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For the young activists demanding change and to all those who came before them who passed the megaphone and told them to keep resisting.









Stand before the people you fear and speak your mind – even if your voice shakes.


– Maggie Kuhn









What’s your earliest memory? It’s something lovely, isn’t it? Like the first time you tasted chocolate ice cream. Or the first time you saw the sea. Or waking up on Christmas morning to find the rollerblades you’d asked Santa for under the tree. Or maybe it’s your uncle showing up on your birthday with a wriggling, pink-bellied puppy that you loved so much, you understood why your mother kissed you on the cheek for no reason sometimes.


Or perhaps it’s something sharper, like that time you got lost in the supermarket. Or the first time you fell off your bicycle and there was no one there to stop it happening.


My earliest memory isn’t as traumatic, but it has still imprinted on me in an enduring, indelible way. It was the summer of 2014. I was seven and my mother had taken me to a Greenpeace protest. It wasn’t my first protest (technically, that was a Climate Rush rally when she was eight months pregnant with me) but it was the first one that I remember, probably because it was also the first time I was on the six-thirty news.


There we were, me and forty-nine other kids, outside Shell’s headquarters in London, building Arctic animals out of massive LEGO pieces to protest their long-running partnership with Shell. Well, that’s what Greenpeace was doing. I was building LEGO. But then I turned away from adjusting the eyes on the snowy owl to show my mother and saw that we were surrounded by people. Some looked slightly bewildered as they passed on their way to grab a sandwich for lunch, but most cheered us on and stopped to sign the petition. And of course there was that crew from Channel 4 News, who asked me why we were there and I pointed up at the people peering down at us from inside the Shell building and said, ‘They’re listening.’


‘Can you feel it, querida?’ my mother asked, squeezing my hand as she led me over to join the other kids behind the large SAVE THE ARCTIC letters that we’d made out of white LEGO. And I did. It was several years before I was able to articulate exactly what it was, but it’s the same thing I feel every time I go to a protest. That moment when the number of faces I recognise in the crowd are outnumbered by the ones I don’t as people stop whatever they’re doing long enough to pay attention.


Some laugh. Some sneer. Some stay and ask questions. It’s the people my age that tend to be the most curious, though. But then, if I saw a load of teenagers shouting and waving signs, I’d ask myself why. I see them watching us sometimes, trying not to stare while they’re with their family, or frowning down at us from the top deck of the bus. Later, when they’re bored, I hope they google us to see what we were protesting and find one of our videos. And while I’m sure most of them will probably roll their eyes then go back to their For You page, I’ve been doing this long enough now to know that not all of them will.


Some will watch another video.


Then another.


And another.


And another.


And that’s how you start a revolution: one bored teenager at a time.


It can only happen in that moment. I still it feel nine years later. The moment when a crowd becomes a congregation, when milling becomes marching and chatter becomes chanting and suddenly everyone is calling for the same thing. Our energy – and purpose – fusing, flaring, spreading until you can feel it sparking off the hair on the back your neck because this is it.


It’s about to happen.


We’re about to change the world.
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Riley calls it the TICK TICK before the BOOM, but for me, it feels more like a wave that’s building and all I can do is stand there and wait for it to hit me. Today, I feel it as soon as Riley and I get off the bus, this buzz in the distance punctuated by the steady beat of Sasha’s drum that we walk in time with.


As we approach The Dorchester, I see the Out of Time crew. They’re outnumbered by a wall of police officers on the other side of the road guarding the entrance to the hotel, which is overkill for thirty teenagers sitting cross-legged on the pavement holding a sign. I mean, most of them have such chronic anxiety that they’re unlikely to make direct eye contact with you, let alone storm a hotel, but whatever.


Roll out the tanks, I guess.


Tab is on Live as she paces back and forth with a megaphone leading a call of, ‘Earth before …’ that everyone responds to with, ‘Profit!’ They chant it over and over, each pause filled by Sasha’s drum as people stop to take photos. As soon as they do, Tab approaches to tell them why we’re there and while most recoil (rightly so given they’ve just been charged at by someone with a megaphone), some lean in and listen.


When everyone sees Riley and me, they cheer and Sasha bangs her drum with renewed purpose. With that, the call and response gets louder, which is enough to make the row of police officers look across the road at us. As soon as they see me, it prompts a domino line of turned heads as they step forward just enough to let me know they’re there, but not enough to discourage me from doing something that will give them an excuse to close the distance between us. But I just smile sweetly, making sure to wave at them as Tab laughs, then lowers the megaphone.


‘Here she is, guys,’ she announces on Live, ‘our fearless leader!’


Tab knows I hate it when she calls me that, but before I can object, she slings her arm around my waist and pulls me into her so my face appears on the screen as well. Given that we haven’t spoken for the last two weeks, I can’t help but tense at the unexpected contact, her cheek warm against mine. My head swims as I’m forced to remember the smell of her, that lavender and geranium shampoo I’ve used so many times and the perfume I bought her for her birthday.


With that, any self-control I thought I had immediately abandons me as she smiles. I was worried that it would be weird seeing her again, but Tab’s so normal – so brazenly, painfully normal – that when I see my smile slip on the screen, I catch myself and beam brightly before she – or anyone else – notices.


‘Hey, guys!’ I salute everyone on Live with two fingers. ‘Who’s ready to raise hell?’


Tab squeezes her eyes shut, throws her head back and screams, ‘Yes!’


It’s echoed by the Out of Time crew sitting at our feet as Riley jumps in behind Tab and me and sticks his tongue out, then points at the screen and says, ‘Let’s fucking go!’


There’s a flurry of cheers as I crouch down on the pavement. Riley and Tab do the same – him to my left, her to my right – her phone on me now as I check in with the others.


‘Have they gone in?’


Tab nods. ‘Twenty minutes ago.’


I’m pissed I missed it but at least the others were here.


‘Have the police said anything?’


All at once, their gaze flicks over my shoulder to the wall of officers on the other side of the road.


When they look back at me, everyone shakes their heads.


‘So they haven’t put up any notices or given anyone a leaflet or anything?’ I ask.


Tab shakes her head this time. ‘No, nothing.’


