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Prologue


Sixty seconds. That’s all that’s left of this year, the year I felt like I lost so much. Then I took myself to New York City.


Below the famous Times Square Ball is a big screen counting down the seconds, one by one, moment by moment. And the crowd, who were singing and dancing only minutes ago are now all focused on calling out the descending numbers.


Just like that, the hours of waiting feel like nothing, the ache in my feet has disappeared, the numbness from the frosty air thaws, and I’m caught up in the moment. This is it.


And I’m in the wrong place.


‘Stay. With me.’ His eyes are pleading, lonely. I hate that he’s lonely.


‘I have to go,’ I shout over the noise. ‘Happy New Year.’


I squeeze under arms and through packed torsos. My vision is blurred by the people dancing before me. The crowd in Times Square is pulsing, whooping, a sea of smiles and laughter, and I have to jostle and push through them since none of them can hear my polite requests to pleeeeeease move.


As I duck under a couple who haven’t been able to save their kissing for the stroke of midnight, I’m struck by an almost heart-stopping awe that I’m here. Despite everything I made it to New York, I’m living, I’m breathing, I’m in the moment.


I have thirty seconds to find the one I’m meant to be beside.


I stand on tiptoes to try to spot how far he is from me, and I can’t see him. I can’t see anyone I’d been standing near. I don’t get it – did he leave?


I call his name into the air, my voice a little fish swimming among the tide of numbers being hollered up into the night sky.


Come on, come on, come on, where are you?


Twenty seconds.


I whirl around, searching, calling, my heart choking my words as it rises to my throat.


New York City. They say you never sleep, but I wholly believe I’m about to make some new dreams here with you.


Starting at midnight.









Chapter 1


‘Ashling, you’ve got your head in the clouds again.’


‘Leave her be – she takes after me.’


This gentle exchange between my mum and my gran floats into my head every day I do my job, probably because I heard it so often growing up that it could have been one of those family mantras, perhaps written in curvy calligraphy and framed above a household toilet.


I was that kid who was always bumping into things while I was staring up at the sky. Always falling off swings as I tried to loop right up above the threshold. Always lying on my back on summer grass lost in daydreams and creating cloud animals, leaving friends and games and the rest of the world to happen around me.


I always had focus. It’s just that my focus landed, well, not on land.


Right now, my focus, and my head, is far, far above the clouds. In fact, through the cockpit window, as I reach cruising altitude, I’m looking down onto a panoramic vista of peach, sun-coated white duvet.


As first officer of this aircraft, I can confidently say, conditions are perfect.


‘Ready to spot a UFO today?’ I ask my captain, Rebecca, who sits beside me.


‘Today’s the day!’ She laughs, and the cockpit door opens, revealing our flight’s purser, Alex, carrying two cups of steaming coffee for us.


‘You two say the same thing every day,’ he comments.


‘One day it’s going to happen,’ I sing out, swigging my drink, already enjoying today’s easy flight of four hours to sunny Athens. It’s early June and the happy holidaymakers are en route to try out their new swimsuits for the start of the summer season.


This is the best part of my job. Of my life. Sitting above the clouds, eyes on the horizons I’m chasing, a panorama of colours. I’m keeping a plane-full of passengers safe, I’m monitoring and checking and tweaking to keep them comfortable during my operating sector, and I’m doing it all with views that are, literally, out of this world.


Some pilots love take-off, some love landing, some love layovers, some love witnessing a dazzling Northern Lights show, some just love sleeping back in their own beds. I love this. This is where I’m completely in control, completely calm.


I roll my neck from side to side. Oof. ‘Do you want to know something really ridiculous?’ I ask Rebecca.


‘Always,’ she answers.


‘I was playing baseball the other day—’


‘You play baseball?’


‘No.’ I shake my head. ‘But it’s so hot out this summer already that my friend, Flo, and I decided to A League of their Own-it and try a bit of pitching and batting in the park. Turns out, I’m great at batting, not so great at pitching, and I somehow absolutely yanked my shoulder out.’


‘Ugh! Are you okay?’


‘I thought I was: the next day it seemed totally fine. But actually, I can feel it again right now.’ I roll my shoulder a little and wince.


‘Those UFOs only want fine specimens so I guess they’ll just take me,’ Rebecca quips.


I laugh and my eyes trail the skies, reaching up to adjust a couple of the dials in the overhead panel, and that’s when a pain shoots through me, from my shoulder all the way down my arm.


A few swears spill out while Rebecca takes over my duties and alerts Alex to come back into the cockpit.


‘What happened?’ she asks. ‘Are you all right to keep flying?’


My eyes meet hers. ‘Yes. But something’s wrong.’









Chapter 2


Nearly five months later …


‘I’ll take a treat, please,’ I croak out and laugh at my own joke, since nobody else does. ‘Because it’s … you know …’ I point down at myself. ‘And this all has to be a trick?’


Betty, from HR, scans me from head to toe and I find the pity in her eyes, and the confusion as she tries to figure out my costume.


‘I’m the bridge from the TV show The Bridge,’ I tell her. ‘One half of it, anyway. Rebecca is the other half. I’m Sweden, she’s Denmark, that’s why I have a torso and she has the legs.’


