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  PART ONE




  





  CHAPTER ONE




  Lace Island, off the south-west coast of India, 1989




  Leila stretched out her legs on the rickety black bicycle and whooped as she hurtled down the dried mud track. To her right, the hot afternoon sun flickered through the tall

  palm trunks, the bright blue Arabian Sea glittering beyond the cliff’s edge. Her voice was juddering now as she sped up, Rasa closing in behind her, his laughter loud as he bumped over the

  ruts on his bike.




  Ahead, Leila saw the palm trees bending right down to the cool green water in the lagoon, the hummingbirds dipping to break the surface. The stifling afternoon air was thick with insects and the

  loud trill of cicadas. In the distance, she could see one of the long wooden night fishing boats moored against a row of timber huts at the water’s edge.




  Nearer the clearing at the side of the lagoon, Rasa’s cousins and a few others were waiting to start their cricket match and they turned and cheered, egging her on.




  ‘I’m going to beat you,’ Leila called to Rasa, seeing the lagoon’s edge coming up and instinctively slowing down.




  ‘No. I meant all the way,’ Rasa yelled, overtaking her with a clatter. She watched as his body tensed and he took off, flying over the edge of the lagoon, cutting off its corner and

  landing on the path on the far side with a bump.




  ‘Not fair,’ Leila called after him, annoyed that he’d changed the rules at the last moment. He knew full well that she’d lose her nerve as she did now, skidding to a halt

  on the very edge of the path, staring down at the clumps of weed in the lagoon and the slimy creatures that lurked between them. If she attempted the bike jump, like he had, she’d no doubt

  land head first in the slimy green water, and there was no way she could risk that. Bamu had told her he’d seen the crocodile in there last week.




  She coughed in the cloud of dust they’d both created, seeing Rasa standing on the pedals, looking back over his shoulder at her with a triumphant grin as he reached his cousins and their

  friends at the clearing. He always won, she thought. But she couldn’t hate him. Not with that grin.




  Leila, out of breath, pushed her bike along the last part of the path towards the gang and leant her bike against a tree.




  ‘You’re late,’ Bamu said, clapping Rasa on the back and raising his chin towards Leila in greeting.




  ‘We were caught in lessons,’ Rasa said, flinging his bike on the ground. It was kind of him not to tell the truth, Leila thought – that he’d sailed through the maths

  lesson, while she had struggled. It was easy for Rasa. He was the same age as her, but at fourteen, he just seemed to absorb knowledge, knowing instinctively how to apply it, while she struggled

  with everything.




  This afternoon, Timothy, the young tutor her parents had hired, had finally snapped. He’d made them both stay in until the basics of converting fractions had finally sunk in, and had given

  the terrible warning that he’d already sent off to Cochin for the exam papers that both Leila and Rasa would be taking. Leila knew it would be awful when they arrived, but right now she

  didn’t have a care in the world – other than cricket.




  Leila gave Rasa a grateful half-smile. He’d beaten her to the coconut grove, but he hadn’t betrayed her in front of their friends, and that’s what counted.




  ‘You’re first for bowling,’ Bamu said, chucking the hard cricket ball to Leila. She quickly caught it and tucked it under her chin while she tied up her long black hair with a

  band from her wrist.




  On the other side of the lagoon, she could see Tusker. The elephant had arrived with the ancient mahout, who was talking quietly to it, his long white hair piled into his cloth turban. The

  mahout had allowed Rasa and Leila to ride Tusker when they were little, but since the elephant’s last musth, when he’d rampaged through the village and Chan, Leila’s stepfather,

  had been called to help corral the elephant into the sea to cool off, Bibi, Leila’s mother, had declared it too dangerous to let her precious only child near the giant beast. It was a shame.

  He looked so wonderfully stately, Leila thought, resolving to go later and see the mahout and give Tusker some watermelon. Anjum, the cook, would be sure to spare some fruit for Leila if she asked.

  He’d always had a soft spot for her.




  She watched Bamu spread out the fielders, knowing Rasa would be first up to bat. She rubbed the cricket ball against the side of her shorts and looked towards the makeshift wooden stumps stuck

  in the hard ground.




  Behind them, near the edge of the lagoon, were the huts where Rasa lived. She saw Parva, Rasa’s aunt, hanging out red and orange saris on the line at the back of the house in the yard

  where the chickens pecked in the dirt.




  Parva raised a hand when she saw Leila and smiled. She looked immaculate, as she always did, in a long green-and-gold chemise, a gold ring in her nose. Why Parva had never found a suitor to

  marry was beyond Leila. By the time she was Parva’s age, she’d be married with children. Maybe old Tusker could be decorated for her wedding celebrations. Now there was an

  idea.




  Rasa took the scuffed cricket bat from Victor and walked to the stumps. Observing him from a distance, Leila realized he’d grown without her noticing. His legs were longer, and he had much

  more hair on them than he’d ever had before. And he was getting a moustache, something Bamu teased him about, although Leila hadn’t mentioned it. She wondered if he noticed changes in

  her too. She’d certainly been alarmed at what had been going on lately. Her T-shirts were suddenly too tight: her breasts and hips had begun to curve out. She didn’t mind her new shape;

  it just felt unnecessary, when all she wanted to do was play cricket.




  She walked away from Rasa, twisting her pumps in the hard mud in a comedy walk to make the others laugh, her jokiness masking the determination she felt. She would get Rasa back and bowl him out

  and show him that she was just as much one of the boys as he was. She stopped before her run-up and looked up the hill, where she could just make out the long, sloping red tiles of her house, the

  white wooden shutters, closed now against the sun, as if bathing in its warm glow. Leila’s great-grandparents had built the sturdy plantation house at the turn of the nineteenth century, when

  they had tamed the wild palm trees on the island and cultivated the fertile land into the rich paddy fields where Bamu and the others usually worked in the early mornings.




  She prepared herself, laughing with her team and watching Rasa knock the bat against his scuffed plimsolls, waiting. He called out a threat, like he always did, and Leila steadied herself for

  her run, but just as she started running, a familiar noise made her stop.




  The small aeroplane made the forest tremble, and with the game momentarily forgotten, the children ran through the trees to the edge of the red cliff to watch the plane coming from the sea so

  low over their heads it felt like they could touch it. They all instinctively ducked and laughed, shouting at the noise.




  Leila tried to see who was in the back of the plane, but she knew it would be Chan and the latest guests. She sighed, trying to smother her disappointment. She liked it when it was just her and

  Bibi up at the house. When guests came, things changed and her mother and Chan became entertainers, bending over backwards to charm the guests who stayed in the luxury bungalows by the beach. No

  demand was too outrageous, and although Leila knew it was their money that kept Lace Island going, she also resented the guests Bibi so readily put up with and their bad behaviour. There were

  always people frolicking on the beach half naked, married couples coming here with their lovers, actresses recovering from operations, politicians who needed to let off steam without the fear of

  camera lenses. And when they did, it meant that Leila was not allowed out to play cricket in the grove.




  ‘Come on, Leila,’ Parva called from the path, once the sound of the plane engine had receded and they had all returned to their makeshift cricket pitch. In the distance, Leila could

  hear it slowing on the small landing strip. ‘Your mother will want you up at the house.’