‘Good.’ I nod. ‘OK, let’s go.’ I clap my hands and they cheer again. ‘You know the drill, guys, stay on the pavement. Make sure everyone can get past. If they can’t or if we go into the road, they’ll bust us for Obstruction of the Highway. Remember, keep it peaceful. We can’t do anything that can be construed as’ – I count off each one on my fingers – ‘disorder, damage, disruption, impact or intimidation.’


‘What about Sash’s drum?’ someone asks.


‘I doubt anyone paying a grand a night to stay here is going to be thrilled, but for the police to intervene it has to be significant and prolonged.’ I use air quotes. ‘We’ll only be here for a couple more hours, so they’ll leave us alone if we stay across the road, say our bit and go. Which is fine. We’re not here to confront anyone, are we?’


Everyone nods.


‘We’re just making Jeremy Casey aware that we know that he’s in there’ – I thumb over my shoulder – ‘schmoozing BP execs and helping them make even more money, and that’s not OK. It’s not OK that our Secretary of State for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs is sucking up to a company directly responsible for the climate crisis while we’re out here without coats because it’s the warmest February on record.’


Everyone claps and Tab turns her phone to say, ‘Fuck yeah!’


‘So when Casey and those execs walk out later, let’s make sure they know that we’re not going to let them get away with it.’


‘Earth before …’ Tab shouts.


Everyone responds with, ‘Profit!’


When Sasha starts banging her drum again, Tab gestures at Riley and me to get up, then gives someone her phone and tells them to keep going.


As soon as they start chanting, she tugs us away. ‘Ren, don’t look now but the BBC are here.’


She grins, but I frown. ‘Why? We’re protesting a lunch.’


Tab and Riley raise their eyebrows at each other as I glance across the road.


‘I don’t like this, guys. Maybe we should call it a day.’


‘You’re kidding?’ Tab says, appalled. ‘We want the BBC here.’


‘But there’s nothing to film. We’re not climbing a crane, or anything.’


‘They don’t know that.’ She holds the megaphone out to me. ‘So now’s the time to say something, Ren. Before they realise that this isn’t worth their time and leave.’


I look around to discover that as well as the BBC News crew, there are half a dozen photographers in the crowd gathering in Hyde Park behind us. When I spot a cluster of people in Out of Time hoodies, I wave them over then stop to take photos before Riley helps them over the low fence so they can join us. But as the crowd gets bigger, it’s clear that most of them have no idea who we are. I guess they heard us chanting and are now looking between us and the police across the road, phones poised for whatever is about to happen, which is exactly what we want. For people to stop. To ask questions. To google Out of Time and tag us on their social media.


So I don’t know why I suddenly feel so uneasy.


‘Come on, Ren,’ Tab says, pupils swelling. ‘Give them something worth filming.’


When the corners of her mouth twitch, my heart beats wildly as I take the megaphone from her and climb up on to the fence. It’s more of a railing so it takes me a second to get my balance. Tab and Riley reach up to steady me, but before I can raise the megaphone, I’m aware of a commotion behind me and look over my shoulder as the crowd parts and a police officer strides towards me.


‘Renata Barbosa!’ he bellows. ‘Get down from there!’


‘Sergeant Sykes.’ I turn to face him with a grin. ‘Long time no see.’


When he stops in front of me with a stern frown, Riley initiates a chorus of pantomime boos.


‘Leave her alone!’ Tab yells. ‘She’s not doing anything wrong!’


Sergeant Sykes ignores her. ‘Come on, Renata. Get down. You’re blocking the pavement.’


‘I’m not on the pavement.’


He tips his chin up at the Out of Time crew who are now on their feet, facing him. ‘They are.’


‘They’re not blocking it. If anyone wants to get past there’s plenty of room. Right, guys?’


They back me up with a cheer, but Sergeant Sykes shakes his head. ‘Come on, Renata. Get down.’


When he raises his arm, I think he’s going to grab me and almost lose my footing. Luckily Tab and Riley reach up to steady me as I say, ‘It’s still legal to peacefully protest in the UK, last time I checked.’


Another officer I don’t recognise appears then. ‘Come on, kids. That’s enough now. Break it up.’


My gaze narrows at kids and when the booing from the Out of Time crew burns out, I make sure I look him in the eye when I say, ‘There’s nothing to break up. We’re just standing here.’


That prompts a cheer as Tab and Riley jump up on to the railing to stand either side of me, Tab’s phone pointed at the officers as she leads everyone in another call and response.


The officer chuckles sourly, then turns to Sergeant Sykes. ‘You were right about her, Dan.’


He raises his eyebrows. ‘You know her mum’s Lady Fernanda Barbosa, right?’


Professor Dame Fernanda Barbosa, I’m about to correct, but the officer chuckles again and looks up at me with a smirk.


‘I don’t care who your mum is; this is over.’


‘Back off!’ Riley roars. ‘We’re allowed to protest!’


Tab has her phone in the officer’s face now. ‘Careful, Ren has four million followers and they’re watching.’


But the officer just laughs as the chants turn to shouts and we’re swallowed by a sea of neon yellow. In the scrum that follows, my foot slips from the railing, but when I reach for Tab and Riley, they’re not there.
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Sitting in a cell at Kensington Police Station waiting for my mother to arrive certainly wasn’t on my bingo card for today. I figured I’d go to The Dorchester, raise hell, give Jeremy Casey and the assholes from BP the finger, then go to the pub with Tab and Riley, like we do after every protest.


Still, it’s not the first time that the police have made me sit in a cell ‘until I’ve calmed down’ – or until they need the cell, whichever comes first – but it is the first time that they’ve told me they can’t question me without an adult present and I’m not going to lie, I’m nervous. Questioning me implies that there’s something to question me about, and if there’s something to question me about, that means there’s something to charge me with.


If Riley was here, he’d tell me not to worry, but my mother isn’t going to be as blasé. It’s bad enough when the police let me go with a slap on the wrist, so I dread to think how she’s going to react when she finds out that they might charge me. It’s enough to have me considering the logistics of Shawshanking my way out of here using the leaflet the custody sergeant just gave me informing me of my rights.


DC Abbell seems as anxious as I am about her arrival because he keeps opening the hatch every few minutes to check I’m still here, until, finally, the door swings opens and I sit up.