‘I haven’t seen it …’ says Betty.


‘You should, it’s really good.’


I’m feeling a little self-conscious in my Halloween costume now, to be honest, especially with a papier-mâché face looking up at me. Every year my airline puts on an informal costume contest on this day, for those not on shift. With me being off work, I went full steam with my costume, and it’s only now occurring to me how awkward I am to have worn this to this meeting.


In front of a rain-drenched window, Betty shuffles her papers and I know it’s not good news. Nobody shuffles papers before saying, ‘Congratulations, all is well!’ So when she says, ‘We had the medical assessment back, Ashling,’ I think I know what’s coming next.


It’s been almost five months since I buggered my shoulder playing baseball, five months since my last flight and my licence having to be suspended, and three months since I had surgery to try and fix things.


‘And?’ I gulp.


‘I’m sorry,’ she whispers, her eyes on mine, and I know she means it. She clears her throat and says it more clearly. ‘I’m sorry, but, even after your surgery, even after all the work you’ve been putting in with your physio, we can’t clear you to fly.’


I knew, of course I knew. When I was up in the air that day, my seemingly mild injury magnified into a large rotator cuff tear. It was agony, and I was recommended for surgery but even with all their amazing help, they couldn’t fix the permanent damage I’d caused. Now I don’t have the full range of motion I once had, and that I need for my job. But day to day my shoulder doesn’t cause me many problems any more, now the pain is finally, slowly, slightly, beginning to subside. So a part of me prayed it could all still be okay. ‘For how long?’ A hot sweat floods my body. Do NOT cry, Ashling.


Betty and my management team are the most supportive airline leaders Living In The Air could ever ask for. I know in my soul they’d be doing everything they could to get me back up in the skies, which is why I don’t need her to say out loud what I already know to be true.


‘Is it really over?’ I say, a tear escaping.


‘At this point in time, under the advice of the medical experts, we can’t clear you to fly. The flight simulation you took part in showed you wouldn’t be able to perform your duties in an emergency. And it’s not looking likely that anything will change.’


‘But it’s just a little shoulder injury, it’s going to get better. It’s so much better than it was – it doesn’t even hurt now unless I reach upwards.’


Betty shakes her head. ‘You know it’s more serious than that. But I hope you know how gutted we are for you.’


I hear what she says for the rest of the meeting, a lot of words about reassessing in three months and finding me a new position if there’s no improvement, but Betty is stressing that, honestly, realistically, it’s the end of the line for me flying commercial planes. At the same time, I’ve checked out, my eyes unseeing, my brain thumping, my stomach hollow. My world just faded to grey and, even at the end when I stand and accept a hug, as she bends around my ridiculous costume, I am numb.









Chapter 3


The first thing I do when I get back to my home in Sunbury-on-Thames is punch my stupid pumpkin right in the face. With my good arm.


Well, that showed him.


With an ice pack for my hand, I walk through my kitchen, the whole house silent except for my footsteps, like I’m not welcome here at this time of the day. Like it’s busy sleeping and I’m supposed to be out, living life. My house likes to come alive at night, creaking and groaning and clanging pipes as if it’s auditioning for the role of a haunted house.


But now, it’s quiet, and I’m alone. I sigh into the silence.


Sliding open the back door that leads to my tiny garden, I sit down on the step and wince as the ice touches the skin of my hand. Stupid pumpkin. I thought it would be softer since he was all hollowed out, but nooooo. Hard as a rock. I guess I’ll have to add busted-up knuckles to my failed medical record now.


The weight of reality pushes against my back, hunching me over, curving my spine until I’m a ball, my face between my knees, my eyes on the bronzed leaves that paper over my grass.


Shit shit shit shit shit. This can’t be real. It can’t be true. I can’t not be a pilot any more, it’s me, it’s everything I’ve worked for, everything I’ve dreamed of. My mind races as though I’m seeing an Instagram Reel of my own life, one-second clips that montage the years of training, the expense, the hours and the flights and the joy and the pain and the fear and the fun. Being a pilot was my dream, it’s part of me. I am a pilot.


Oh my god, but I’m not any more. I am not a pilot.


So, who am I?


I sit on the step for a while, tears dropping onto the leaves below, the chilly October wind finding its way through the holes in my crochet jumper, my bridge costume a sorry heap on the mulchy ground.


‘All right,’ I whisper to the leaves before lifting my head and taking a big sniffle. ‘So one dream has gone to shit. It’s not the end of the world, and I’m bloody well going to be okay.’


I stand, all stiff legs and tense back, but as I reach my patio doors, a thought hits me, a thought that causes a lightning bolt of panic in my chest, a wave of sickness in my stomach, and I have to hold the doorframe.


No. No, that can’t be right. I have to check something, right now.


Stumbling through the kitchen, I leave the back door open and allow any heat inside the house to dance free. I crash up my stairs, falling at one point with a thump, and into my bedroom, where I yank open my desk drawer, and dump onto the floor an absolute hoard of hairy hairbands, my birth certificate, an eyeliner cap, the half-read copy of Dracula I keep meaning to finish, a string of expired condoms, a phone-charging cable from the mobile I had seven years ago and, eventually, uncover the thing I’m looking for.


