybe it was the Women’s March, maybe it was the hope that comes with a brand new year beginning, or maybe it was just inside her, but Alice felt like she could take on the world.




Chapter 2


Springtime in London was the first sign of the heatwave that would bathe the capital until nearly September. It was only mid-March, but coats had been hung up, shorts had been pulled out of the back of drawers and bare arms were getting the first of their yearly doses of vitamin D.


Alice walked down Kensington High Street on her way to meet Jill, having left the Funny Pack office early that Friday afternoon. The incoming lighter evenings, with the low sunshine warming her face, made the winter months worth it.


She wanted to talk to Jill, seriously, about an idea they’d both skirted around for a couple of weeks, mentioning in passing, making quips about, but never really pinning anything down. So she’d suggested they meet at a bar in the sunshine for a glass of wine.


‘Can you believe this weather?’ Jill asked as a greeting, the same greeting all Londoners were using at the moment.


‘If this can just last all summer I will have ticked at least one thing off my “what do I want to happen this year” list.’ Alice sat down and they ordered a bottle of rosé to share, because when it feels like summer you may as well go all out.


‘How was work today, honeypie?’ Jill asked, as if she were Alice’s husband.


‘Just marvellous, thank you, darling. And you?’


‘Same old, same old.’ Jill worked as a web developer, usually on long-term retainers from tech companies, which gave her the sociability of an office environment with the freedom to dictate her own hours. ‘So what did you want to talk about?’


‘Okay,’ Alice leant forward. ‘You know we both said we wanted to travel more this year?’


‘Yes, definitely.’


‘And we keep bringing it up and saying how great it would be.’


‘It would be great. You and I have a lot of fun travelling.’


Alice grinned. ‘We have had some good adventures. I was thinking, shall we just do it again? Shall we just go for it?’


‘Go backpacking again?’


‘Maybe not backpacking, but have another adventure. For a month or two, like a road trip around Europe or something.’


‘When were you thinking?’ Jill asked, sipping her wine.


‘Maybe after summer, so we have some time to save up a bit and book the time off work. What do you think?’


Jill hesitated, and Alice felt a drip of doubt sink into her. Maybe Jill didn’t want to do something like this after all. She shouldn’t have got so ahead of herself with hope.


‘How do you feel about dogs, Alice?’ Jill asked all of a sudden.


‘Oh. Okay, we can talk about that. I like them . . . I don’t know a lot of dogs.’


‘Well, you know I said I wanted to get a pet this year?’


‘Yeah.’


‘I think I’m going to get a dog. This summer. In like, July.’


‘That’s exciting news,’ Alice cried. ‘Congratulations! Why July, specifically?’


‘Because my puppy is already, um, baking, in its mum’s tummy.’


‘What?’ laughed Alice. ‘What kind of puppy is it? How did this happen?’


Jill looked a little relieved that Alice was taking this so well. ‘A friend of a friend has a lady Bernese Mountain Dog and they wanted her to have one litter of puppies. Long story short, we got in touch and the friend said I was welcome to have one of them if I wanted.’


‘What’s a Bernese Mountain Dog?’ asked Alice. ‘They sound big.’


‘They are big.’ Jill grinned. ‘Black and orange and white, sort of like a smaller St Bernard. With big paws and a big nose and a really lovely personality. It’ll be born in May, and it’s best to take home a new puppy eight weeks after. So, July.’


‘That’s so exciting you’re going to have a puppy!’


‘Thanks for not being mad at me!’


‘Why would I be mad? Oh – because of the travelling thing? Don’t worry about that, it was only a really vague idea, I hadn’t even thought about it much.’ Alice didn’t mention that she’d wanted to meet here so they could hop straight over the road to a travel agent afterwards and start planning their route.


‘I mean . . . ’ Jill swirled the wine in her glass and stared into the distance for a moment. ‘I did think it would be pretty cool to be one of those Insta-chicks who travels with her dog.’


Alice sat up a little straighter. ‘You’d want to take him with us?’


‘It’s not the stupidest idea I’ve ever had. Where in Europe where you thinking?’


‘I don’t know. If we took a puppy I guess it would make sense to do more a countryside, beach, mountains-kinda tour than a bunch of cities strung together.’ She paused and drank some wine. ‘But that’s definitely not a bad thing.’


‘Could we do it by car? I don’t know the logistics of taking puppies on planes.’