‘Your mother is on her way,’ he says, his face a shade of pink I immediately recognise.


I try not to smirk. ‘How do you know Mum, DC Abbell?’


‘I used to work at Number 10.’ He nods solemnly. ‘She’s a remarkable woman.’


‘And by remarkable you mean …’


He hesitates, his gaze darting around the cell, before settling back on me as he dips his head and lowers his voice. ‘Terrifying. I’ve done two tours of Afghanistan and if I did another, she’s who I’d want by my side.’


Try being her daughter, I think as he hurries out and when he does, I’m almost certain that I see the custody sergeant behind the desk opposite my cell hastily tidying papers as it swings shut.


As soon as I hear it lock again, I ask Our Lady of Aparecida to watch over me because this isn’t going to end well for me. My mother is formidable enough when she’s on Question Time, deftly dismantling anyone naïve enough to disagree with her. But that’s Professor Dame Fernanda Barbosa DBE, CBE and about twenty-seven other letters I’ve stopped trying to memorise because every time I do, she earns another three. She can bring anyone to their knees with a cutting quip and an equally cutting smile, but when it’s just us and there’s no audience watching, her carefully curated Oxbridge accent vanishes and she’s like every other Brazilian mother.


So, when the door opens again, I brace myself.


But it isn’t her.


It’s the last person I expect to see at Kensington Police Station on a Friday night.


‘Pearl Newman,’ I say with a slow smile as they lead her in.


She stops and stares at me, her eyes almost neon green in the severe fluorescent light. ‘Renata Barbosa.’


‘You know each other?’ DC Abbell seems relieved. ‘Good. You won’t mind sharing, then.’ When I continue to smile and Pearl continues to look horrified, he adds, ‘It’s busier than usual tonight thanks to you lot, so trust me, when the pubs close and it really kicks off, you’d rather be together.’


Pearl’s eyes widen.


But I wave my hand at him. ‘Don’t worry, DC Abbell. We’ll be fine.’


When he leaves, locking the door behind him, I slide along the bench so Pearl can sit, the mattress squeaking comically as I do. ‘Mattress’ is generous. It isn’t much thicker than a yoga mat and made of crayon-blue-coloured rubber, so I don’t blame Pearl for looking down at it, then up at me, then crossing her arms.


‘I never thought I’d see you here, Miss Newman,’ I say, my smile sharpening to a smirk. ‘What happened? Forget to return a library book?’


‘Wait.’ She blinks at me. ‘Are you actually acknowledging my existence, Renata? I’m honoured. But then’ – she stops to look around the tight cell – ‘you can’t run away this time, can you?’


For the record, I’ve never run away from Pearl.


But I have avoided her.


And that hasn’t been easy. We’ve been in each other’s orbits for years. We go to the same protests and we’ve been invited to the same conferences, so it’s taken some effort to ensure that we’ve never been introduced. That probably sounds harsh because she seems sweet enough – the sort of friend that your mother checks will be there before she agrees to let you go anywhere – but I’ve seen enough of the insipid, inspiring posts on her Instagram, GreenGirlPearl, to know that we won’t get along.


Still, I get why people want us to be friends.


But let me get one thing straight: I’m an activist.


Pearl is an influencer.


There’s a difference.


That’s definitely harsh, but it’s hard not to be when I’m out here, being detained every week for holding companies like BP accountable, while Pearl is sitting behind a computer, posting cute, colourful infographics.


Still, maybe she isn’t as sweet as she looks because when I smirk at her again, she doesn’t flinch, and I’m almost impressed. I’ve always thought Pearl was kind of, well, blah, so she should be in tears by now.


Even in the brutal light of the cell, I can see that she’s as pretty as her photos. She’s not my type, but she has this whole Elle Fanning thing going on that people swoon over. All blonde hair and big eyes and pink cheeks. Perfect Pearl with her perfectly pressed shirt and her perfectly straight hair that’s parted perfectly in the centre.


Even her white VEJA Campos are pristine.


Meanwhile, here I am, a smear of black. Between the hoodie I borrowed from Riley and my favourite pair of jeans that are being held together by gaffer tape and prayer, I look every bit the cliché. Even if wearing black is less about showing how misunderstood I am and more an effort to avoid being picked out of a crowd.


When I don’t respond, she continues, ‘I guess that’s one of the benefits of sharing with a regular, you get the best cell.’


‘Nah. My favourite is the last one on the left,’ I tell her. ‘More light.’


Her smile is swift – deniable – but I see it.


When her eyes linger on my face, I know she sees my mother. Technically, half my DNA belongs to my father, but you wouldn’t know it to look at me. He left before I was born and it’s as though he didn’t leave a trace in me, either, because I am all my mother. Same dark hair and eyes. Same deep, copper skin. Same constellation of freckles across the bridge of our noses. We even have the same mole below our bottom lip, hers on the left and mine on the right, as though we’re looking at one another in a mirror.


If I didn’t know better, I’d say that when my father left, my mother smirked at him in that way she does – in that way I do as well, I’m told – and said, ‘Well, if you don’t want her, she’s going to be all mine.’


‘You should sit down,’ I suggest, patting the mattress. ‘It’s going to be a long night.’


‘You’d know. How many times have you been detained now, Renata?’


‘Only my mother calls me Renata. My mates call me Ren.’


She doesn’t miss a beat. ‘Like I said, how many times has it been now, Renata?’


ZING, I think, swallowing a chuckle as I imagine a scoreboard somewhere registering the point.


When I close one eye and begin counting, she holds her hand up. ‘If you have to think about it, it’s too many,’ she tells me as she considers where to sit, her options limited to the toilet in the corner and the floor.


She seems to be contemplating the floor when we hear a voice on the other side of the cell door wailing.


When she looks over her shoulder then paces towards me, I expect her to sit as far away as possible, wedge herself in the corner against the white tiled wall, but instead she drops next to me on the bench with a sigh.


‘Did they tell you what’s going to happen next?’ I ask as she stares at the door.


‘Yeah,’ she mutters, uncrossing her arms to show me the leaflet they’ve given her as well.


‘Is someone on their way for you?’


‘They called my mum.’


‘Did you accept the caution?’


Pearl looks alarmed. ‘You mean that thing they say when they arrest you?’