  ‘But I’ve only just got here,’ Leila called back, glancing now at Rasa and seeing his hazel eyes boring into hers from beneath his dark eyebrows. She knew he shared her

  disappointment. He hated the guests arriving too. No doubt he’d have to miss his lessons to take them out on the boat to the coral reef that gave Lace Island its name.




  ‘Come on, young lady,’ Parva called again. ‘Time to do your duty.’




  ‘Five minutes. Just let me bowl out Rasa. Shouldn’t take long.’




  Parva smiled and Leila resumed her position. Running as hard as she could, she flung the ball at the stumps. Rasa’s bat was a blur as it hit the ball hard and they all watched it soaring

  towards the lagoon.




  One more bowl, Leila thought to herself, annoyed at Rasa’s skill. One more was all it would take. She wasn’t going to go up to the house, she decided. Not until she’d won.




  





  CHAPTER TWO




  London, present day




  The high roundhouse kick smashed into the side of his head with a satisfying smack. Hell, yeah, Jess thought, as her leg came lightly back down to the padded gym

  floor. There was no time to gloat, though. Not yet. Not with an opponent as unpredictable as Kai. She watched him stagger backwards, but she stayed where she was, then jumped back on her toes, her

  fists raised to her chin, shrugging her shoulders to rearrange her heavy white robe. Come on, sucker. Show me what you got. She was aware of her taut muscles screaming, her chest heaving,

  but she wouldn’t finish yet. Not until he was down for good.




  Kai continued backwards, his hand clamped to his ear, but Jess knew damn well that he could be bluffing. She jumped lightly towards him and back, and he took the signal. She saw him

  straightening up, steel in his eyes, his tall frame towering over her, all bets off now. Finally, he was taking her seriously.




  She pounced towards him, her fists punching. One, two, one, two. And another roundhouse.




  ‘OK, break it up.’ Tony, their kick-boxing master, strode quickly across the mats, his tattooed arms stretched between Jess and her opponent. ‘I said, break it up!’




  In respect, Jess slunk backwards, but her eyes didn’t leave Kai’s.




  ‘Take it easy, Jess. Save some juice in the tank,’ Tony told her, catching her arm and breaking her stare.




  As always, she came to her senses when she saw Tony’s familiar wrinkled face, his thick neck cushioned with one of the white gym towels.




  ‘Just giving it everything I got,’ Jess said, wiping sweat from her top lip with the cuff of her robe, trying to make light of the fight, but they all knew she’d been waiting

  to kick Kai’s butt for a year. ‘Like you always taught me,’ she added pointedly.




  ‘Yeah, well, fifty sit-ups on the mat. Go,’ Tony said. ‘Burn off some of that aggression.’




  She noticed now that Tony had tired lines round his eyes, but even so, he’d always been the same – ever since she’d started coming here as a teenager. Not having known her own

  father, Tony was the only older man Jess had ever had in her life and she respected him. It was Tony who’d set her straight and given her a path. Tony who’d shown her how to channel her

  anger and stop directing it at the teachers. And most recently, it had been Tony who’d encouraged her to apply for her dream job as cabin crew. He’d even given her a reference.




  Yes, he was one of life’s good guys. And Jess knew there weren’t that many of them around, which is why she exhaled loudly now and smiled, before giving Kai an exhausted high-five.

  At twenty-two, he was three years younger than her, and taller. His black face was shiny with sweat, but there was respect in his eyes now as he nodded to her.




  ‘You trained her too good,’ Kai grumbled to Tony as she spun on her heel and left the mats, and she grinned with private satisfaction. ‘So, Jess,’ Kai called out, and she

  turned, ‘you put in a word for me with Angel, right?’




  Jess sighed and shrugged sadly, needing to dispel the hope in Kai’s eyes. If only it were that simple. If only she could tempt Angel into going out with someone like Kai. She had to admit

  that he was kind of cute. But then, blonde Angel with her teasing ways had always been attractive to men. Unfortunately, always the wrong sort.




  An hour later, Jess was still thinking about Kai and their fight as she got off her bike by the tower block where she lived. It was dark; a freezing drizzle was making a halo

  round the weak street light. She expertly flipped the bicycle frame onto her shoulder and stepped round the remains of a takeaway spilt over the cracked path, deliberately avoiding eye contact with

  the three youths who circled on their tiny bikes like sharks on the scrubby patch of grass below the street light.




  She braced herself, waiting for them to shout out some sort of sexist or racist abuse, but tonight, she was off the hook. She couldn’t help feeling that their silence indicated a grudging

  respect, but it had been hard won. Not everyone who lived here was so lucky.




  Holding her breath against the stench of stale urine, Jess pushed through swing doors into the concrete stairwell. She’d done her best to make their flat homely, but she couldn’t

  escape the nasty aesthetic of the tower block. The local estate agents shouted about this area being up-and-coming, but many generations of the same families had lived here for years and they

  viewed the influx of City boys and hipsters with suspicion and, in some cases, contempt. Which was why there was graffiti all over the walls and the air stank.




  She started up the concrete stairs, her senses on alert, never knowing if she’d make it up to the second-floor walkway without bumping into one of the hooded junkies who liked to steal

  purses, phones and bags whenever they got the slightest opportunity.




  God, she couldn’t wait to get out of here. And as soon as she’d passed her training, she would be. Because then she’d finally have a career. For the first time in her

  life, she’d be someone.




  She let her thoughts slip into the comfort of her fantasy once she had finally made it as cabin crew. She imagined herself in first class, dressed in a smart uniform, and how it would feel to

  greet all those rich and famous people. She imagined closing the doors to the swanky 747, sealing herself in and jetting off across the ocean to Australia, Thailand, India – places that had

  never been in her reach before, but now felt so tantalizingly close.




  Safely on the walkway, she put her bike down, raising her arm in greeting to her elderly Indian neighbour, who was pulling in her washing from the line she had suspended outside her front door.

  As she passed, Jess breathed in the delicious waft of curry that always came from her tiny flat and mumbled a hello. She was starving, she realized, her session at Tony’s kickboxing gym

  having gone on for longer than she’d thought. She pulled her keys out of her puffa-jacket pocket and unlocked the front door.




  ‘Oh. You’re home,’ Angel said, her head popping over the top of the sofa just inside the door.




  That was rich, Jess thought, considering Angel, her best friend and so-called flatmate, had been absent without so much as a text message for three days.




  Jess recoiled at the cloud of cigarette smoke and wafted the front door to let in some air. She felt annoyed that Angel had suddenly turned up and had already wrecked the flat, which Jess had

  only cleaned that morning. And she’d started smoking again. Jess wanted to scream with fury. Why wouldn’t she ever learn? Who could afford to smoke these days? Not Angel. That

  was for sure.




  She glanced into the kitchenette area to the side and saw that the bags of shopping she’d left in a hurry before she’d gone to the gym had been half emptied, badly cut bread and a

  mangled block of cheese left out on the side. But worse, worse than all of that was that Weasel was on the sofa. Nobody knew what his real name was, something unpronounceable and Slavic, which is

  why everyone called him Weasel. And he was a weasel. By name and by nature. Even the sight of the top of his shaved head made Jess’s skin crawl.




  ‘Shut the door. It’s freezing in here,’ he growled in his clipped accent.