‘A car might be a bit tight, but we could think about a campervan?’


Jill looked at her friend, a smile on her lips. ‘Are you serious? Would you really be happy doing this plan with a dog in tow?’


Alice shrugged. ‘What could go wrong?’


‘Absolutely nothing.’


‘It could be pretty funny.’ A campervan filled with two women and a puppy, making their way around the Continent. It wasn’t quite what she’d had in mind when she’d walked into the bar, but she was open to it. ‘I think we should do it.’


‘I think we should too!’ Jill cheersed her glass. ‘We have a lot to think about and plan. Where do we even start?’


Alice looked around, super-casual. ‘Ohhhh, I don’t know. I guess we could go over to that travel agent’s and get some brochures?’




Chapter 3


Alice and Jill’s travel plans were coming along nicely. They’d leave in September, when the sun was still warm but the French and Italian coasts had taken a breath after the August heat. Their route would then take them for a jaunt through the Croatian mountains, then up through Slovenia, Austria, Germany and the new puppy’s home country of Switzerland.


Alice was working hard from her desk in the Funny Pack office, where the air conditioning was broken so all the windows were wide open letting in what little breeze there was on this stifling June day. She was on overdrive trying to get as many illustrations in the bank as she could so that the impact of taking two months off at the end of the season wouldn’t be too noticeable. With the political unrest at home and overseas, plus the changes in the air from ever-growing social movements, she had plenty of material.


‘This is your fault, you know,’ Kemi said, calling her out of the blue.


‘What did I do?’


‘You wished for a long, hot summer,’ she panted down the line. ‘I just tried to go for a lunchtime run and have had to stop for a Frappuccino.’


‘I take full responsibility for global warming,’ Alice replied, taking a drink from her water glass and leaving yet another red lipstick print on it. Today was an endless cycle of hydrating, weeing and putting lipstick back on. ‘Hey Kemi, have you heard about that outdoor concert they just announced for the summer?’


‘I don’t think so.’ Kemi took a long slurp. ‘What is it?’


‘It’s being put on by a women’s rights charity in Brookwick Park in the first week of August. I thought I might go. Shall I ask everyone?’


‘You can ask, but I think Bahira and her family are away that week.’


‘Ah, they couldn’t get a week outside school holidays in the end?’


‘No, she said that was wishful thinking. But send over the date and info and we’ll see.’


Alice hung up and sent the details straight over to her circle of friends. She was feeling fuelled by the same optimism she’d felt way back in January, but she just couldn’t put her finger on what she wanted to do about it.


As it turned out, Bahira was away, Theresa didn’t want to splash out on the ticket and Kemi had a family barbecue pencilled in with all her relations that day. Jill, though, good old Jill, was more than happy to chip a bit off their travel fund to go along with her. Before either of them could change their mind, Alice bought the tickets. Now she had something fun planned for August, before the big something fun that was planned for September.


Okay, back to the grind . . .


Alice had a car that she kept parked on a quiet street near her home that was used once in a blue moon. So the following week she was designated driver to head over to Tunbridge Wells with Jill for the first puppy visit, along with Theresa, who’d begged to come too.


‘On a scale of one to ten puppies, how excited are you?’ asked Alice on the journey.


‘A million puppies. Apparently the mum had three, two girls and a boy, and the girls are going to family members. So ours will be the little gentleman.’


‘Ours?’


Jill laughed. ‘Yes, ours.’


‘How old are they now?’ asked Theresa from the back seat.


‘About five weeks. I’m so sorry if I cry my eyes out or just make a run for it with all three.’


‘Well, don’t leave us there,’ answered Alice. ‘I don’t know these people. Are you sure it’s going to be okay you being away for the evening of the concert?’


‘In August? Yes, definitely. Sam will be home from uni then so I’m going to ask him to come and stay for a few nights.’ Sam was Jill’s younger brother, and little did he know he was being lined up to be a dog sitter.


They pulled into the driveway of a large home, where they rang the bell and were ushered in by a grinning, but sleepy, gentleman who introduced himself as Max and showed them out into the shaded garden. He opened a door and out of the house came the most ginormous dog Alice had ever seen: glossy dark fur bouncing sunlight, paws as big as side plates and a tail like a plume of smoke rising from a chimney. Her chest was coated with the thickest white fur and she had orange splodges on each ankle and above her eyes.


She woofed at the three women, a low, warning woof that echoed around Tunbridge Wells.