‘No, when the police brought you in, did they offer to let you go with a caution?’


‘Yeah, but someone in the police van warned me they were going to do that, so I didn’t.’


I feel a pinch of pride as I realise that was probably Riley.


That’s how we met, actually, in the back of a police van after a Just Stop Oil protest.


‘They make it sound like it’s nothing,’ I tell her, ‘but it’s an admission of guilt and stays on your record.’


Pearl nods, then crosses her arms again. ‘I didn’t say anything.’


‘Keep it that way until your mum gets here. Even then, don’t say anything without a solicitor.’


She nods again, but I feel bad because I’ve obviously scared the shit out of her.


‘Listen. Don’t worry. They’re running out of cells, so they’ll want us out of here as soon as possible.’


She nods, then resumes glaring at the door, her long blonde hair falling between us like a curtain.


‘I knew I shouldn’t have gone to your ridiculous protest,’ she mutters, her back straightening as the wailing outside becomes more urgent.


‘Why did you? You’ve never been to an Out of Time protest before.’


She flicks her hair with a theatrical sigh. ‘It’s an inset day. I didn’t have anything better to do.’


‘And there isn’t a sale on at Next?’


The scoreboard registers a point for me this time as she glances down at what she’s wearing, then scowls.


‘Actually, I was taking photos for a piece I’m writing for The Good Trade.’


‘Yeah? I didn’t see you.’


‘You were too busy getting us all arrested.’ She turns to glare at me, but when I snigger as I play with the strings on Riley’s hoodie, she huffs. ‘It’s not funny, Renata. They’re going to charge us.’


‘No, they’re not. They’ll just send us home with a slapped wrist. Trust me.’


‘Trust you?’


‘Not my first rodeo, remember?’


I give her the double finger guns, but the seemingly permanent groove between her eyebrows deepens.


She uncrosses her arms to gesture at the door. ‘They just told me that they’re going to charge us.’


‘With what?’ I snort.


‘When the police found out about the protest, they put a Section 14 order in place.’


I snigger again, tickled at the thought of the police scrambling to justify why they arrested a load of teenagers for standing in the street. I hope BBC News got a shot of them hauling off fourteen-year-old Sasha.


That’ll look great on the six o’clock news, won’t it?


‘There was no Section 14.’ I wave my hand at her. ‘They’re just trying to scare you.’


‘Why would they want to scare me?’


‘So you accept a caution. If we do, they can tell themselves that this wasn’t a complete waste of time.’


‘How can you be so sure?’


‘Because when they impose a Section 14 order, they have to communicate it and they didn’t. I checked.’


‘Well, they did. They’ve called the duty solicitor for me.’


‘They didn’t say any of that to me,’ I tell her when she tosses the leaflet on the mattress between us.


‘Because they know your mum’s going to arrive lawyered up.’


‘They’re full of shit.’ I sniff. ‘Section 14 notices aren’t for thirty teenagers protesting a lunch.’


‘Forgive me for believing a police officer over someone wearing jeans held together with gaffer tape.’


‘Do you know how many protests I’ve organised, Pearl? I’ve memorised the Public Order Act.’ I tap my finger against my temple. ‘This is what they do. They find a flimsy reason to haul us into custody so they can keep us here until it’s calmed down, then give us a telling-off and send us home. It’s a way of shutting down the protest.’


‘You’d know,’ she says, but there’s no sting to it this time as she crosses her arms again.


‘We didn’t do anything wrong. We shouldn’t have been arrested. We’re allowed to protest the fact that our politicians are cosying up to an industry directly responsible for the climate crisis.’


Pearl stares at me. ‘You don’t know, do you?’


‘Know what?’


But instead of answering, she asks, ‘Who organised today’s protest?’


‘Tab and Riley. Why?’


Pearl exhales through her nose and shakes her head. ‘Be careful, Renata?


‘Of what?’


‘Out of Time is so big now that you’re going to lose control of it eventually.’


My throat tightens like a fist and in that moment, I realise why I’ve never liked Pearl.


People think they know why: Pearl’s jealous of me because I’m the face of environmental activism. And I’m jealous of her because she’s coming for my crown. She hates me because I’m cooler than she is. And I hate her because she’s prettier than I am. Plus, we’re both queer, so we’re secretly in love with each other.


‘See’ – I lean back against the tiled wall – ‘this is why I can’t with you, Pearl.’


She turns to me, her pink cheeks pinker. ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’


‘I get enough of this at home. I don’t need it from you as well.’


Pearl seems delighted, her eyelashes fluttering as she says, ‘Well, if you’re comparing me to your mother, then that’s a huge compliment. She’s brilliant.’


‘Yeah,’ I tell her, fighting the urge to roll my eyes. ‘She’s also insufferable.’


Pearl gasps, one hand flying to her chest as though I’ve just called Zendaya ugly, or something.


‘Neither of us would be here without your mother, Renata.’


‘Be sure to remind her of that when she gets here, will you?’ I ask, tipping my chin up at the cell door.


‘Your mother—’ Pearl starts to say, but I cut her off.


‘Don’t,’ I warn because I can’t hear it again.


I can’t hear how brilliant my mother is while I sit in a police cell waiting for her to bail me out.


So, instead I say, ‘Yeah, Out of Time is growing quickly, but that’s because nonviolent civil disobedience works, Pearl. I know you don’t agree—’


‘It’s not that I don’t agree,’ she interrupts, her brow puckering again. ‘It’s that I’m not convinced those tactics work. I’m concerned they do more harm than good.’


‘There it is,’ I mutter with a bitter chuckle as I turn away from her and lean back against the wall again.


My mother’s favourite refrain.


Be careful, Renata.


You’re damaging the cause, Renata.


‘There what is?’ When I don’t respond, Pearl snorts and says, ‘And this is why I can’t with you, Renata.’


I make myself look at her and as soon as I do, she tilts her head at me.


‘You do know it’s possible to have two different approaches to the same problem, right?’


I sit up so suddenly, the mattress shifts beneath us. ‘You literally just said nonviolent civil disobedience does more harm than good. Like, four seconds ago. You can’t have forgotten already.’


‘No, I said that I’m concerned that those tactics do more harm than good. I.’ She points at herself. ‘Me.’