  Jess walked in and propped her bike up against the wall inside, then shut the door with an unnecessary slam to show Angel just how pissed off she was.




  ‘You got the job?’ Angel asked, a cruelty in her voice Jess hadn’t heard before.




  ‘Don’t know yet. I have to be accepted onto the training course first,’ she said, infuriated that Angel clearly hadn’t listened to a word Jess had told her about the

  whole process she had to go through before she could fly. She’d been waiting every day for news of her cabin-crew training course. She’d passed the initial interviews, but now came the

  real test. Her nerves were completely shattered, the ‘what if?’s churning round and round her head. A few sympathetic or encouraging words from her best friend would have been

  appreciated, but she saw now in the slightly triumphant eye roll Angel gave Weasel that her friend couldn’t care less. If anything, she wanted her to fail.




  It was ironic, Jess thought, because when they’d been kids, it had been Angel who’d been the ambitious one, Angel who dreamt of being a TV presenter, Angel with the big plans, who

  was going to do something with her life. But now all she did was spend her dole money on lottery tickets and online bingo, each loss further sapping her self-esteem.




  She looked a mess too. As Jess walked round the sofa, she saw that Angel was wearing stained leggings that had once been Jess’s and an oversized hoody. Her badly dyed blonde hair was

  scraped back into a ponytail, and there were dark circles under her eyes, like she hadn’t slept for days. She shoved her hands into her hoody pockets, but not before Jess had seen that

  she’d bitten her nails right down.




  ‘So. Look who it is,’ Weasel said, turning his attention momentarily away from the TV towards Jess, as if she were some errant teenager. Jess stared at the full horror of the mess on

  the coffee table and the detritus of joint-rolling and cigarettes. ‘The fire exits are here and here,’ he said, laughing at his own joke as he fanned out his arms. Angel had obviously

  told him about Jess’s airline training.




  Seeing that he’d annoyed Jess, he laughed nastily again, putting his feet up on the table. His boots were dirty and little crescents of mud were all over the blue rug. He took a sip from

  the can of cheap lager he was drinking and gave a loud burp.




  Jess stared at Angel, her look saying, ‘What the fuck?’ and Angel’s return look saying it straight back. Jess picked up her bag and stomped down the lino-covered hallway to her

  bedroom, trying to calm her fury. She heard Angel following.




  She pushed open the door to her room. Her single bed was neatly made, with its white-and-blue duvet cover complemented by the soft beige throw she’d bought. One wall was covered in white

  cupboards and shelves she’d built herself to house her college books, and another large wall was filled by a huge picture of a desert island scene.




  ‘Why are you being weird?’ Angel demanded. ‘I thought you’d be pleased to see me. You left enough messages telling me to come back.’




  ‘What is he doing here?’ Jess hissed.




  ‘Why shouldn’t he be? I told you – we’re together. He’s ditched that skank Maisie.’




  ‘She has a baby. They have a baby.’




  ‘So?’




  ‘So?’ Jess stared at Angel, exasperated. Where had her moral compass gone? Angel had always been better. Better than this.




  How could she describe Maisie as a ‘skank’? That was Weasel talking. Didn’t she care at all? What about the baby? Because Angel more than anyone knew what it was like to grow

  up without functional parents. She’d been taken into care at three years old after her mother had broken down, unable to cope alone. And now history was repeating itself.




  Something was wrong. Very wrong. And that’s when Jess noticed that Angel’s eyes were flickering, her gaze darting around the room.




  ‘Oh my God,’ Jess gasped, the realization hitting. ‘Are you using? Please don’t tell me you’re using.’ She grabbed Angel’s arm, trying to force

  her to look directly at her, but Angel’s gaze flitted away. Everyone knew that Weasel smoked crack. Oh Jesus. He hadn’t got to Angel, had he?




  ‘Stop being so judgemental,’ Angel snapped, shaking off Jess’s grip. ‘I can do what I want.’




  Jess bit her lip, feeling furious tears rising. Angel had been her entire family for as long as she could remember. Her rock. The one she’d always relied on. But it was like looking at a

  stranger now.




  ‘Has he made you start?’ Jess demanded.




  ‘Oh. Oh,’ Angel countered, grasping for excuses. ‘That’s rich. You don’t know him.’




  ‘I don’t want to know him. You know who he is. Who he hangs out with. He’s bad news. Look what he’s doing to you.’




  ‘At least he’s someone. At least I’ve got someone. At least I’m not frigid like you.’ Angel thumped her chest with her fist, and as her eyes, with their dark yellow

  shadows, met Jess’s, she saw that Angel was desperate. ‘Take a look at yourself, Jess. Ever since we were kids you’ve been saving yourself to walk along that stupid beach with Mr

  Right.’ She flung her arm out at the poster. ‘But let me tell you – he doesn’t exist, OK? That’s a myth. Especially for people like us. From where we come

  from.’




  Jess felt Angel’s words sting, but the betrayal in Angel’s attitude was worse. How could she have given up just when life was starting? When it should be starting for both of

  them?




  ‘You don’t have to settle for him. You are so much better than that.’




  ‘How?’ Angel spat back. ‘How am I better than that? I’m unemployed, unemployable. Nothing I’ve ever wanted has happened. Nothing.’




  That’s because you haven’t worked for it, Jess wanted to shout. That’s because you’ve given up whenever it got tough. That’s because you expect life to

  hand you everything you want on a plate and it doesn’t work like that . . .




  Instead, she took a deep breath. ‘You’re making a big mistake. We can make a better life.’




  ‘There’s no “we”, Jess. Not anymore.’




  ‘Angel, please. Listen—’ she started.




  ‘Fuck you. Don’t lecture me, OK? You think you’re so much better than everyone around here, but you’re not. You’re delusional,’ Angel shouted, and Jess backed

  away, scared by her tone and the cold look in her eyes.




  





  CHAPTER THREE




  Lace Island, 1989




  In the cool of the house’s dark, wooden hallway, Leila picked off a small yellow banana from the bunch in the basket on the carved mahogany dresser, desperate to tell

  Bibi about Tusker and how Rasa’s ball had nearly hit the old elephant and how the mahout had said the elephant was ill and needed a vet. Leila had promised that Bibi would sort it out. Nobody

  went sick for long on Lace Island. Old Maliba, Rasa’s grandmother, usually ground up herbs and plants from her Ayurvedic garden to make potions, but this time she had failed to cure the

  elephant. They’d have to send for a vet from Cochin. With a bit of luck, Bibi would let Leila use the telex machine in her office.




  Full of plans and munching on her banana, Leila skipped along the corridor, the muslin curtains blowing in against the old teak boards, the black-and-white framed pictures of Leila’s

  maharaja relatives staring down from the wall and through the screen with its old mosquito netting out onto the terrace.




  The back terrace was where Bibi preferred to entertain, when guests left the comfort of their bungalows and visited the house on her invitation, the dining room often being too formal and

  stuffy. It was covered by a canopy from which electric lights looped, and in the corner was the bamboo bar area that Chan had built and of which he was particularly proud. The polished floorboards

  stretched further to a wooden balustrade, which looked down into the blue mosaicked pool below.