‘Sorry about that,’ said Max. ‘This is the mum, Betty. She’s just being a bit wary and protective because of the pups.’


Betty woofed again and then went up to each of them in turn to have a sniff and peer up at them with big eyes that said, can I trust you? Alice sat on one of the garden chairs and Betty seemed to like this, turning her back to Alice and sitting a million kilos of dog on her feet.


‘You’ve passed the test,’ Max grinned. ‘Shall I let the puppies out now?’


He opened the door again and three stumbling, chunky bear cubs tumbled out, their legs shorter than the threshold, their noses squished in and guinea-pig like. Jill almost fainted with happiness, and Theresa’s phone camera began working on overdrive.


The puppies picked their way over the grass, bumping into chair legs and each other, clamouring over feet, chewing on each other’s ears and trying to climb on Betty, who’d flopped down to lie on Alice’s trainers by now.


Max scooped up the roundest of the puppies who was barging his way through the bowl of water that sat outside. ‘This one’s your little lad.’ He handed the puppy to Jill.


Tears popped straight into and out of Jill’s eyes. ‘Oh my God. Hello, you.’


The puppy licked her face. Freckles were just visible in the folds of his snout, and he had a two-inch white splash of fur decorating the back of his neck, like somebody had spilt cream on him when they’d walked past.


After he’d cleaned away Jill’s impromptu tears, the puppy wriggled free and scurried over to his sisters to push one of them over with his nose.


‘So they’re all healthy, they’re all okay?’ Jill asked Max.


‘They sure are. And by the time you pick him up in three weeks all their vaccinations will be up to date and I’ll give you a pack I’ve been putting together about his food and all that.’


‘That sounds perfect.’


‘Let me get you all a cup of tea,’ Max said. ‘And then you can get to know them all a bit better.’


‘You’ve changed your mind, haven’t you?’ Alice joked to Jill when Max had gone inside.


‘They’re just so ugly,’ she laughed back while one of the sisters chewed on the loose ends of Jill’s hair.


Theresa stroked a passing fluffball. ‘I want one too.’


‘You can come over and play with this one whenever you want.’ Jill was rolling a tennis ball gently towards her soon-to-be-puppy and watching him approach it curiously. Alice watched her friend, happy for her.


She looked down at the giant dog on her feet. It was a good job Jill had a big house.




Chapter 4


On the seventh of July, Alice picked up Jill at eight in the morning, hoping to avoid being in the car while it was too hot while they brought home Jill’s new puppy. At eight weeks old, he’d grown into a squat little bear cub, with thick legs, round paws and a spindly tail. His nose, though still squashed, had distinct dots scattered on it and his fur was crumpled and plentiful.


In the car on the way home Jill cooed and chuckled over him as he settled himself into the foot well by her legs without a care in the world.


‘He is possibly the sweetest puppy in the whole world,’ Alice commented, glancing away from the road for a second. ‘You’re not going to be able to go anywhere without people wanting to stop you and pet him.’


‘I know, but I get to have him all to myself for a month before I can take him out for walks,’ Jill replied, obsessively playing with his silky ears. ‘Oh my God, you are such a little bear.’


‘What are you going to call him?’


‘Bear probably, because that’s how I’ve been referring to him over the past two months.’


‘Like when pregnant people call their unborn babies “bean” or “pip”?’


‘Yep.’


‘Well, Bear certainly suits him,’ said Alice, and Bear stared at her and started hiccupping. ‘Hey, Bear, if you like this car journey, you just wait two months and you’re going to go in a campervan.’


‘That’s right!’ said Jill. ‘Bear, we have big plans for you. You’re going to see lots of the world, because Alice and I are having an adventure, and you’re coming too. Are you excited?’


Bear looked up at her and yawned, before falling asleep against her ankles.


‘He’s excited,’ confirmed Jill.


As July rolled forward, Alice took advantage of the long summer evenings to take her work outside. She loved summer in the city. Yes, the heatwave was prickling and the Tube was uncomfortable, but London was alive with tourists having a great time. Colourful outfits swirled in the streets, office workers made the most of short hours on a Friday, and ice-cream vendors popped up around the capital’s beautiful parks.


And there was so much going on that she wanted to be a part of – film festivals, photography exhibitions, panel discussions, fundraising evenings – it felt like getting involved was always within reach here, and in such vibrant ways, and she loved it.