My Dreams I’ve written on the cover of the journal, in twirling marker above an illustration of a flamingo. Flamingo print seemed to be really big when I was nineteen.


It was ten years ago now that I bought this in a summer stationery sale at the airport bookshop. I was on my way to New York City for a long weekend, whisked away by my gran who saw I was in serious need of a bit of inspiring, as I had zero clue what I wanted to do with my life. All my friends were at uni or already had jobs, and I was milling about like an undecided, unanchored jellyfish.


You could say, my head was in the clouds. I knew I had big dreams inside me – my name even means ‘dream’, and was suggested by my gran who, too, was a big dreamer. But I needed to go somewhere big to unlock them, get out of my hometown, out from the shadows of life plans being made by those around me.


While in New York, I filled the pages of this journal with everything I wanted to do, to be, all those ideas and ambitions and wants and needs, and by the end of the trip I narrowed them down to five dreams. Five big life goals.


I remember the moment it all clicked into place. I spent days prioritising, re-prioritising, de-prioritising my list. In between sightseeing with my gran, who’d spent time in New York as a ‘young un’, I’d sat in cafés and diners, poring over my journal pages. I read them aloud to a bored but kind Swedish girl in our hostel lobby to see what she thought I should do. Then on our last day, my gran sent me out to be on my own. Finally, up there it felt so clear, as clear as the dawn’s cloudless sky. I knew what I wanted for my life.


And just like that, I was no longer the lost nomad of a friend, the head-in-the-clouds girlfriend, the drifting daughter. I had a structure, a purpose, a plan.


Now, as I flick the thin pages of the journal to the last entry, scanning past-me observations about life and bullet-pointed lists of all the languages I intended to learn and hairstyles I wanted to try out, sketches and doodles of the things my eyes viewed a decade ago, my heart thuds loudly. It sounds particularly ominous to my ears inside my silent bedroom.


My list. My finalised list – there in black and white. Well, blue biro and off-white paper. I know this list by heart. It is in my heart. I just haven’t thought to look at it for years. At least not as a full collection, as this anthology of dreams. But it was my compass, my life summed up into those five goals. My ultimate to-do list. I might as well have laminated it.


Grabbing a red Sharpie from a pot on my desk, I sink down beside the foot of my bed, and read.




1: Get accepted on the Young Artists’ Residency.


2: Marry Hugh.


3: Take Gran on her own trip of a lifetime.


4: Move to New York City.


5: Be a pilot.





That last one – that was my biggest dream of all. Nothing has felt more right than when I accepted that was what I was meant to do.


I first felt the pull to be a pilot when I was seven and my mum and gran took me to a fairground and I rode a big wheel. I don’t think I blinked the whole ride, and my heart soared as we rose into the air. But I kept pushing the idea aside: it felt unrealistic, too hard, too expensive, too out-there, and it wasn’t until New York, at nineteen, that morning on the top of the world, that I stopped fighting myself.


For the next few years my whole world became about the sky. I earned and then trained alongside earning, and built up my flying hours, and took tests, and got licences, and eventually, a long time and a lot of money later, I qualified. Then I just wanted to fly all the time, and thankfully I was taken under the wing, as it were, by the beloved commercial airline, Living In The Air. I’ve been there for nearly five years now, flying short-haul all over Europe, and it’s everything I ever wanted, even before I quite knew it.


Until today, and now it’s over.


Taking the lid from my Sharpie, I draw neat red lines through my dreams, one at a time, the reality of my situation settling over me.


I cross out my dream of getting a place on the Young Artists’ Residency. I cross out marrying Hugh. I cross out taking Gran on her own trip of a lifetime. I cross out being a pilot, a tear dripping onto the page and smudging the decade-old lettering.


Every single one of my goals has collapsed, apart from the one about New York, I suppose. But I’d always figured that would happen far, far down the line. I thought that perhaps I’d change airlines one day, work for a US carrier, or even a private airline based out of America, and then with their help I could get the necessary work visas and sponsorship and make my transatlantic move. I was enamoured with New York from the moment I stepped out of the airport shuttle bus into Manhattan. And when the city inspired me to map out my life in just a long weekend, I knew it was the place to go if you wanted to think big and be something. But there was no rush. I had a whole lifetime.


Only now, with my thirtieth birthday barely three months away, it doesn’t feel that way. This list was a promise I made to a younger me, and I haven’t been able to give her a single win in ten years. How quickly will another decade slip by?


My mind zooms about, clutching at fading images of my future that disappear like cloud mist. What the hell am I going to do with myself now? And how can I grip hold of this final goal before it, too, slips from my grasp?









Chapter 4


‘I don’t have any dreams left. They’ve all gone.’ Three hours later, I’m sat on my floor in front of my mirrored wardrobe, my phone on loudspeaker. I’ve been in crisis mode since getting home and have called my best friend Flo for help.


‘What are you talking about?’ her voice crackles out. ‘You don’t dream any more at night?’