  Dotted around were a few fan-backed wicker armchairs, some squashy beanbag seats and a hanging swing seat, which was Leila’s favourite. Through the huge palms in the garden, there was a

  view down towards the lagoon, and in the distance, the sea, changed now to a deep blue in the late-afternoon light. There would be a lovely sunset later.




  Chan, Leila’s stepfather, was a small-boned man with a mane of glossy black hair, a thin moustache and twinkling brown eyes. Parva said he was the spitting image of her favourite Bollywood

  star, and he certainly knew it, Leila thought. It was Chan’s star quality that had charmed grief-stricken Bibi back to life after Leila’s father had been killed in a shark attack when

  Leila had been barely two. That’s what Old Maliba had always said.




  Leila couldn’t blame Bibi for falling for Chan. He was good-looking and suave and more than willing to run Lace Island with Bibi. Now, his face lit up with a grin when he saw Leila and he

  threw his arms out wide.




  ‘There’s my girl,’ he said, and as she went to him, he grabbed her and spun her round in a hug. Leila felt the familiar tingle of shame that she felt each time he greeted her

  when he’d been away. She couldn’t quite find it in her heart to love him like she knew she ought to. Not that she’d ever tell anyone – even Rasa – how she felt. But

  the fact remained that Chan wasn’t her father. She wasn’t ‘his girl’, and him laying claim like this, like he always did, just made her more aware that something was

  missing.




  ‘Leila, mind out,’ her mother said. Bibi was standing watering her collection of spider plants in their circular holder with a small copper watering can. She was wearing one of her

  pink-and-orange kaftans, which she often wafted about in during the afternoons, but despite the shapeless garment, she still exuded glamour and a sort of regal air, her long black hair wound into a

  shell clip at the nape of her neck, her skin flawless. But it was Bibi’s pale aquamarine eyes with their dark rings round the irises that captivated everyone. They smiled at Leila now.




  ‘She’s fine,’ Chan said, putting his arm round Leila’s shoulder and snuggling her in close. ‘Look at our girl, Bibi,’ he said. ‘I go away for less than

  a week and she gets so big. Almost a grown woman. Let me see . . .’ He held Leila’s face for a moment and she breathed in his particular sweet smell, of cigarette smoke mingled with the

  pomade he wore in his hair and the lavender water Parva always sprayed on his shirts. ‘Nearly as beautiful as your mother. Not quite yet.’




  ‘Look at the state of you, child,’ Bibi scolded, blushing at Chan’s compliment and trying to smooth Leila’s hair before rubbing her cheek to remove some dirt.

  ‘You’ve been playing with those boys in the grove again,’ she said with a tut. Leila glanced at Chan, who winked. They both knew that Bibi’s attempts to make Leila ladylike

  were wasted. ‘Go and clean up. We have guests. Tina and Teddy Everdene. They’re all the way from England. As well as their friends Martin and Christopher Barber. They work in the

  theatre, apparently. Oh, and Christopher’s . . . fiancée?’ Bibi checked with Chan.




  ‘She probably will be by the time they leave here if he’s got any sense,’ Chan chuckled. ‘She’s a bombshell all right.’




  Bibi gave him a sharp look, then turned to Leila. ‘You must be polite to them.’




  Leila shrugged in tacit acknowledgement, annoyed that her mother was so openly impressed by total strangers. Personally, she couldn’t care less about these new guests or where they were

  from, her attention now caught by all the packages next to the armchair.




  ‘What did you bring?’ she asked Chan.




  ‘Go ahead,’ he said, pulling up the creases of his light blue trousers and sitting down on the chair. He lit a cigarette using the large amethyst lighter Bibi reserved for the

  guests. ‘Take a look. There’s plenty of treasures.’




  Leila unwrapped the packages and Bibi joined her, standing over her as she emptied the bags.




  ‘Did you remember saffron? Was Mr Singh at the market?’ Bibi asked.




  ‘Of course,’ Chan said. ‘He sends his regards. Oh, Bibi, look at this,’ he said, leaning forward and passing her a package wrapped in thin pink paper.




  Bibi looked warily at him as she unwrapped the silk shawl and gasped. ‘How much did that cost?’




  ‘Never you mind. Tell me you don’t love it,’ he said, standing now and going to her and wrapping it round her shoulders. Leila watched her mother cupping the soft, looping

  fringing along the edge of the scarf.




  ‘We can’t afford these luxuries, Chan,’ she said, but Leila could tell that she loved the scarf and loved her husband for buying it.




  ‘What are these?’ Leila asked, pulling out a large colourful box.




  ‘Ahh. Those are fireworks,’ Chan said, rubbing his knees and crouching down next to her. ‘I got them on special offer. We can have them next Christmas.’ He opened the box

  and pulled out one of the paper-wrapped fireworks inside. ‘Full of gunpowder.’




  ‘Then don’t put your cigarette near it,’ Bibi scolded. ‘You’ll send the whole place up.’




  Chan put back the firework. ‘Good point. In fact, Leila, don’t you ever think of playing with these. They are highly flammable,’ he said, his tone slightly mocking. ‘You

  know how paranoid your mother is about fire.’




  ‘With good reason,’ Bibi said. ‘You should be too,’ she continued, taking the cigarette from Chan’s mouth and stubbing it in the glass ashtray.




  ‘Run and put them in the cupboard in the hall,’ Chan said. ‘You’ll have to remember to dig them out.’




  Leila packed up the fireworks and carried them back through the screen into the hall. She knelt by one of the large mahogany sideboards and slid back the door. Inside, the shelves were lined

  with yellowing newspaper from a different era, and they smelt of musty joss sticks. She tried to clear a space on the top shelf, which was filled with an odd assortment of objects, including a

  steel helmet that had belonged to a guest, candlesticks, coconut shells and some photo albums. Leila flicked one of them open now, pulling aside the brown tissue-paper leaves to see the formal

  black-and-white pictures of Lace Island twenty years ago.




  There was her father, Ranjidan, on the beach, making a pose in his 1950s swimming trunks next to a long wooden surfboard. How could a man who had so clearly loved the water come to such an awful

  end? For a year afterwards, nobody had swum on the beach where he had disappeared and his bloodied shorts had been found. She looked at his grinning face, running her fingertips over the line of

  his cheekbones, a likeness in his face to hers she was proud to share.




  Behind her, she heard voices in the hall. She peeped round the edge of the desk and saw a tall man and a woman by the front door, admiring the photos on the wall. The woman was wearing a light

  blue sundress with padded shoulders, a large pair of sunglasses perched on her frizzy hair.




  The man had a purple checked shirt with a large patch of sweat down the back. He walked over and started flicking through the visitors book.




  ‘Tina, darling, you must come and see this,’ the man said. ‘It makes very interesting reading.’




  Like many of the guests on Lace Island, he looked rich, Leila thought. But he was pale, like he hadn’t been in the sun for a while.




  ‘Look at that,’ he continued, pointing to an entry. She could hear the awe in his voice as he flipped over the pages, his wife peering over his shoulder. ‘We’re certainly

  in rarefied company. All sorts in here.’




  The foreign guests were always the same with the visitors book, Leila thought, although she couldn’t understand why. They were just names. People. Fine when they were here. Even better

  when they left.