Even more so, she loved the ever-closer extended holiday she and Jill were going to be taking. By the start of August all details were nearly finalised, and they were hanging out at Jill’s big home one late afternoon to choose the accommodation for their last stop in Switzerland.


‘I definitely think somewhere in the Bernese Oberland,’ Jill was saying as they got to her back door after taking Bear for his first ‘outdoors’ walk. ‘It would be a nice ending, you know? Especially if they had snow there already.’


‘Doesn’t Vanessa live somewhere around there?’ Alice asked.


Vanessa was a girl she and Jill had met on their gap year, on a South American tour. They’d become close friends on the trip, and had stayed in touch since, but the ten-year gap between seeing each other meant they’d naturally drifted apart somewhat.


‘It would be so good to see Vanessa again,’ Jill enthused. ‘Let’s get in touch and find out exactly where she is.’ She entered the house and then laughed, her hands on her hips, while Bear sat down on his tufty, muddy bottom and grinned up at her. ‘Look at the state of you. It’s the middle of a beautiful summer and you found the one puddle of mud in all of London.’


‘You can’t even see the white blob on his neck any more,’ Alice said, gingerly moving some of his fur aside. He turned around and dug pin-like teeth into her hand. ‘Ow!’


‘Sorry, he’s chewing everything at the moment. He doesn’t mean anything by it. Just don’t roll your sleeves down, he’ll never let go.’


‘You’re a menace to society,’ Alice said, booping Bear on the nose.


‘There’s only one thing for it, mister, you need a bath. Will you help me bath him?’ Jill pleaded.


‘Sure . . . where?’


‘In the bath.’


‘Oh, in the actual bath?’


‘What did you think I meant?’


‘I assumed you’d use the hose or something.’


Jill mock-gasped. ‘He wouldn’t stand for it! Come on.’ She picked up Bear, and he wriggled in her arms to make extra-sure she was covered in mud. ‘Ali, the dog shampoo and conditioner are in the cupboard under the kitchen sink. Don’t look at me like that because I have dog conditioner. Can you grab it plus a couple of those old towels?’


Upstairs Bear watched with suspicion as they filled the bath a few inches with cool water. He was sure something fishy was going on, but he didn’t want to leave the action, so he paced about the bathroom, sniffing the air.


‘All right, you muddy little Bear,’ said Jill, picking him up at cooing at him as she lowered him into the bath.


When his feet touched the water he stood stock still for a minute, and Jill took the opportunity to dump a splodge of shampoo onto his back. And that’s when all hell broke loose. Four slipping and sliding paws resulted in splashes flying and an instantly soaked dog. Mud splattered on the tiles. The shampoo bottle was knocked off the side and into the bath. Claw marks scraped trails into the porcelain of the tub as he tried to scramble out.


‘Oh shit shit shit,’ cried Jill. ‘Alice, turn the shower attachment on, we can’t let him out with all the foam on his back.’


Alice obeyed but this just freaked out Bear more, and Alice made a snap decision.


Standing up she whipped off her jeans and climbed in the bathtub in her knickers and T-shirt. Bear scrambled up her like a totem pole, holding on to her for dear life against the evil pool of water below. The claws on his hind legs dug into her bare thighs and she wondered why the hell she hadn’t suggested Jill do this instead of her. Or why she hadn’t just kept her jeans on and put up with the horrid feeling of damp denim against her skin.


‘Shhhh,’ she soothed him as she scooped small trickles of water into her hands to remove the suds.


Jill helped from the other side, gently cleaning his legs and the back of his neck, while he was distracted by licking the water off Alice’s face.


When he was sud-free Jill lifted him from the bath and he went for a shaking rampage around the house, furiously rubbing his nose against anything and everything to dry it. Jill helped Alice out of the bath.


‘Thanks for that,’ she said. ‘Nice pants, by the way.’


‘Slightly regretting my life decisions right now,’ replied Alice, inspecting her arms and legs, now covered in tiny scratches.


Jill laughed and held the towel out in the air for Bear to rocket face-first into as he sped back into the bathroom. ‘You’re going to make a brilliant dog mum one day.’




Chapter 5


A couple of days later it was Jill’s turn to come up to Alice’s flat in Islington, leaving Bear at home under the care of her brother, Sam.