‘What’s the difference?’


‘The difference is that what works for me and what works for you are not necessarily the same thing, but that doesn’t make one inherently better than the other, does it?’


‘No, the implication that one does more harm than good makes one inherently better than the other.’


Pearl rolls her eyes and that’s it, I see red.


‘Listen, Pearl. I don’t give a fuck. Every year there are more wildfires. Storms. Floods. Ocean temperatures are at an all-time high. The Great Barrier Reef is literally cooking. 2023 is set to be the hottest year on record and there’s no way the government’s reaching net zero by 2050. I’m done playing nice.’


‘Is that what you think I’m doing?’ She stares at me. ‘Playing nice.’


I hold my hands up. ‘GreenGirlPearl is great at what it does. Impeccable vibes.’


‘Impeccable vibes?’ she repeats, an eyebrow raised.


‘Truly. But you can take your little photos –’


‘I’m a Teen Vogue Digital Storytelling Fellow but go on.’


That’s actually kind of impressive, but I’m on a roll and can’t stop.


‘And you can do your little thrifted clothing hauls –’


‘Say little one more time,’ she warns.


‘But let’s face it, it’s not enough. The war isn’t going to be won with empathy, Pearl.’


‘How is it going to be won, Renata.’


‘By getting in people’s faces. Making them listen. Making them do something about it.’


‘I know what you think and—’


‘Why do you care what I think?’ she cuts in. ‘I thought you didn’t give a fuck?’


‘I don’t,’ I tell her, but it doesn’t sound as convincing as I hoped. When she smiles in a way that lets me know that she notices, I sit up. ‘What?’ I push. ‘Just say it.’


She thinks about it for a moment then says, ‘I don’t trust them, OK?’


‘Who?’


‘Tab and Riley. Actually, Riley’s harmless. He just does as he’s told. Tab’s the one you need to watch.’


‘Why?’ I ask, even though I know she’s wrong.


‘She loves the chaos. The drama and the police and being on the news. But to keep that up, Out of Time will eventually have to cross the line from nonviolent civil disobedience into full on anarchy.’


I laugh, but she keeps going. ‘Tab and Riley need you for now, because you’re the face of Out of Time.’ Her right eyebrow quirks up for second. ‘But you won’t be able to control them much longer.’


I laugh again, but it sounds hollow. She tucks her hair behind her ears as she says, ‘Just make sure that those two aren’t using you because of who your mum is.’


That is enough to make me glare at her again. ‘Why would you think that?’


‘Because until the whole impeccable vibes thing, I refused to believe that you were that much of an asshole to purposely embarrass your mum.’ She smiles sweetly. ‘But maybe you are.’


‘Calm down, Pearl. The protest had nothing to do with my mother.’


‘I knew it,’ she mutters. ‘You don’t know.’


‘Know what?’


‘That your mum was at that lunch at The Dorchester today.’


I stare at her for a second, then shake my head. ‘No, she wasn’t.’


‘Yes, she was.’


‘She’s my mother. Don’t you think I’d know something like that?’


‘She was talking about it on the Today programme this morning, Renata. She’s facilitating a deal between BP and the Crown Estate to create Scotland’s largest offshore wind hub in the Port of Leith,’ she says, the silence that follows a sharp, sheer drop that turns my stomach inside out as I ask myself how I didn’t know that.


But I was so worried about seeing Tab again that whatever my mother is up to wasn’t even on my radar.


‘Tab and Riley organised the protest today not you, right?’ Pearl reminds me, tugging me back.


I don’t hesitate. ‘They didn’t know. They would have told me.’


I know things are weird with Tab, but Riley one hundred per cent would have told me.


Pearl’s still staring with that smug look on her face, though.


‘They wouldn’t do that to me,’ I say and I mean it.


Feel it, somewhere deep in my bones.


‘You might think you know me because you’ve seen me on TikTok, or whatever, but you don’t,’ I tell her, trying to keep my voice even. ‘You have no idea what Tab and Riley are to me. They’re my family. They’d never use me to get back at Mum and I think it’s fucking shitty that this is literally the first time we’ve ever spoken and you’re trying to make me doubt the two people who mean the most to me.’


Pearl stares at me, her cheeks flushed, but before she can say anything else, I turn my face away.
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My mother’s timing is nothing if not impeccable.


I’m still stinging from what Pearl said, so I don’t notice the door swing open. I just feel a rush of cold air fill the stuffy cell and the relief that follows, which is immediately extinguished when DC Abbell strides in, his face pinker than before and his back straighter as he announces my mother’s arrival.


Pearl leaps to her feet with such urgency, the leaflet flutters to the floor like a broken bird. She smooths her shirt with her hands, then does the same with her hair. Usually, I’d laugh and tell her that it’s OK. It’s just Mum. But after what she just said, she’s been promoted to the top of my shit list. I hope she makes her cry, I think as my mother marches in, ushering in a cloud of jasmine and sanctimony as ‘The Imperial March’ plays in my head.


Much like Pearl, she seems absurdly out of place, like a video I saw once of a peacock swishing around a supermarket. And much like Pearl, she’s immaculate. A straight black line in a knee-length shift dress, a long wool coat and a pair of heels so sharp, I don’t know how they aren’t puncturing the grubby grey lino.


When she stops in the middle of the cell and exhales wearily, she looks like an exclamation mark, arms at her sides as she peers down at me on the bench, her dark eyes darker and her signature red lips pursed as she turns towards DC Abbell and says, ‘May I have a moment with my daughter, please?’


He seems relieved to be dismissed, hurrying out as she turns back to me and slowly raises her eyebrows.


Which is my cue to stand.


‘Renata,’ she says tightly when I pull myself to my feet to face her. ‘Are you OK?’


I nod once and tuck my hands into the front pocket of Riley’s hoodie.


‘Mum, listen …’ I start to say, but she shakes her head and raises a finger.


Which is my cue to shut up.


Her eyes flick up to the camera in the corner of the cell, then back to me. ‘Wait for Giles.’


Giles is her solicitor, a friend from Cambridge with skin like wet pastry and an accent so plummy it sounds as though it’s a struggle to get each word out. Still, he’ll make sure that I don’t get carted off to Bronzefield.