  But the guests seemed to love the guessing game with the visitors book and its unspoken connections. Because that was Bibi’s rule: you could only visit if you knew someone who had been

  before and had recommended you. Lace Island wasn’t in any brochures or advertised anywhere, and Bibi had banned the few journalists who’d visited from writing about it. That’s

  what made it special and so safe. Only lovely people came, according to Bibi, as if loveliness were a secret thread that connected all the guests.




  ‘Hello,’ Leila said, shoving the photo album back next to the fireworks and standing up.




  The woman, Tina, put her hand on her chest. ‘Oh, my, you scared me,’ she said with a laugh.




  ‘You must be young Leila,’ the man said, peering at her through his round glasses like she was a rare monkey. ‘I’ve heard a lot about you.’




  ‘Oh, Leila, I think you must be the luckiest girl in the world, if you ask me,’ Tina said, stepping forward to take Leila’s arm. ‘Living here. It really is paradise,

  isn’t it. Oh look, there’s Vanessa,’ she said, spotting someone coming through the open front door into the hall. Leila turned and saw a woman in a pink-and-white spotted

  halter-neck dress sashaying in. She had a mane of long, curly blonde hair and exuded a sort of glamorous film-star quality, as if she was lit up from inside. ‘Nessa, darling,’ Tina

  continued, ‘come and meet Chan’s daughter, Leila. She’s just as lovely as he promised.’




  Now the woman took off her sunglasses and smiled, and as Leila stared at her bright green eyes, she thought she was possibly the most exotic creature she’d ever seen.




  





  CHAPTER FOUR




  London, present day




  The three glasses chinked together and Tony grinned at Jess and Kai across the scuffed wooden table. They were in their local pub celebrating Jess starting her training course.

  Angel should have been here too, but despite texting her, Jess had heard nothing for days.




  Their row still weighed heavily on Jess’s mind. She should hate Angel for all the things she’d said, but instead, she felt a gnawing sorrow and a sense of abject failure.




  She should have seen the signs before, but she’d been so busy working that she hadn’t noticed just how depressed Angel had become. And right now, after starting her cabin-crew

  training course and meeting so many interesting people, she felt as if the gap between them had just widened even more.




  ‘It’ll be hard work, but six weeks and then, hopefully, I’ll be in the air,’ Jess told Tony now.




  ‘At least being thirty-five thousand feet in the air will keep you out of trouble,’ he said, taking a sip of his pint.




  ‘I wouldn’t guarantee it,’ Jess said.




  ‘You’ll have to look after that ugly mug of yours. No more fights. You listening, you two?’ he said with a grin.




  ‘Fair enough,’ Kai said.




  Jess smiled and took a sip of her orange juice. She’d only popped into the gym tonight for a quick session. She’d been so excited she’d had to tell someone, and she’d

  been pleased that Kai and Tony had wanted to celebrate with her.




  But now that she was here in the pub, she was itching to get home to start on her coursework. There would be six modules and she’d have to pass each one in order to get accepted by the

  airline, and the competition was fierce.




  ‘Any hot chicks on your course?’ Kai asked, and Jess rolled her eyes at him.




  ‘Plenty. I met one girl, Claire, who seemed fun. She’s sitting next to me.’




  In fact, if it hadn’t been for Claire, Jess might never have had the nerve to go into the lecture room at all. But that’s what had been so great about today. The feeling that for the

  first time ever, she belonged. That she was the same as those nice boys and girls from their secure families, with their normal backgrounds. It felt like she was on her way to a new future.




  ‘Yeah, well, don’t forget who your friends are,’ Tony said, and Jess smiled at him.




  ‘Course I won’t,’ she said, but even as she did, she knew that her heart had already pulled away. That she was already wondering what tomorrow might bring.




  Later, after the pub, Kai walked her home. He stood with her by her door, but Jess could see the lights were off in the flat and Angel still hadn’t come home.




  ‘You should be proud of yourself, Jess,’ Kai said softly. ‘Really. Not many people have the guts to change their lives the way you have.’




  ‘Thanks,’ she said, meaning it. She was genuinely touched he’d said that.




  She smiled, reaching into her pocket for her key, but suddenly, she was aware of how still Kai had gone. When she looked up at him, he was staring at her intently. Then, taking her completely by

  surprise, he leant down and kissed her softly on the lips.




  ‘What was that for?’ she asked, taken aback.




  ‘I dunno,’ he said, with a shy smile and a shrug. ‘Sorry.’




  Jess held his gaze, her heart starting to race. ‘Don’t be sorry. I’m flattered.’




  Kai glanced along the walkway. ‘You know, Jess, I wondered if you wanted to . . . you know . . .’




  She stared at him, her breath catching as she saw the meaning in his eyes. Then she laughed, but he looked serious.




  ‘I don’t want this to complicate things between us,’ she whispered in the dark, scared that her neighbour would come out and see them.




  ‘It won’t. We’re friends, right?’ Kai said, stroking her face with the back of his hand, the tender gesture clinching it for Jess.




  She unlocked the door, smiling while biting her lip. This wouldn’t be another mistake, would it? Like the dozens she’d made in the past? Because this new phase of her life meant she

  was leaving the old, hot-headed Jess behind. That tearaway teenager who used to take drugs and make trouble. That was all in the past. Back in the care homes that she and Angel had always run away

  from.




  These days, she was different. She was being sensible. She’d turned over a new leaf since she and Angel had moved here. It was six months or more since she’d even entertained the

  thought of an unsuitable hook-up. She’d stopped sleeping with men because she could. She’d been saving herself.




  But now, as Kai held her arm and pulled her towards him and kissed her again as the door of the flat closed behind them, all her resolve went out of the window and she remembered how nice it

  felt to connect to someone physically.




  He kissed her again, more deeply this time, moaning with pleasure. Man, he was a good kisser, she thought, thinking of how often she’d fought Kai, how many times she’d embraced him,

  made contact with him – but never like this. But why never like this? she wondered, feeling something sexual stirring inside her. And what the hell? Today had been one of the most exciting of

  her life. Why not make a proper celebration of it, as Kai was suggesting? Maybe she wasn’t as uptight and frigid as Angel had declared she was. Maybe, just maybe this was exactly what she

  needed.




  ‘I thought it was Angel you wanted,’ she said, as she grabbed at his shirt.




  ‘I was only saying that to make you jealous. You have no idea how hot you are, Jess. I’ve fancied you for ages.’




  He lifted her up, like she was as light as a feather, and she wrapped her arms and legs round him, feeling his hardness through his sweatpants against her.




  ‘Which way is your room?’ he asked.




  Afterwards, Jess lay in her single bed in Kai’s arms, stroking the soft skin on his arm. She smiled, amazed at how content the sex between them had made her feel.




  ‘So what’s the deal with the big beach?’ Kai asked, nodding at the poster opposite.




  Jess stared at the poster. ‘It’s always been a fantasy. You know, to go somewhere like that.’




  She stared at the poster, not elaborating. She couldn’t tell Kai the whole fantasy. That one day she wanted to get married on a beach just like that. And it wasn’t about the guests

  or how it looked, like it was on those bride shows on TV. She wouldn’t care about who else was there, only that he was there. Him. The man she loved. The one she hadn’t met yet, but she

  knew one day she would. The one who’d be perfect for her. She saw herself staring into his eyes feeling . . .