‘Thanks for coming with me today,’ Alice said as the two of them got ready to head out to the concert in Brookwick Park that would start in the early afternoon. ‘I’m really looking forward to this. Shame the other three couldn’t make it, though.’


‘Let’s do something as a group next week. But maybe something indoors, I’m not sure how much more I can stand of this heat!’


It was 37 degrees Celsius and the capital city was airless. Hot tarmac could be felt through sandals and even when people tried to stand apart there was an uncomfortable closeness in the air. Skin was permanently sticky, brows consistently furrowed against the sun, heads aching and noses pinked. Even the jokes about how British it was to complain about the weather being too nice had long since gone, burnt away like the blades of yellowed grass in the city’s parks.


Alice finished layering on the factor fifty sun lotion and handed it to Jill. ‘You want to borrow a hat to wear?’


‘Yeah, I think I’d better, if that’s okay. It won’t really go with my outfit, but that’s probably not the most important thing.’


‘They’ll let us take in water bottles, right?’


‘I’m sure they will, in this heat. Or at minimum they’ll be giving them away.’


‘I know I am such a summer girl, but right now I would happily stick my head in a pile of snow,’ said Alice, slicking on her signature lipstick and then putting it in her cross-body bag. ‘Are we nearly good to go?’


Jill faced her and nodded, smiling at her friend. ‘I can’t wait to push your face into the snow on our trip.’


Alice laughed a happy laugh. ‘But first, we dance!’


‘But first we dance,’ agreed Jill.


The concert was a much bigger operation than Alice had expected. Thousands of people swarmed over the parched grass of Brookwick Park, closing around the stage with its looming, black sound system and video screens. Food vans sizzled and spat hot smoke towards the queues of people, and enormous crates of bottled water stood unmanned, a last-minute free-for-all thanks to the organisers. Alice and Jill’s own water bottles had not been allowed in, so they’d gulped them down before entering, their throats already dry.


But the atmosphere was electric, the pre-concert music thumping joyously out of the speakers and through the soil so you could feel it in your heart. Attendees fanned themselves and picked their hair off the back of their necks, but with smiles and excitement on their faces.


‘Shall we head towards the stage now so we’re as close as possible to the front?’ Alice said, shouting to be heard.


Jill nodded and gave her a thumbs up. ‘Let’s just get a bottle of water first.’


Alice was so, so pleased she’d come to the concert. This was the most stirring event she’d probably ever been to, and she knew she’d remember it for a long time. It didn’t matter that her make-up had run, or that her shoulders were probably tinting a little pinker than they should be in the unshaded sun. Right now, all that mattered was that she felt so lucky to be in one of the world’s greatest cities watching some of the world’s greatest artists, and she felt inspired.


She turned to grin at Jill by her side, who was staring off to the side, distracted. When she realised Alice was looking at her she snapped her attention back to the stage and slapped on a smile.


Alice nudged her. You okay? she signalled to Jill by pointing at her and then giving her a thumbs up, the music being too loud to hear over.


‘Just thirsty,’ Jill mouthed back.


Alice leant close to her ear and said loudly, ‘Shall we go get some more water?’


‘No,’ Jill said, her dry breath on Alice’s cheek. ‘I’ll just need to pee, and we have a good spot.’


They really did have a great spot, and the performances were so good, with the music reaching into Alice’s soul and making her feel happy to be alive. Alice soaked it all in, wanting to remember every second. How all these phenomenal women were throwing dance moves and hitting the high notes in this torridity was commendable. The least Alice could do was sway against some people in the crowd to show her support.


During a break between tracks Alice dived into her bag to find her mini sun lotion stick. Where was it . . . she pulled out her lipstick and a tissue, and noticed Jill beside her mopping her brow. She didn’t look well.


‘Jill?’ she called over the elated screams of the crowd.


Jill’s eyes focused on her. ‘It’s so hot,’ she said, her voice quiet but her lips easy to read.


‘Okay. Okay, I’m going to get you some water.’ Alice craned over the heads of the people in front of her and tried to signal to one of the security guards. He wasn’t seeing her, and she glanced back to Jill who had her forehead in her hands, being jostled by the people around her, slipping away from Alice like a plastic cup on the surface of the ocean. ‘Jill,’ she shouted back. ‘Wait there, just wait one second.’


Alice pushed forward, waving both arms and shouting to get the attention of the security guard. She pushed and she shoved and at the exact moment the security guard spotted her, the band started up again and the crowd lunged forward as one.