‘No, I don’t have any life dreams left. They’ve all … crumbled. My goals. My aspirations. Gone!’ I pile my hair on top of my head and tie it with a scrunchie.


‘Oh no. What happened at your meeting today? Did it go badly?’ she asks.


‘It went supremely badly,’ I answer, and my voice hitches, but I can’t cry any more today. I’ve turned off the waterworks, I’ve had my pity party and I’ve moved on to mild panic. I don’t have it in me to reverse. ‘In short, I can’t fly any more.’


‘What?’ she yelps. ‘For a while?’


‘Most likely, ever.’


‘I’m coming over.’


‘You’re at work!’


‘Who cares?’ Flo cries.


‘No, no, don’t leave work and trek all the way out to Sunbury, I’m fine. Well, not fine …’ I examine my reflection and raise a pair of scissors towards my hair. ‘I’ve just got a lot of shit to figure out.’ I let the scissors hover. ‘Oh my god, there’s just so much shit.’


‘As in, you need to figure out what to do next?’


‘What to do at all!’ My voice is high and shrieky. I drop the scissors and grab my journal from the floor beside me and read the four failed dreams out to Flo, one by one. When I’ve finished, I sigh. ‘All my twenties I’ve been living around these goals. Now, thanks to me either leaving things too late, or breaking up with someone, or getting into a stupid accident, I’ve let them all slide away.’


‘Didn’t you say you had five goals? What was the fifth?’


‘Moving to New York City.’ I pause, cloudy ideations taking form somewhere in my mind.


‘You could still do that,’ Flo says, breaking into my thoughts.


She’s right, except, ‘What if I don’t have time? What if something, somewhere, sometime stops me? What if I get some new skills, and find some new international company to join and eventually work my way through the ranks, only by then the laws have changed or something and then that falls through too?’


Flo hesitates on the end of the line, then dodges the question with another of her own. ‘Do you have any idea what you’re going to do now?’


‘No, not one.’ I swallow down hysteria. ‘I have spent the last three hours sitting here on my floor, completing online career tests and taking personality quizzes, and I just don’t know. I don’t know who I am or what I want. I don’t know, Flo!’


‘All right, chill,’ she says. ‘What did the career tests and things say?’


‘The career test said I should be a … wait for it … pilot, a personality test said I was best suited to work in a job where I can travel and keep people safe, and a Buzzfeed quiz told me my next big career move should be acting.’


‘So … maybe you could play the role of a pilot in a TV show?’


‘I’m sure the Duffer Brothers are just gagging to hire me.’ I tighten my scrunchie again, holding the ends of my ponytail down over my forehead and angling the scissors. I snip at a few straggly split ends and a tiny wave of satisfaction ripples through me as they flitter onto my open journal. ‘So then,’ I say, moving the scissors an inch higher up my pony. ‘Then I started reading back through my old journal, at all my lists of all the other things I wanted to do with my life. All the littler things that didn’t make the cut for the Big Five, but I still imagined I’d get round to doing, sometime. And you know what? I’ve barely done any of them. So now … I’m doing them.’ Snip.


‘Everybody ignores to-do lists, especially ones written ten years ago in some old diary. Wait, what do you mean you’re doing them now? What kind of things are listed on there?’


‘Remember once I told you I used to have a huge crush on Chris Evans? One of my aims was to write him a love letter. So I started by sliding into his DMs.’ I guess my crush is still there, somewhat.


Flo laughs. ‘That’s fine, I’m sure he has hundreds, maybe thousands, of those a day. I thought you were going to say you’d been taking more drastic actions.’


I slide the scissors another inch higher. Snip.


‘What I’m hearing is,’ Flo interprets as I hold my ponytail aloft above my head and study its now shorter length. I think I should take a little more off, just to make it spot-on. ‘You’re worried you don’t have a lot of frameworks for your life any more, and you need some new goals to work towards, and in the meantime, you’re ploughing through a few things that have been hanging around your to-do list?’


‘Yes, exactly!’ I say. ‘Well, not exactly. I don’t just need new goals, it’s like I need a whole new me. It feels so much bigger than me just sitting down with a notepad and picking a couple of new bucket-list items.’


She’s quiet for a moment, and I take another snip. A message from my mum, the fourth in the last hour, slides onto the screen from the top, checking in on me, and how the meeting went. Oof. A knot of apprehension in my stomach prods at me at the thought of telling her all of this once I’ve finished chatting to Flo. Mum will be lovely, sympathetic, caring, but I know underneath all that she’ll worry about me.


‘You know something I’ve always wanted to do?’ I say, swiping away the message.


‘Tell me,’ Flo says.


‘Get a “Rachel cut”.’


‘As in, a “Rachel from the first couple of seasons of Friends” cut?’ she clarifies. Flo is a hairdresser; she knows what I mean.


‘Yes.’


‘Okay. It’s actually a lot of maintenance you know—’


‘I want a peach Rachel cut.’


‘Peach.’


‘Peach. I’ve always wanted to dye my hair a lovely light peach.’