I nod again and when I look at her from under my eyelashes, her face softens and she smiles.


It takes me a second to realise that it isn’t directed at me, though.


‘Pearl Newman?’ my mother says.


‘Professor Dame Barbosa,’ she says stiffly, then bends slightly at the knees.


‘Did you just curtsy?’ I ask, appalled, as my mother frowns earnestly at her.


‘What are you doing here, darling?’


You have to know my mother like I do to know that was for my benefit.


First to remind me that I haven’t given her a reason to call me darling for a very long time.


And second to remind me that it’s a shock to find Pearl in a police cell.


Me? Not so much.


‘I was taking photos of the protest,’ Pearl says sheepishly.


‘Do you need a solicitor? If so, you can use mine. He’s excellent.’


‘That’s very kind, but it’s OK. The duty solicitor is on their way.’


‘Don’t use the duty solicitor,’ I mutter. As soon as I do, Pearl and my mother turn to look at me as though they’ve forgotten I’m there, which makes the tips of my ears burn as I shrug and say, ‘Duty solicitors are shit.’


The corners of my mother’s mouth lift for just a second, but then she catches herself and raises her voice slightly as she looks up at the camera again. ‘Duty solicitors are heroes, but Renata’s right; you need someone who specialises in this sort of thing. Use Giles. He’s an expert, thanks to my daughter.’


Nice.


‘What about Tab and Riley?’ I ask with a frown.


‘Oh, those two hoodlums will be fine.’ My mother waves her hand at me. ‘They’ve been arrested so many times that I’m sure they can represent themselves at this point.’


‘It’s OK.’ Pearl shakes her head. ‘The duty solicitor will be fine.’


My mother must realise why she’s hesitating because she says, ‘Don’t worry, it’s on me. You deserve it after being stuck in a cell with this one.’


‘It’s been fun, actually.’ I smirk. ‘We’ve been bonding, haven’t we? She just called me an asshole.’


Pearl gasps, her whole face aflame.


But my mother just laughs. ‘How long have you been in here with my darling daughter?’


‘About half an hour.’


‘That seems about right.’ She laughs again – bright and easy – then turns to me. ‘Pearl and I met at the Teen Vogue summit last year. She was on the panel that you and I were supposed to do,’ she explains as I wait for her to make a dig about me refusing to travel to Los Angeles. ‘Pearl was brilliant,’ she says with the sort of enthusiasm usually reserved for selling a used car. ‘So insightful.’


I brace myself and count back from three because I know what’s coming.


Sure enough, my mother sighs theatrically and says, ‘I’ve never understood why you can’t be friends with Pearl instead of those Out of Time anarchists, Renata.’


There it is.


Mercifully, the cell door opens and DC Abbell reappears to tell us that Giles has arrived.


‘Thank you. We’ll be right there,’ my mother says, but I’m already striding towards the door, my hands fisting in the front pocket of Riley’s hoodie.
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Pearl was right; the police did impose a Section 14 order outside The Dorchester.


‘This is such bullshit,’ I say, shivering with rage as my mother and I walk out the back door of the police station into the car park. ‘But if Giles isn’t worried, neither am I. If they had anything on me, they would have charged me, not released me under investigation.’


When she doesn’t say anything, just adjusts one of her gold earrings, I should let it go, but I can’t.


‘This just proves that what Out of Time is doing is working, Mum. They’re doing everything they can to stop us speaking out, but we have to, otherwise nothing will change.’


She tosses her head back and laughs, her dark eyes shining as she looks at me as if to say, Do not cite the deep magic to me, witch. I was there when it was written. I’m tempted to remind her that the police did the same thing to her when she protested animal testing as a teenager, but before I can, two officers approach. I tense, but my mother just smiles, as they nod at us on their way into the station.


As soon as they do, her smile recedes, and I know that she has no intention of discussing it.


Not now.


Not here.


When she begins tapping on her phone, I give up and take mine out of the back pocket of my jeans. It’s my burner because I don’t bring my personal one to protests. Only Tab and Riley have the number so when I take it off airplane mode, I see that I have a string of messages from Riley checking on me, but nothing from Tab. That stings but then I realise that she’s probably still being interviewed.


I check Instagram, but again, there’s nothing from Tab. Just a flurry of notifications from people pleading for an update. I should go on Live to let them know that I’m OK, but before I can, Riley sends a screenshot to our group chat of the BBC News homepage. I click on it to find a photo of me being led away by the police with the headline, RENATA BARBOSA PROTESTS MOTHER’S BP DEAL.


To my surprise, Tab responds a few seconds later with, Yes, Ren!


So, she’s out then, I realise and it needles at me that she hasn’t checked in with me. But then she replies with a string of laughing emojis and I feel a full-on scratch as I ask myself what’s so funny.


‘Renata, come on,’ my mother snaps, tugging me back as a Range Rover pulls up in front of us.


‘What is that? Where’s Maurice?’


‘It’s his wedding anniversary so I gave him the night off,’ she tells me as a driver in a neat black suit hops out and greets us with a practised smile, then opens the passenger door for my mother.


‘I can’t get in that,’ I tell her as she walks towards him. ‘I was just arrested at a climate change protest.’


She stops and turns on her heel. ‘Renata, I am capable of a great many things but finding a horse-drawn carriage at half eleven on a Friday night is beyond even my capabilities.’


‘Mum, please,’ I plead as I stare at the hulking black Range Rover.


‘Renata,’ she says through her teeth, ‘there are photographers outside and—’


‘Exactly! And if they get a shot of me in this beast it will undermine everything I’m saying!’


‘Fine,’ she says as she climbs into the backseat. ‘Ask Tab to pick you up on her bike, then.’


A photo of me leaving on the handlebars of Tab’s lime-green Wayfarer would be amusing, but as soon as I think it, I hear Pearl saying, Tab would love being in the papers, wouldn’t she?


I pick at the thought like a scab as I watch the driver stride around the back of the car to open the other passenger door for me as the window on my mother’s side slides down and she arches an eyebrow at me.


‘Renata, get in,’ she says crisply.


As much as I don’t want to be seen in a chauffeur-driven Range Rover, I conclude that it’s wise not to piss her off any more than I already have.