‘Excuse me,’ Alice called out, her voice getting lost, as she tried to push her way through the ever-decreasing gaps between the bodies. ‘I just need to get my friend some water, excuse me.’ But nobody was looking at her, all eyes were focused on the stage, and the jungle of people a tangle of limbs and sweat, elbows pushing and phones held high.


She edged closer to the railings, and she could see the security guard holding a bottle of water for her but he was distracted, his mouth clearly telling the crowd to move back. Move back. Alice paused and whirled back to meet Jill’s eye one more time, trying to convey that someone was coming, water was coming, and Jill smiled at her.


The crowd lunged again and Alice felt something give way – the railing at the front – and she stumbled, tumbling, carried with the wave of people. Her leg sliced against something metal and she cried out, knocked to the ground, the lipstick that she’d forgotten she was even still clutching dropping under her hands, her palms dirtying.


Alice stood, wincing in pain, managing to extricate herself before the crush of people swallowed her up, and she looked for Jill. Their eyes met briefly, like a flash of sun on a moving wave, then she was gone.


Alice looked and looked, and she called Jill’s name, but she was all at sea.




Chapter 6


‘I heard there wasn’t nearly enough water for everyone and that’s what caused the panic.’


Whispered conversations dripped into Alice’s consciousness from familiar voices and unfamiliar hospital staff during the twenty-four hours they kept her in after it happened.


‘Where was security, though? They must have seen some warning signs that people were getting all hyped up.’


‘I think it was just an act of God – nobody could have prevented that heatwave and people got desperate and claustrophobic and it was overcrowded.’


Speculating, wondering, gossiping, all cut with abstract phrases and acronyms that somehow related to her body and her health. Alice kept her eyes shut, letting the sleep and drugs wash her away.


‘She was near the front I think, got out quickly and found her way to the first aid tent.’


‘One of the lucky ones.’


‘She keeps asking about a friend?’


It was raining again on the other side of the curtains – just like Britain had hoped for, had expected. This was a typical August day in Britain. Alice awoke to the gentle rhythm of the droplets against the glass. For a second she could make-believe she was in a spa, and this was a sound effects CD, and she was just coming to from a long and drowsy massage. But even with her eyes still closed, her face half-pressed into her pillow, her brain trying to back away from the thoughts she knew were reality, the fact remained.


Jill was gone.


She was dead, and it was Alice’s fault.


When Ed Bright knocked on the door of his daughter’s childhood bedroom a while later, with the trepidation of someone who’d been told by doctors and police professionals several times over the past week since it happened, ‘avoid loud noises’, she was already sitting up. Hunched, and staring at her fingers while they idly traced the floral pattern of her duvet cover, but upright.


‘Hello, my love,’ he soothed. ‘Mind if I come and drink my cup of tea in here? I brought you one.’


It was a sweet turn of phrase, Alice noticed, her dad acting like she was doing him a favour by giving him company while he drank, rather than the other way around.


‘Sure,’ she replied, her voice croaky from days of rasping sobs. She patted the bed and Ed perched, getting up again a moment later to draw back one of the curtains, watching her for signs of this not being okay.


‘Raining again,’ he remarked, settling back down and blowing on his mug of brew.


‘Why do you think I’m crying?’ Alice smiled to show her dad it was a joke. Just a small one.


‘Did you manage to go back to sleep?’


‘Yeah, sorry again for last night. You and Mum must be exhausted.’


‘We’re absolutely fine.’ He patted her shin ever so gently through the duvet.


Alice hadn’t slept through the night for over a week now, ever since the concert. At the beginning her mind was switching off when she slept, fatigued by the rush of events, the information overload, and the tilting of her world. Instead she would come to in middle of the night and when she opened her eyes to the darkness a fear would consume her and she couldn’t stop herself from crying out. When she started to sleep with the light on, the fears, the memories, knew exactly where she was, and they would creep into her dreams instead and find their way to her there. The result: crying out in her sleep instead.


Her parents seemed to take it in turns, like they’d done when she was a baby, to be the ones to get up and comfort their daughter, the feeling being that if two of them fussed around her it would be too overwhelming. Alice’s pattern with her father was becoming that he would come into the room with his iPad and a hot chocolate, sit beside her on the bed and they’d watch old Vicar of Dibley episodes until she drifted back into – for the time being – a peaceful slumber.