‘Well, make sure you come into the salon and I’ll do it for you properly—’ At that point I snip again and her words halt, changing into a gasp. ‘I know that sound – that was scissors on hair. What are you doing?’


I yank out the scrunchie and shake out my brand-new mane. ‘Oh, bollocks.’


‘What have you done?’


It is not the reflection of Jennifer Aniston in the early years of Friends looking out at me. Instead, it’s a girl with pink, mascara-smudged eyes and dirty blonde hair I’ve now hacked into a tufty, jagged bob that in places still straggles beyond my shoulders and in other places hits level with my jawline.


‘Listen. I’ll be thirty in less than three months. I can’t be thirty and have no direction at all for the rest of my life.’


‘You actually can,’ Flo counters, sounding off-balance with my frequent changes of conversational direction.


‘I need to do something drastic.’ The clouds in my mind part, my view clearing.


‘You need to give yourself a minute to let it all sink in.’


‘I need to go to New York before it’s too late. Before that dream gets scuppered too.’


‘Well, one thing at a time, okay? You only just got the bad news today. Let me find you a bit of space and I’ll bring you into the salon in the next few days and I’ll give you the peach Rachel cut of your dreams.’


‘You will?’


With an affectionate tut, Flo says, ‘Of course I will. Please always come to me first before you start chopping at your own hair.’


‘Thanks, Flowy.’


‘Just promise me you won’t do anything wild until then, okay? Don’t fly off to New York, or something.’


‘I won’t,’ I reply, dragging my laptop close to me.


‘And don’t cut any more of your hair off.’


‘I won’t.’ I laugh, tucking some locks behind my ear, which then fall out, just as the search page on Google brings up the list of flights to New York City.









Chapter 5


Three days later, on one of those November mornings that are so gloomy and grey it’s like you’ve stepped right into a film noir, I sit cosy and warm inside Flo’s salon, which has already strung up its white and gold decorations ready for Christmas. The rain is splattering down on the window beside me, as if it’s angry at the bright interior lights that reflect onto the glass.


Flo gives, in my opinion, an exaggerated sigh from behind my spinny chair.


‘It’s not that bad,’ I say, watching as she fluffs my hair about, wincing at its lopsided layers and blunt hacks.


‘Dude, the Rachel cut is iconic. This … ’ She slides her fingers down two strands framing either side of my face, one side reaching the end a good few seconds before the other. ‘This, would never become iconic. Why didn’t you just come to me first?’


I shrug. ‘It was all very sudden and I wasn’t thinking clearly,’ I reply in my most clarity-soaked voice. ‘I just wanted to get back on track, do something I’d wanted to do for a long time. But I didn’t try and dye it, so …’


She meets my eyes in the mirror. ‘Well, that’s something.’


‘Thanks for fitting me in.’


‘You’re lucky I had a cancellation. My next actual available appointment is January. Everybody wants their hair done before Christmas.’


‘I am lucky. You’re the best – thank you.’


‘I am the best,’ she agrees. ‘Now, let’s fix up this style, and then you still want to go peach?’


‘Yes, please.’


‘And you understand we have to lighten your hair first so the peach colour shows up?’


‘Yes, please.’


Flo works around me, first weaving foils through my hair and painting a bleachy gloop over my head, while we chat away about everyday life. I smile and laugh and we both avoid the topic of me losing my dream job, and I know it’s because she’s waiting to see if I want to bring it up. But actually, there’s something else I want to tell her. Just hanging in there for the right moment.


‘All right, I’m going to give that about fifty minutes to start with and then we’ll see how much the blonde’s lifted,’ Flo says a while later, wiping her hands on a towel. ‘We’re after a perfect, pale banana shade to develop before I wash it off then apply peach gloss to your damp hair. Do you have a book or anything with you?’


‘I do, yes.’ Ah-ha! I keep my head as still as possible as I reach for my handbag, which is sitting on the counter in front of me.


‘Want a cuppa?’


‘A coffee would be brill.’


Flo saunters off to wash her bowls and make me a coffee and I pull out my New York City guidebook, finding a good page to have open for when she comes back. This one looks perfect – a big ol’ image of the Empire State Building standing before a bright pink sky on the left-hand page, and a list of ‘Six of the Best Sights When New York is Snowing’ on the right.


I hold the book open until I see her in the mirror coming back, at which point I pretend to be ensconced, words jumping out like ice rink, skyline, Rockefeller Christmas Tree.


‘Here you go,’ she says, putting the coffee down and giving one of my foils a quick tweak. I peep up and watch her eyes move down onto my book. ‘Nice photo. NYC. Wait. Are you still thinking of taking a trip?’


‘I am,’ I say, trying not to move my head too much but tilting my chin up in small defiance. ‘Actually … I’ve booked.’


‘You already booked?’ She’s trying to stop her voice from sounding scoldy, I can tell. ‘When are you going?’


I take a large, relaxing inhale. ‘Next week.’


‘Next week? How long for?’


‘All winter. Well, ninety days. Well, actually, less than ninety days. I come back late January, ready for another review meeting with the airline. Not that anything relating to me being a pilot will change.’