I join her in the backseat, then tug up my hood and duck down as the gates to the car park slide open. There are only two photographers, but when the backseat stutters with light, it feels like a lot more. They rush at the car, my heart hiccupping every time their lenses knock against the windows, but I don’t look up as the driver finally passes them and speeds off.


We don’t get far before we have to stop again and I panic as we join a procession of cars waiting to turn on to Kensington High Street, sure that the photographers are going to take advantage of the fact that we can’t go anywhere to get their shot. I brave a peek over my shoulder to check, but as I do, something knocks against the window on my side, and I duck down again. But it’s just the wing mirror of a scooter as a Deliveroo driver threads between the Range Rover and the row of parked cars.


When it darts away, I risk another peek from under the hood as we finally pull off. I’ve grown up travelling with my mother, bouncing from hotel rooms and short-term rentals around the world as she moves from one project to the next, so London is hardly home. But it’s the first city I remember living in, and even though I’ve lived in dozens of others since then, it will always be my favourite.


After being locked in a cell for most of the day, Friday night in London is overwhelming as cars honk and people cling to one another with such abandon I don’t know if they’re shrieking with horror or delight. It’s almost midnight, so it’s dark. Except it isn’t at all; the street a riot of light. Most of the storefronts are lit up, even though they’ve long been closed, and the neon signs of the ones still open glow red and green and hot, hot pink, promising everything from vapes to burgers while the streetlamps pick out groups of friends as they gather in rowdy clumps along the high street to decide whether the night is ending or getting started.


That should be me, I think as we pass them.


Out with my friends on a Friday night.


Tab and Riley are probably at the pub, regaling everyone with tales of the protest. Or at Riley’s, eating pizza in his cluttered living room that always smells of weed and the incense he lights to disguise it from his landlord.


And here I am, clutching my phone in one hand and my tote bag in the other, which contains most of my worldly possessions that don’t add up to much. Just a toothbrush, deodorant, a change of clothes, Riley’s lucky lighter, which I’ve ended up with somehow, lip balm, a twenty-pound note and some loose change, and the book I was hoping to finish, which was astonishingly naïve given how the day turned out.


I brave a glance at my mother to find her frowning at her phone, the rectangle of bright light making her eyebrows look even sharper and her lips even redder as she mutters something, then looks up. I tense, waiting for her to turn to me, but she presses her phone to her ear and begins talking to her publicist.


She then proceeds to talk to everyone but me. Her publicist, Max. Someone from British Airways about a flight to Austin tomorrow. Tia Aline, who obviously has some sort of Google alert set up for me. Max again.


They start going through her schedule for Austin but she has to put him on hold to answer another call, and as soon as she does, I hear her tone harden. She tells whoever it is that she’s already issued a statement and ends the call with a sharp sigh. When she goes back to Max to ask how The Sun got her personal number, I realise that she’s probably been fielding calls like that since the protest and feel a swift stab of guilt, the tips of my ears burning as she tells Max that she’ll have to change her number again.


When she hangs up, she pinches the bridge of her nose. In the silence that follows I hear a voice in my head, the one that so often leads me astray, telling me, Do it now, Renata. Tell her you’re sorry.


But I can’t.


I know my mother well enough to leave her alone.


She’ll let me know when she’s ready to talk and she won’t say a word before then.


And even if she was ready, she wouldn’t want to do it here, in front of a driver we don’t know.


But the guilt is gnawing at me. I can’t just sit here with it between us on the backseat because I can feel it growing, spreading, filling the car and pushing us further apart.


‘Mum, about today. I didn’t know that you were at The Dorchester. I thought—’


She holds up a hand to stop me. ‘Not now, Renata.’


It’s enough to make the words shrivel up on my tongue because that’s it.


She doesn’t want to talk, so we won’t talk.


So, I leave her to make her calls while I check my phone again, figuring that I’d better reply to Tab and Riley before my battery dies. As I’m about to, Tab’s name flashes up on my screen and my heart hiccups. But when I open the message, she’s not asking how I am – or how my interview went – she’s sent a link to the Guardian to the group chat with a crown emoji. I click on the link to find myself looking impossibly cool as I smile at Sergeant Sykes beneath the headline, FERNANDA BARBOSA’S DAUGHTER LEADS OUT OF TIME PROTEST.


The article is surprisingly measured given the Guardian is assuming that my appearance at the protest was a fuck you to my mother. But before I can read it, I notice that we’ve stopped and when I look up, I turn to her with a fierce frown.


‘You have got to be kidding me,’ I hiss as someone steps forward to open my door.


‘Welcome back to The Dorchester, Miss Barbosa,’ the doorman says with a bright smile.


He waits for me to get out, but when my mother nods at him, he nods back and closes the door again.


The driver takes the hint as well, stepping out of the car.


‘Mum, is this a joke?’ I ask.


She looks genuinely confused. ‘What do you mean, Renata?’


‘Are you bringing me back here to punish me, or something?’


‘Of course not.’ She laughs lightly as she slips her phone into her bag. ‘I’m supposed to be in the ballroom right now. I’ve been nominated for an Architectural Review Future Projects award for the hospital we designed in Copenhagen.’ She sweeps on a fresh layer of red lipstick, then snaps the compact shut and tosses it back into her bag. ‘So given that I have a breakfast meeting here in the morning, it made sense to stay overnight.’


I feel another stab of guilt, but my discomfort is soon swallowed by irritation as I look back at the hotel and say, ‘Mum, you could have literally stayed anywhere else but here.’


‘What’s wrong with The Dorchester?’


‘Exactly the same thing that’s wrong with this car and that bag.’


When I gesture at it, I feel something in my head begin to fray as she blinks at me a few times.


She looks down at the bag, her forehead creased, then back up at me.


‘Nossa,’ she mutters and I know that look.


It’s her Stop being so dramatic, Renata look.


‘This is hardly fast fashion,’ she scoffs, stroking the black quilted leather. ‘It belonged to your grandmother. Tia Aline didn’t speak to me for a month when Vó gave it to me.’


‘It’s not about the bag,’ I say through my teeth.


I tell myself to calm down because there’s still time to turn the car around before I say something that will send her into a blur of curls and jasmine-scented rage that concludes with her threatening to put me on the first flight to São Paulo to live with my grandparents.