‘What are your plans today?’ she asked him, as if it was just a normal day and plans mattered.


‘Oh not much. Your mum wants to make a cake to take around to Jill’s family . . . We thought we’d go for a walk in a bit. Still good to get a bit of fresh air, even in the rain. Would you like to come?’


‘To deliver the cake?’ Alice couldn’t even comprehend going to Jill’s parents’ house. The thought of being there, when their daughter was not, felt like she’d be mocking them.


‘No, no,’ her dad reassured, worried he’d gone and said the wrong thing. He didn’t know how to navigate this. ‘A separate walk. If your leg feels okay?’


Alice shook her head. ‘No thanks, I’ll stay here.’


‘Are you sure? Why don’t you take some painkillers and then see how you feel in a while?’


‘No.’


‘No painkillers?’


She shook her head. She had no right to numb her pain.


After the crush Alice had been considered ‘one of the lucky ones’. Being so close to where the barriers broke she’d managed to release herself from the crowd fairly quickly. But she was disorientated and scared and she kept trying to get back into the throng to find Jill, to give her some water, until someone physically pulled her and dragged her to the first aid tent to stop the bleeding in her leg. She had no idea how long she’d been looking for Jill by that time, but she knew it would never, never feel like enough time. Jill was one of the six unlucky ones.


It hurt Alice to think about the concert itself in too much detail, or to analyse the sequence of events, because one thing was very clear to her: Jill was there because of her. She’d left Jill on her own. She was to blame for Jill’s death.


‘I don’t like to see you hurting, my love,’ Ed said, struggling for the words to show his daughter what he really meant.


Then don’t look at me, she thought, unkindly, but managed to bite her tongue before she said it out loud. He was only trying to help.


Alice shuffled back down into the bed with care, wincing in pain, and pulled the covers up. She closed her eyes though she knew she wouldn’t go back to sleep. ‘I think I’m going to try and nap again,’ she told her dad. ‘Thank you for the tea.’


She heard him leave the room and pull the door to, but not closed, and she wished she could feel better quicker, for her parents’ sake. But how could she pretend to feel okay when she couldn’t even remember what okay felt like?


A day later, maybe two, Alice was pacing her bedroom, enjoying the ache it caused her leg. With each step she allowed the throb to vividly remind her not of the concert – she didn’t allow herself to think of that – but not to forget to think about Jill, even for a second.


She picked up a pen from her windowsill and tapped it against her wound as she walked, an extra little sharp pain, an extra thing to fidget with.


The pen fell from her fingers and she cursed, crouching as best she could with her bad leg out to the side to pick it up. And within a microsecond she was back at the concert.


It was like a tableau she’d stepped into, where the world was frozen but she could see every detail of that second before it happened, painted in front of her in vivid, 4D surround sound. She was crouched to the ground, her hand pressed hard against her dropped lipstick, surrounded by legs and feet in outfits that had been planned and favourite shoes, that now danced as if they were on fire, looking for somewhere to step, looking for gaps to run into. Sweat and the scent of sticky, spilled soda rose from the ground and hovered in the air. Jill was behind her, half turned, a smile on her face and Alice cried because she knew what was coming. And she kept crying because she couldn’t stop it and she wanted to shout out to Jill to move but she was frozen, they all were, frozen in a last moment that should never have happened.


Alice tried and tried to make a sound but all that came out was a strained, inaudible wail that went on and on.


Liz Bright was in the upstairs corridor when she heard the pacing stop, and had crept towards her daughter’s door to listen, to see if it was appropriate to go in. When she heard the sound of her daughter cry out a few moments later her heart broke and she pushed her way in to find Alice crouched in a ball on the floor, her hand reaching statically for a pen, her eyes searching for something Liz couldn’t see.


‘Oh my love.’ Liz rushed to her daughter’s side and stroked her head, grasping her hand, saying her name over and over again. She didn’t know if this was the right thing to do but every instinct told her to do anything to bring Alice back from the place she’d gone to.


Eventually Alice seemed to inhale again, her breaths coming thick and fast, her rapid eye movements becoming slower and her head lowered. The tears came, dropping from her in parallel to her entire body drooping into Liz’s arms. ‘Mum,’ she said. ‘I dropped my lipstick again.’


‘It’s okay, it was just a pen, you’re safe, you’re at home.’


Alice looked around. How could she be in her childhood bedroom when she was just there? ‘It felt real, though. I saw her.’