She blinks at me a few times. ‘You’re leaving for, just, the whole of winter. When were you going to tell me?’


‘This was my way of telling you.’ I pat the book.


‘Do you not think this is a bit sudden? A bit … you just lost your job. You need time to process all of this. I’m not sure jetting off to a foreign country for three months at the drop of a hat is the best thing to do.’


‘It’s hardly a “foreign country” to me – I mean, not really. I’ve been to New York before.’


‘A long weekend when you were a teenager isn’t the same as spending a whole season somewhere.’


‘This is a good thing, Flo, trust me. Like I said on the phone the other day, I’m not letting my last dream slip through my fingers too. And what better place to come up with a whole new set of dreams – a whole new me – than the Big Apple? It worked before; I can make it work again.’


‘Where better? I don’t know, your own home? Your familiar living room with your familiar friends who can help you?’


‘Don’t be sad for me, Flowy,’ I plead.


‘I’m not, I’m just … pissed off that you didn’t take my advice.’


‘When do I ever take your advice?’


She laughs, shrugging. ‘Do you know where you’re going to stay out there?’


‘No.’


‘Do you know how you’re going to spend Christmas?’


‘Nope.’


‘Do you know what you’ll do for money?’


‘No. No! Yes, I mean, yes! That I do know. I can’t work out there – I’ll be a tourist on a visa waiver – so I’m going to use my savings.’


Flo picks the book up from my hands and flicks the pages, images of skyscrapers and taxis and Tiffany’s whizzing by. ‘Isn’t New York expensive? You have a lot of savings?’


I nod. ‘I still have the savings I was putting away for my trip with Gran.’


The Orient Express was going to be our next big trip together, as soon as I saved enough money to be able to fully treat her, like how she did for me when she took me abroad at nineteen.


My gran – Grooms, as I called her – was my everything. She raised me with my mum. She was my confidante, she was my comedy, she was my inspiration. When she used to say I took after her, she was right – we were both dreamers. The number of hours I used to sit and listen to her tales of her early life, where she followed her heart as a young dancer, travelling the world, meeting men, experimenting with lotions and potions, never stopping to give up on her dreams. She even began it all by following her heart and talent out to our favourite place, New York City, back in the fifties.


Then, ever since Grooms read Murder on the Orient Express, she talked about wanting to experience it for herself (the train, not the murder). I wanted to do that for her, repay and recreate the excitement we felt on our Big Apple trip, and along the journey ask her every remaining question I had, and listen to all of her life stories again. But it was expensive, and I wanted it to be perfect. I made promises, saved as hard as I could, trying to make sure we could do it all properly.


My gran was so full of life that it’s like I forgot how little she had left. So when illness came and whisked her away to another world a couple of years back, with very little notice, I simply ran out of time. We never made that train together. The dream died alongside her.


‘I think she’d approve of me using the money this way,’ I say to Flo, nodding to myself, picturing Grooms dancing around New York City. ‘I know she would.’


Flo hands me back my guidebook and does another of her exaggerated sighs. ‘I know she would too.’


Fast forward to a long while later, while I munch on donuts and Flo chops my damp but peachened locks into what I know she’ll make the perfect, bouncy Rachel hairdo, she brings up the subject of a going-away party.


‘I haven’t even thought about it,’ I say, spraying a little sugar down the front of my black nylon robe. ‘Where would we hold it?’


‘My house? Your house?’


I make one of those non-committal huffing sounds that means no, while being careful not to shake my head. ‘I don’t want that. I don’t know who I’d invite – I need a little space from the airline gang at the moment.’ I meet her eyes in the mirror and she gives a small smile. I think she gets it.


Flo holds the scissors away from my head for a moment. ‘What’s happening with your house, while you’re away?’


‘I’m giving it up. I’ve already sent in my notice to my landlady. I’ll have to pay for a couple of weeks when I’m not there, but …’ A couple of weeks’ rent wasn’t exactly nothing, but my flight was booked by the time I thought about my living arrangements, so that was that.


‘Will she keep it open for you though, for when you come back?’


I hold her gaze in the reflection. ‘Why would I live there again? I don’t need to be so near the airport any more.’


‘Oh, honey.’


‘I am a little lost lamb,’ I declare.


‘I know. Do you know anybody in New York? Is there anybody I can count on to have your back out there, to make sure you’re eating vitamins and refreshing your dye job at a salon and not over your bathtub?’


‘I’m not going to be able to afford a place with a bathtub.’ I laugh and try to change the subject, but Flo refuses to cut another hair until I spill. ‘All right, there is one person I know out there, but he is not the reason I’m going, so don’t start with me.’


‘Who?’


‘Hugh lives out there now.’


‘HUGH? As in, the Hugh who always said he’d never move to New York with you because he hated big cities, and was so begrudging about living even this close to London?’


‘Yep.’


‘What’s he doing out there?’


‘I have no idea, and I don’t intend to. I’m not planning to bump into him, anyway, I think there’s over a million and a half people in Manhattan.’


Flo goes back to cutting, suspicion painted all over her face. ‘You swear you aren’t going there to try to rekindle anything so you can get that “dream” back again? Because he was no dream.’