So, I take a deep breath and exhale slowly through my nose. ‘I just thought things would be different.’


‘How so?’


‘I don’t know,’ I tell her, playing with the straps of my tote bag. ‘I thought that now you’re teaching at UCL you’d rent an apartment for us, or something. But you’re never here. Every other day you’re on a plane somewhere. You’re away so much I pretty much live with Riley. We’re talking about getting a two-bedroom.’


It’s not easy to catch my mother off guard, but I clearly have, the flutter of alarm that disturbs her brow confirming what I’ve always suspected.


She hasn’t noticed that we haven’t spent a night under the same roof since the new year.


I’m not surprised, but it’s still a blow.


She recovers quickly, though.


‘You’re not moving in with Riley, Renata. You’re sixteen years old. You’re not old enough to move out.’


‘Move out of where? We don’t have a house.’


I laugh and it sounds so harsh – so bitter – that I realise that we’re hurtling down that road again.


I can see the edge of the cliff approaching.


So I try a different tack. ‘Listen, Mum. I get it, OK? You travel so much that it’s not right to leave a house sitting empty when someone else could be using it. When I was a kid, I didn’t even realise it was weird that we didn’t have one because home was always your home in São Paulo. Where you grew up. Wherever we were in the world, we’d always end up back there. But that’s your home, not mine.’


‘It is your home, Renata.’


‘I know,’ I say, waiting for the air to warm again. But she just fusses over her earring, then her hair, then her earring again, so I try to find the right words, desperate to steer the car away from the cliff and towards some common ground. ‘You know how your room in São Paulo is exactly the same as the day you moved out? The CND poster still over your bed and the wardrobe full of stuff you haven’t worn since you were eighteen.’


She chuckles gently. ‘Mamãe will never throw out that sticky bottle of White Musk.’


‘Exactly. She still washes your sheets every week so they’re fresh in case you come home.’ I press my hand to my chest. ‘I’ve never had that, Mum. I’ve never slept in the same bed for more than a few months. I’ve been living out of a suitcase my whole life.’ I shrug and start fiddling with the straps on my tote bag again, wrapping one of them around my finger. ‘I watch people on TikTok, getting ready in their rooms, and they have fairy lights over the bed and a noticeboard covered in photos and I wish I had that. Somewhere of my own. Somewhere to go back to that smells like the first bottle of perfume I bought for myself.’


I wait for her chin to shiver as she nods.


Or to reach over to quiet my bouncing knee with her hand.


But she just gives me that look again.


‘Renata, por favor.’


‘What?’ I ask with a wounded frown.


‘No, you’ve never had your own room,’ she says and I recognise that tone. It’s the one I’ve heard her use on Question Time so often. The one she uses when she wants someone to think that she agrees with their point, right before she eviscerates them. ‘But you’ve seen the world, Renata.’ Do you know how many people your age would trade a single bed in a box room to spend Christmas at an elephant sanctuary in Rambukkana or to watch the turtles hatch on the Galápagos Islands?’


‘I know,’ I tell her as my cheeks burn. I look down at the piece of gaffer tape on the knee of my jeans. It’s started to curl up in one corner again, so I smooth it down with a defeated sigh. Not just because she’s right but because there’s no way of saying that Riley’s tiny flat over a kebab shop in Earl’s Court still feels like the closest thing I’ve ever had to a home without sounding unforgivably ungrateful.


Still, she must know that because she says, ‘But you’d rather sleep on Riley’s sofa than be with me.’


‘Mum, stop it. You know I’d rather be with you, but I can’t.’


‘Why not?’ she says and it’s all I can do not to scream because I’m not buying the wounded mother act.


‘You know why. We’ve discussed it so many times. You know I can’t be out here, advocating for climate justice, then jump on a plane with you every other day. It goes against everything Out of Time is doing.’


She bristles. ‘Out of Time is virtual. Everything you do is on Instagram or TikTok—’


‘Not everything,’ I correct before she can finish.


‘Most of it is,’ she says, even though I was literally just arrested at a protest.


‘As long as you have your phone, you can keep up with Out of Time, but I have to travel. The work I’m doing is important.’


And mine isn’t? I want to say, but I don’t.


Her legacy is undeniable.


Unavoidable.


Wind farms and hospitals and elephant sanctuaries that will be there until the sun burns out.


Whereas all I do is post TikToks, apparently.


‘Renata,’ she says with a sigh. ‘I remember what it’s like to be sixteen and desperate to change the world.’


‘Do you?’ I ask, because I’m not so sure.


‘In September, it will be thirty-one years since I started that first petition to ban animal testing and sometimes I ask myself if anything’s changed, but it has. Yes, it’s slow, but it’s happening. Be patient, Renata.’


But all I hear is, Be careful, Renata.


You’re damaging the cause, Renata.


‘In an ideal world, I’d only accept projects based here, but it isn’t an ideal world. It’s on fire.’


I know that.


I grew up hearing that every single day.


I used to have nightmares about the oceans rising up and swallowing us all.


When I was nine, I wrote a story about a magical tree that we could climb and it would save us all. Thinking about it now, it was just a rip-off of The Giving Tree, but whatever my inspiration, despite the dire, sleep-stealing predictions I grew up hearing at my mother’s dinner parties, I really did believe there was an answer.


We just had to find it.


‘I’m doing everything I can,’ she says.


‘So am I,’ I tell her.


‘I know you’re trying, Renata.’


‘Trying? I have four million followers. Most of them are my age and about to inherit a world that, as you just pointed out, is on fire. So, yeah, most of what we do is virtual, but that’s the point. We want people to know that even if they can’t come to a protest there are still plenty of things they can do. Over one hundred thousand people signed our petition on private jets so now Caroline Lucas is leading a debate in parliament next month.’


She snorts, but I persist. ‘Besides, not everything is virtual. I’ve organised concerts and been invited to speak everywhere from the United Nations to Glastonbury and I’ve done it all without getting on a plane.’


But she doesn’t budge. ‘Yes, but what I’m doing and what you’re trying to do are completely different.’


I point at her. ‘And there it is again. Trying.’


‘I didn’t say that one was better than the other,’ she’s quick to clarify.


‘No, just that you’re succeeding and I’m not.’
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