  Feeling what? Who knew? How would she feel, other than more ecstatic than she’d ever thought it possible to feel? Was that how it felt? Perhaps. But she could only guess.

  She’d never been in love. Never even come close.




  ‘I keep it there to remind me that there’s a big world out there.’ She stared at it for a moment. ‘Angel gave it to me for my twenty-first,’ she confided. Back

  when she gave a shit about me, she wanted to add.




  ‘Are you worried about her? You seemed worried earlier.’




  ‘I am.’




  ‘She’s a big girl, Jess. She has to make her own mistakes,’ Kai said.




  ‘I guess. It hurts, that’s all. We’ve always been like this, you know,’ Jess said, crossing her fingers. ‘Here. Look.’ She reached down and pulled the old

  shoebox from under her bed. She opened the lid. Inside were her savings book and her favourite keepsakes.




  She pulled out the Polaroid photo of her and Angel when they’d been ten standing outside their first orphanage. They looked like such ragamuffins. Always in trouble, but always with each

  other’s backs. She held it up for Kai to look.




  ‘That’s cute,’ he said, with a smile. ‘Neither of you has changed. You got any more?’




  ‘Nope. That’s it,’ Jess said.




  She felt the shame of it now. The sadness that she only had the one picture. One measly token of her childhood. The truth was that they’d been too poor to have cameras, and Jess had moved

  around so much, never having the space or a room of her own to collect possessions. Besides, it hadn’t been a childhood that had been worth documenting with photos in an album. Not like she

  imagined real families had.




  ‘What else is in there?’ Kai asked, looking at the box.




  ‘Not much. Oh . . . there’s this,’ she said, pulling out the small jewellery box. Inside was a fine gold crucifix.




  ‘I didn’t know you were religious.’




  ‘I’m not,’ she said, ‘but that’s all I have from my past.’ She stared at the fine links, wondering who would once have owned it. ‘I arrived in the

  orphanage as a baby and this was among my baby clothes.’




  Kai was silent for a moment and Jess felt jangled. To share this with him suddenly felt more intimate than the sex they’d just had.




  ‘Don’t you want to know?’ he asked. ‘About what happened? About why you were in the orphanage in the first place?’




  Jess shrugged. ‘As far as I know, she’s dead. My birth mother. That’s what I was told.’ She rubbed her finger across the worn gold, as she had done countless times

  before, and her heart ached with a familiar longing and she sighed. ‘I’d just like to know for sure, that’s all.’




  It was true. Even if it was sad, or awful, or tragic, just to know who her mother had been would fill the hole she felt inside. She wouldn’t judge anymore. Enough bad shit happened in the

  world. Jess was old enough to know that. But if she could just know why her mother gave her up. Did she simply not care, or did something happen? Something that could have been

  put right?




  ‘Why don’t you find out?’




  ‘It’s too late,’ she said, kissing the crucifix before putting the jewellery box back. ‘There’s no point in dwelling on the past.’




  ‘If it was me, I’d want to know.’




  ‘I’ve got other things on my mind,’ Jess said, putting the lid firmly back on the box and replacing it under the bed.




  ‘Me too,’ Kai said, wanting to snuggle back down with her, but Jess was no longer in the mood.




  ‘You know, Kai, I should really study. I’ve got to be up early and back at my course in the morning.’




  ‘Oh, oh, sure,’ he said, getting the message.




  She got up, feeling bad as she watched him climb out of her bed. She stared at his long, lean limbs as he pulled on his boxers.




  He turned to her as she put on her dressing gown, crossing her arms.




  ‘You know, I like you, Jess. I have done for a while. You must have guessed. All our fights . . .’




  ‘That was flirting?’ she said, attempting to joke, but he was being serious.




  ‘We could, you know, make a go of it. If you wanted, I mean? You and me?’




  Jess looked at the carpet, her eyebrows knitting together. She felt bad now for sleeping with him. For leading him on. It had been a mistake, because she’d hurt his feelings. She could see

  that now.




  ‘Save yourself for someone who will be here,’ she said. ‘I want to go and travel the world. It’s what I’ve wanted my whole life.’




  ‘But—’




  Jess shook her head, before reaching up to hug him. ‘I’m sorry,’ she whispered. ‘Tonight has been lovely, and the last thing I wanted was to hurt you, but I can’t

  be any more than your friend, Kai. I’m sorry.’




  He nodded, not meeting her eye, and when he left, he kissed her on the cheek.




  But after he’d gone and she’d shut the door, Jess felt unexpected tears rising up in her. What if believing in fate and her gorgeous fantasy man was just a big joke? Maybe there was

  no happy ever after, or deserted beach with the man of her dreams. What if Angel was right and she was holding out for a fantasy that didn’t exist? Certainly not for people like her.




  Maybe she would be better off with someone like Kai. Someone who could be here for her in the real world she lived in now. But it was too late, she reminded herself. She’d already rejected

  him. She’d sent him packing when he’d been nothing but sweet and kind to her. All because she felt she deserved something better.




  What kind of a horrible person did it make her?




  She took a breath to calm herself. No. No, it would be OK. She believed in fate. She believed she was destined for a better future. It would happen. She would make it. She would. No matter

  what.




  





  CHAPTER FIVE




  Lace Island, 1989




  The Everdenes had been up for Bibi and Chan’s infamous cocktail hour each evening of their stay, but tonight, along with Martin, Christopher and Vanessa, they’d

  stayed past sunset, Anjum, the cook, having prepared a special banquet. Leila stretched out on her favourite cushioned chair on the terrace, her tummy full from the feast they’d just enjoyed,

  the taste of the sweet kulfi still on her tongue.




  It was the perfect kind of night, the sky fading into a soft indigo, the warm breeze tickling the wind chimes hanging near the door, the air scented with the night jasmine that covered the

  terrace roof and the incense sticks Bibi burnt to keep away the mosquitos.




  Leila flicked through the magazines that Vanessa had given her earlier, having declared that she’d finished with them. One of the perks of the guests staying was that they often gifted her

  their unwanted possessions – paperbacks, suncream, bikinis (which were always too big), T-shirts, designer sunglasses and hats. Leila collected them all, and from the second she’d

  spotted glamorous Vanessa, who, apparently, was set to debut on the West End stage in London, she’d been secretly longing for a haul. She hadn’t been disappointed. Vanessa had given her

  three lipsticks and a blue mascara, as well as a sarong and a straw hat. She’d been hoping to get friendly and chat more to Vanessa about her life in London, but she hadn’t seen either

  her or Christopher much. They’d kept themselves to themselves in their guest bungalow, appearing with shining eyes and holding hands, like they were having the best love-in of all time.

  Although, what beautiful Vanessa saw in balding Christopher, who was clearly twice her age, Leila couldn’t begin to understand.




  Now, she pored over the glossy pages, fascinated by the glamorous shots of the French actress Isabella Rosellini and that model Cindy Crawford, who Leila had seen before. And yet more shots of

  Princess Diana, who Leila always felt sorry for. Always having to be on show, when all she probably wanted to do was stay at home and play with her little boys. She wrinkled her nose, looking at

  all the pictures of the silly pop stars performing for the second Live Aid single. How could it be that people were still starving in Africa? Hadn’t they fixed it the first time around? She

  flicked through some more, bored by the news.