‘He wasn’t so bad,’ I argue. ‘I loved him for a long time, and it was me who split up with him, remember, so, no, I’m not trying to get back together. Besides, he probably hates me. We never talk any more.’


It was sad, really. Hugh was significant, to me, to my life. We grew up together but drifted apart in our twenties, eventually splitting up around a year ago.


I should never have based a dream around a boy, in retrospect. Hadn’t my gran, and my mum, two women who lived their lives fully and followed their hearts without a man at their side, taught me anything? We met when he joined my school in Year Eleven and I made my list a couple of years after getting together. It was teenage love at first sight and we connected in a way that felt new and familiar all at once. Because of that, he always felt like an anchor home.


I have this photo of him, one of my favourites, that’s still tucked inside that flamingo journal. In the picture, he’s leaning against the front door of the flat we rented when we first moved up to London, back when I was in those early days of pilot training and he was super-supportive. Before he got irked by my work schedule, and our reasons for being together felt like they were distancing, and, nearly a decade after that first kiss outside the science block, our futures separated at a crossroads that took him to live out in the countryside and took me back up in the air.


It’s fine. It’s a good thing we split up – I’m the one that called it off, and, after some time wallowing, I now think of Hugh with a fondness, a sadness, a guilt and a relief. He was my high-school sweetheart, and I loved him hard, for half of my life.


Maybe I would look him up when I hit the city, just to say hey—


‘Stop that.’ Flo holds a hairdryer aloft like she might clunk me on the head with it. ‘Stop thinking about contacting him.’


‘I’m not,’ I insist, and go back to my donut while Flo dries the rest of my hair.


She’s spun my chair away from the mirror while she works and as she sweeps a big round brush through the ends, I can tell just from the way they tickle my neck above the robe that they’re shorter and silkier than the mess I made previously.


With a few final flourishes of a butterscotch-scented serum and a brief foray with a pair of straighteners, she smiles down at me. ‘When you first told me you wanted a peach-coloured Rachel, I thought, well, it didn’t seem very you. But actually …’


She turns my chair around, giving me a big reveal moment, like I’m on Queer Eye with JVN or something wonderful like that. I gasp. Literally.


Leaning forwards, I reach up to touch my tresses, angling my head from side to side. It’s bouncy, it’s flicky, it’s cool and it’s new. The colour is a pale, creamy peach that looks like apricot ice cream.


‘Rachel from Friends would be very proud,’ Flo says.


‘I love it,’ I whisper, flicking the whole lot over into an exaggerated side-part. ‘It’s exactly what I’ve always wanted. I think you did a better job than me.’


Flo chuckles. ‘I’m glad you like it. It looks lovely on you.’


‘Wow! Gorgeous,’ comments one of Flo’s colleagues, who shoots past with a pair of trimmers.


‘Thank you!’ I grin. ‘I really, really love it. Thank you, Flo.’


‘You can thank me by treating it well and finding a good colourist to maintain this shade when you get to New York.’


‘I will, I promise. This is definitely the hair of someone with a whole new set of dreams just waiting to be uncovered, don’t you think?’


‘Absolutely.’









Chapter 6


‘You have your passport?’ Mum asks.


I tap my rucksack. ‘Yep.’


‘And you’ve sorted your ESTA visa waiver thing?’


‘I have.’


‘Are you meeting any of your friends at the airport for a cup of tea or anything before you go?’


When I take holidays, my mum likes to talk to me like I’ve just finished Sixth Form and am embarking on my first trip abroad without her. Rather than like someone who has been travelling internationally as a pilot for the past five years. But I don’t mind. Where Grooms and I were always more your lobbing caution to the wind kinda gals, she’s been the one reining us in and keeping us careful.


‘I’m not meeting any friends, but I’m sure I’ll see some there, organically.’ Preferably not, of course. I’d like to start my new quest for self-discovery without reminders from my recent and pain-soaked past. At least I’m flying to New York with a different airline than my own.


Since I moved the last of my things out of my Sunbury-on-Thames home and into my mum’s house only yesterday, she’s insisted on driving me to the airport, saying that my shoulder must be aching from all the lifting and that she doesn’t want me having to haul my suitcase up and down train steps. I will miss my mum.


I shake the thought away – I’m going for less than three months. Sometimes life gets in the way and we don’t see each other for nearly that long anyway. I’m just feeling lonesome, and I need to get past it, pronto.


Mum swings the car into the drop-off area outside the terminal and after a little weeping and a lot of hugging, I say, ‘Grooms would be excited for me, wouldn’t she?’


‘Of course she would,’ Mum answers, her face lighting up at the mention of her mother. ‘She loved New York. And she loved you, so if this is what will put a smile on your face again, she’d be all for it.’


I nod. It’s what I know, really, but it doesn’t hurt to hear it again. ‘And you’re excited for me? Even though I won’t be around for Christmas this year?’


‘Oh, don’t worry about that – there’s always plenty of fabulous festive movies on Netflix. I can probably even find some set in New York.’