‘I know, but it’s okay, I promise. I’ve got you.’ And her mum didn’t let go.


Later that same day, Alice ventured downstairs where her mum and dad were sitting at the kitchen table discussing something (probably her) in hushed tones.


Ed jumped up when he saw her. ‘Hello love, how are you feeling?’


She shrugged. ‘Okay.’ She didn’t feel okay, but she couldn’t bear to tell them that a week . . . ten days . . . two weeks (how long had it been?) in and she felt exactly the same. Numb.


‘Mum was telling me about your, um, episode this morning. I think we should ask the doctor to come back over, just for a talk.’


‘I’m fine.’


Ed and Liz exchanged a glance. Ed opened his mouth again but Alice shot in with the question which was the reason she’d come down in the first place.


‘Where is Bear?’


‘Bear?’ her mum asked. ‘One of your old teddy bears? I think they’re all in the wardrobe—’


‘No, Bear, the dog, Jill’s dog. Is he okay?’


‘Oh, the puppy,’ Ed answered. ‘The big puppy. He’s fine. He’s at Jill’s mum and dad’s.’


‘How do you know?’


‘I went over there the other day, just to see how they were,’ Liz said, in an almost apologetic tone. ‘I took some cake.’


‘Oh yes, the cake,’ said Alice. Liz and Ed got to keep a daughter, but at least Jill’s parents had cake. ‘How were they with you?’


‘Fine. Very sad. I didn’t stay long. Do you mind that I went?’


‘No.’ Alice wanted to know more. ‘Did they say anything about me?’


‘They asked how you were. I told them about your leg, and about how you were staying with us for a while.’


‘Are they angry at me?’


‘For not coming over? No, of course not,’ Liz soothed.


‘No, for . . . ’ Alice’s voice cracked but she didn’t have enough tears left in her at the moment. ‘For being alive.’


Ed thumped a fist on the table, his own eyes prickling with tears, which was something Alice had never seen before. She had a flash thought about how if she had died he would have been doing this a lot.


‘Ed . . . ’ said Liz.


‘Alice, don’t you ever say that or think that ever again,’ he cried. ‘I’m sorry, Liz, but I’m so angry that this stupid, stupid accident has . . . has . . . taken everything from so many people, and even the ones still here like our little Alice are having bad dreams and flashbacks and wondering if people wished they were dead.’


‘Dad, I . . . ’


‘I’m sorry, love, I don’t mean to get all worked up, I know it’s not helping. Just please remember how important you are to all of us. Don’t ever think anyone’s angry.’ He rubbed his eyes. ‘Jill’s mum and dad don’t wish anything bad had happened to you – that wouldn’t have saved their little girl.’


‘But I asked her to come to the concert with me. She wouldn’t have been there if it wasn’t for me.’


Liz guided Alice to the table and placed a mug of tea in front of her. ‘You just can’t think like that.’


‘But I do.’


‘I know. I hope one day you won’t.’


One day felt like a really long way away.




Chapter 7


Almost three weeks had passed since it happened, and at dawn Alice was back in her room, sitting up in bed, wondering why the sun had chosen today of all days to shine again. It seemed cruel.


Ed was nursing his cup of tea beside her, making small talk that she wasn’t hearing.


‘I guess I’d better have a shower.’ Alice made a move to get up, lifting the duvet and glimpsing, before quickly looking away, the long, thin wound that would eventually scar, sweeping its way up her left leg. She stood and made it halfway to the door when she just stopped. Her shoulders sank, her head tipped and she stood in her pyjamas, hopeless. ‘I don’t want to go, Dad.’


Ed put his mug down on a book that had remained unopened on Alice’s bedside table, and rushed to his daughter’s side, enveloping her in his arms. His poor little girl. This poor, happy little thing going through something so very horrible, and as he kissed her straggled hair he thought, not for the first time, how at least he still got to hold her. It was heartbreaking, but his daughter was intact. He felt awful for even comparing himself to Jill’s parents.


To Alice it was akin to being a small child again, unable to process anything beyond the walls of the past three weeks. And simultaneously it was as if her soul had aged twenty years overnight at having to face mortality. I can’t do it, she repeated to herself. I can’t do it. She can’t be gone.


And then as quickly as they came, the tears retreated for now, like the watering can had just needed emptying again. She was back to empty, and she took a big breath. ‘But I have to go, don’t I?’
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