  Events on the other side of the world only held so much fascination. It was a comfort to know there was a world going on out there, but Leila was very happy for it not to bother her on Lace

  Island, although it seemed to be a constant source of worry to Rasa that she wasn’t more curious about it.




  He was desperate to go away and travel. He didn’t stop talking about how he couldn’t wait to go to London and New York and Paris. Leila supposed she would see the world all

  in good time, but when everyone came here and gushed about how wonderful Lace Island was compared to everywhere else, she wasn’t in any hurry to go anywhere that wasn’t as fascinating.

  Besides, it would break her heart to leave Bibi and Chan, not to mention her friends.




  Mr and Mrs Everdene, who had been sipping Chan’s lethal cocktails all night, had now lost their British uptightness. The gramophone was on and Chan was playing his clarinet along with a

  Chet Baker record, while Tina Everdene was dancing a strange, flailing Charleston-type dance. Leila watched from her corner seat, seeing Chan’s clarinet charming her like a snake.




  ‘I never dance,’ she called out to Leila. ‘But I can’t help myself. Isn’t your father wonderful?’




  Stepfather, Leila wanted to correct her, but she knew she couldn’t. ‘Yes,’ Leila said, and Chan winked at her.




  ‘Come and join in!’ Tina held out her hands to Leila, who got to her feet.




  She saw Bibi and Teddy Everdene clapping as they danced, but she knew Bibi wouldn’t get up and dance herself. She’d never seen her mother dance in public, or let down her reserve,

  but Leila, who was entranced by the wedding saris in her mother’s closet, longed just once to see her do the traditional dancing that she’d done at her wedding to Leila’s father

  all those years ago. That was back in the days when Bibi was in the bosom of her own family, but when she’d married Chan, they’d cut her off, and Bibi never talked about her relatives

  now.




  The record finished and Tina bent forward laughing, her hands on her knees, out of breath. Behind her, the moon was rising like a huge yellow smile. On the dark horizon, the lights from the

  fishing boats blinked on the gold-black sea.




  ‘Have you ever been somewhere so romantic? Or felt so free? It’s just marvellous, Teddy. Marvellous,’ Tina said, putting her arms on the balustrade and taking in the view,

  breathing in the hot night air. ‘I can’t bear to go home.’




  Leila couldn’t help but smile. This was often the guests’ reaction to Bibi and Chan’s hospitality. Suddenly, there was a familiar buzzing and just as Bibi said, ‘Not

  again,’ the electricity went out, plunging them into darkness. The needle on the record stopped, the music making a funny dying sound, which Chan finished with a flourish on his clarinet.




  ‘This happens all the time,’ Bibi explained. ‘Leila?’




  Dutifully, Leila fetched the oil lamp, lighting it, so that the party had a warm glow. Now, without the gramophone, the air was filled with familiar night noises – the hypnotic chorus of

  the nocturnal crickets and the occasional hoot of the forest owls, the chatter of the palm fronds as the breeze tickled through them and, in the background – almost as a secret – the

  low, gentle whoosh of the sea.




  ‘What a shame,’ Tina said to Chan. ‘I was enjoying that so much.’




  ‘Well, I can carry on, if you insist.’




  Now the clarinet’s plaintive air filled the night all around them. Christopher and Vanessa danced slowly together in the corner, staring into each other’s eyes, and Tina held her

  hands together and made a cooing sound as if she’d never seen anything so romantic.




  ‘So tell me,’ Tina said, ‘if it’s not rude to ask, how did you end up living on Lace Island, Bibi?’




  ‘Mummy inherited this island from her grandma,’ Leila said, when she saw that Bibi was reluctant to answer. Bibi gave her a sharp look. ‘What? It’s true.’ But she

  could tell that Bibi was annoyed that she’d shared so much personal information. Trying to get back on track, she continued Bibi’s story for her. ‘But Mummy was always going to

  live here. Right from when she was a little girl and used to come here with her grandmother. She has loads of brothers,’ Leila confided, ‘but they’re all horrible, so Grandma

  decided that Lace Island would pass down the female line.’ She said this proudly. Lace Island would be hers one day. It was her birthright and she didn’t care who knew it.




  ‘Leila,’ Bibi chided. ‘Don’t be rude.’




  ‘So Bibi lived here with my father and they had me . . .’




  Leila saw Tina and Teddy exchange a shocked look. They obviously hadn’t realized that Chan wasn’t Leila’s father. Bibi looked annoyed that she’d brought it up.




  ‘He died. A long time ago,’ Bibi said, glaring at Leila. She didn’t want Leila to tell the guests that he’d been killed in a shark attack, otherwise they wouldn’t

  go in the sea and their holiday would be ruined.




  ‘Oh, I’m so sorry,’ Tina said, putting her hand to her chest.




  ‘Then she met Chan, who came to stay,’ Leila said, as a peace offering, ‘and they fell in love.’




  ‘I refused to go,’ Chan interjected, briefly, before going back to ‘Moonlight Serenade’.




  ‘How romantic,’ Tina said.




  ‘It is. They really should make a movie. Don’t you think this place would make a perfect film set?’ Leila said.




  ‘That’s enough. You know perfectly well I’m not having any film crews traipsing around here,’ Bibi said. ‘And now I think it’s time for you to go to bed,

  young lady,’ she added.




  ‘But—’




  ‘Go.’ There was a moment of silence, then a crackling and the lights came on again. Someone must have turned on the generator in the basement. ‘Oh good,’ Bibi said,

  giving Leila one of her stern but affectionate looks. Then she squeezed Leila’s hand and patted her face gently, and Leila knew that, as always, she would do as she was told.




  Besides, with the lights back on, the magic seemed broken, and dutifully Leila said goodnight to the guests under Bibi’s watchful eye. She kissed Chan and he pinched her nose and winked at

  her. He knew she liked being part of the grown-up talk.




  She dawdled, knowing that as soon as she was out of sight, she’d be out of mind. She wandered down towards the pool, planning to listen from below the balcony, where the night jasmine

  circled the terrace’s struts.




  Silently, she sat down on the edge of the pool, dipping her feet in the water. Insects danced, breaking its surface. Leila wondered if she’d get in trouble for stripping off and going for

  a swim, when Bibi had told her to go to bed. She breathed in and gazed up between the palm trees to where the black sky was glittering with stars.




  Above her, she could hear Chan at the bar mixing another drink for Teddy. He’d have another himself, too, no doubt, even though he knew Bibi disapproved of how much alcohol he consumed.

  But he always said that it greased the wheels and made the guests happy.




  ‘She’s certainly a spirited girl,’ she heard Teddy say. ‘She’s clearly very taken with Tina. I hope if we have a child, she’ll be just like your

  Leila.’




  ‘That’s kind of you to say. We think she’s wonderful, but she’s growing up so fast. We have a tutor for her, but I’m not sure it’s doing her any good,’

  Chan replied.




  ‘Why don’t you send her to school? There’s plenty of good boarding schools in England. In fact, I am a governor for a girls’ school in Surrey. I could make some calls.

  I’m sure I could secure her a place. It’s a marvellous girls’ school and just what she needs, if you ask me. Tina? Tina, what do you think about Chan and Bibi sending Leila to

  Hillmain?’




  ‘Oh, Teddy, that’s a brilliant idea.’