‘And you could have Eric over, if he’s free,’ I suggest, knowing that Eric, my mum’s lifelong friend and my biological father, will probably be round at hers with them talking each other’s ears off, as usual, before my flight’s even left the UK. ‘Which reminds me, tell him he can borrow any of my books while I’m away.’


‘Absolutely. You’ll call us on your birthday, won’t you?’ Mum says, her eyes on mine.


‘Of course.’ Thirty years ago, Eric donated to my single mum so she could have me, and he’s always keen to be a part of my birthdays. Occasionally I feel a stab of sadness at the thought of my homebody mum being lonely, though I know I shouldn’t. As well as Eric, she has a strong circle of friends, and a new potential love interest in the wings. So, though I’ll be away, and though Mum hasn’t had a girlfriend for a while, I know I don’t really need to worry.


‘I’m very excited for you. And proud.’


Hello, watery eyes. ‘Okay, Mum, I have to go so don’t make me cry any more. You have my flight details, and the hostel info, and I’ll be back in January.’


‘Call me when you get there; it doesn’t matter what time it is.’ Mum gives me a giant final squeeze and pushes a clump of my peach hair out of my face. ‘This new do has a life of its own, doesn’t it?’


I sniffle a yes.


‘Go,’ she says. ‘Make the most of this dream, make us all proud. Maybe start with a stiff drink.’


I’ve managed to get myself so lost in thought on the plane it takes a couple of tries for the air steward to get my attention. I’ve been thinking about my gran coming to New York in the fifties. How did she get there? Did she fly? Did she take a boat? Where did she stay when she first arrived, or did she go right to the dance company and they put her up there? I’m struggling to remember – did she have a job already lined up or land one when she arrived? I should know this. I should have asked her all this when we came here together, but I was too distracted by the present to think about the past.


I’m searching my mind in case the answers are locked inside the stories she’s told me over the years, but I can’t quite recall, and suddenly someone is saying my name.


‘Ashling? Ashling?’


I turn from the frost-peppered oval window and blink up at a familiar face. Hannah, from Manchester, who used to work for my airline. ‘Oh, hi!’


‘Living In The Air couldn’t comp you a flight?’ she asks, handing me a tray of breakfast food with a friendly smile.


‘This one just worked out better, with my timings.’ And my insecurities.


‘Well, if the plane flies into any trouble, we know who to call.’ She winks. Beside me, the lady passenger turns her head and scrutinises me. ‘Do you want anything?’


I mean, a fancy first-class brekkie wouldn’t go amiss, if I’m honest. But I’d also like to remain a little elusive. Like a celebrity, but with less money and a hostel room booked at the end of my journey. ‘I’m fine, thanks so much, though.’


Hannah’s attention is drawn elsewhere, further down the cabin. ‘I’ll be right back.’


Am I a number one super-bitch for wishing she wouldn’t be? I loved my colleagues (most of them), past and present, but right now I just want to push that part of my life away. Which is hard enough when you’re an ex-pilot sitting on an eight-hour flight.


What will my new life look like? What am I going to do with my time, my energy, my love? What am I going to save my money for or spend it on? By the time I fly home, will I be unrecognisable? And is that what I want?


‘Hey.’ Hannah’s returned. She has a glass of mimosa for me, and one for the woman next to me – I’m not sure if it’s out of kindness or if she thinks we’re travelling together. She also gives me a hot towel and three packets of mini pretzels, so my seat-back tray table is positively brimming. ‘My inflight manager house-shares with several Living ground crew. She’d heard of you and told me what happened,’ Hannah says, handing me yet another hot towel, her eyes fixed on mine. For a moment, I feel myself flood with a shameful blush. I don’t want to talk about this now. I don’t want to talk about this. But then Hannah surprises me by simply saying, ‘I’m sorry. If you need anything, you know what to do.’









Chapter 7


This is lovely. Relaxing, even. Exactly where I want to be right now. I am absolutely not thinking about the fact my ambitions got lopped short before I ever got to cross the Atlantic in the pilot seat.


We begin the descent over New York, and I want to glimpse the view that never gets old, the one often reserved for sweeping drones in the establishing shots of TV shows, or those that are still pilots.


I shuffle my hand in the pouch in front of me and dig out my phone, switching on the camera so I’m armed and ready should a National Geographic-worthy photo suddenly display itself to me. I also find the bread roll I stored away from the lunch serving. I’m pretty full, and a little gassy to be honest, but I rip into the plastic and chew away at it anyway, eyes on the window, ears bubbling.


‘Noooo!’ I say out loud through a gummy gob-full of dough as the plane takes a sudden dip to the left, sliding my view from approaching city to blue skies above.


It’s been a good flight, very little turbulence, and, actually, it’s nice to experience a trip here in the main cabin instead of looking through those gigantic panoramic windows of the cockpit. I totally believe myself.


Seriously though, the flight has been great. Very steady, and word clearly got around the cabin crew that I was recently-but-no-longer a pilot, and they lavished me with mini bags of pretzels. One even gave me a sleep kit from business class, which was nice. I’ll save it for a day in New York where I just can’t sleep because I’m having too wild a time figuring out the new me.
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