  Leila’s heart lurched, her legs stopping in the water.




  ‘We could never afford the fees,’ Chan said.




  ‘I could enquire about a bursary. Pull a few strings.’




  ‘We could not possibly ask such a favour,’ Chan said. ‘What do you think, Bibi? It would make sense, yes? Particularly now, when we’re so busy over the spring.’




  Leila waited for Bibi to laugh off the suggestion, to give one of thousands of reasons why it would be a bad idea.




  ‘It’s halfway through the academic year, surely?’ Bibi said.




  ‘That’s not a problem. She could start in January. At the start of the term. I know the headmistress. I could send her a fax.’




  Leila felt an icicle of dread plummet inside her. They wouldn’t send her away. Would they? She stared up between the trees and there, suddenly, she saw a shooting star. Remembering

  Parva’s advice from when she was little, to always wish upon a star, Leila squeezed her eyes shut. Let me stay on Lace Island for the rest of my life. Please. No matter what. I’ll

  do anything . . .




  





  CHAPTER SIX




  London, present day




  Oh God. This was just like a real fire.




  Jess heard her breathing loud in her ears, the mask tight over her face, her ears ringing with the fire siren. It was training. Just training. She’d probably never be in a fire

  like this . . . ever. Even so, her heart pounded, knowing that any second, the door to the smoke-filled chamber would open and that she and Claire, her training buddy for today, would both have to

  crawl inside.




  Keep calm, Jess told herself. She had to get through this and the medical, and then she’d have done it. She couldn’t fail now.




  This was the final module on her training programme and the one that she’d been dreading, although practising the raft evacuation in the freezing drizzle yesterday had been pretty tough.

  For the past six weeks, she’d been in the classroom for ten hours a day and then racing back to the flat to revise for the module tests, and so far she hadn’t failed one. She’d

  learnt everything from the procedures for opening doors and going into the cockpit to what to do if someone went into labour on a flight, and she’d loved every second.




  Jess was determined not to mess this up. She’d written out the trainer’s mantras and stuck them to her wall: I treat everyone as an individual; I do things properly; I look the

  part. She was determined to prove she was a team player. And now she was so close to finishing her training, she wanted this more than ever.




  She certainly looked the part now, she thought, in her boiler suit and mask. She felt herself sweating under the suit, the blouse of her uniform clinging to her, but she was determined to be

  strong. Not only for her but for Claire, who had been feeling wobbly all morning.




  Poor Claire. She had a terrible hangover from the hen weekend she’d been on, she’d told Jess. Jess had been amazed she’d gone when there was so much revision to do, but Claire

  had said it was her best friend and she hadn’t been able to get out of it. Jess wondered whether she’d have made such a huge sacrifice for Angel, but she couldn’t imagine Angel

  getting married. Not now. Not to Weasel. Besides, Angel had been totally unsupportive throughout this whole training process. The last time they’d spoken, Angel had accused Jess of dumping

  her – which was rich, all things considered. She hadn’t dumped Angel; she’d just embraced a new opportunity, but Angel clearly didn’t see it like that.




  She tried to read Claire’s expression, but she couldn’t behind the mask.




  ‘You go in and crawl right through the cabin to the other end,’ the instructor was saying. ‘There are two dummies to locate like this,’ he said, holding up two rubber

  dolls. ‘You’ll need to open the door in the dark at the end. You guys ready?’




  Jess nodded, and she and Claire stumbled to the door. Then the instructor nodded and backed away and they were on their own.




  Jess fumbled with the door into the chamber. Inside, it was entirely filled with smoke. Suddenly, Jess heard a scream behind her.




  ‘What?’ she shouted, through her mask.




  Claire’s eyes were wide with terror. She gripped on to Jess like she was drowning. Her feet were planted on the floor, her knees shaking. ‘I can’t do it. I

  can’t.’




  She began to sob and Jess gripped her shoulders. ‘You can.’




  ‘I can’t. I can’t do it.’




  ‘We have to get to the other end. Just hold on to me, OK?’




  Jess got down onto all fours, directing Claire to do the same. It was almost impossible to see anything in front of her. Instead, trying to keep her breathing steady, she progressed forward

  through the cabin, feeling beneath the seats and on them until she’d located the two dummies. All the while, she could hear Claire sobbing into her mask behind her.




  Jess stopped at the far end of the cabin, gripping Claire’s upper arms, staring into her eyes through the mask. ‘We’re nearly there.’




  Sweating, she groped forward, opened the complicated aircraft door and slid it open. Pulling Claire through with her, they collapsed on the other side in the training corridor.




  Jess pulled off Claire’s mask. ‘It’s OK. It’s all over,’ she said, giving her a hug.




  Claire heaved in a breath before smoothing her blonde hair. Her heavily made-up eyes were smudged.




  ‘Don’t say anything, Jess. Please. Don’t. They’ll fail me if they know what happened.’




  Jess nodded, feeling torn, but she could see how desperate Claire was.




  ‘How was that?’ their trainer asked, coming into the room.




  Jess helped Claire get to her feet.




  ‘No problem,’ Claire said.




  ‘Jess?’




  ‘Fine. It was fine. Here,’ she said, handing over the dummies. She didn’t look at Claire. How could she fake it so convincingly? She’d been having a full-on panic attack

  just minutes ago.




  ‘Good work, ladies,’ he said, putting a tick on the clipboard.




  ‘You’re a rock, Jess,’ Claire said. ‘I owe you one.’ She laughed lightly, as if nothing had happened, then walked towards where the others were getting a debriefing

  in the coffee room.




  Jess followed a little way behind, and in the corridor, Mr Spencer, the course leader, stopped her. ‘Everything OK, Jess?’ he asked.




  His eyes bored into hers. Did he know that Claire had panicked? Jess felt her throat go dry, but she couldn’t back out of her lie now.




  ‘Sure. It was fine.’




  She smiled confidently and then walked away to join the others. She’d get away with the lie. It was more important to back up a mate, wasn’t it? And Claire was a mate. All her fellow

  trainees were. She was part of a team, and Jess would do whatever it took to back them up.




  By the end of the week, Jess couldn’t keep her rising sense of euphoria down. She’d been told she’d passed all the modules – even the complicated

  first-aid training. Just one interview more after her medical and she’d be cleared to fly. She couldn’t wait to find out where she’d be going first on her practice flight.




  Jess smiled at Mr Spencer as she sat down on the other side of the desk in his office. She stared at the photographs of the training graduates adorning the walls. She was the last of her team to

  come here for the verdict and could feel her stomach dancing with butterflies.




  ‘So. There’s good and bad news.’




  ‘Oh?’ Jess wrung her hands in her lap.




  ‘Your friend Claire failed the medical,’ he said.




  ‘She did?’




  ‘I’m not at liberty to disclose the details, but she admitted herself that she’d had what she called a very “heavy” weekend.’




  The hen weekend. Claire had been going on about her best friend’s wedding since the beginning of the course. She wouldn’t have taken drugs, would she?




  ‘There were other reasons that she failed her medical. Not least of all her anxiety problem.’




  ‘Oh?’




  ‘You don’t have to look like that, Jess. We know what happened in the smoke chamber. Claire told us. And she told us, too, that you covered for her.’




  ‘I—’ Jess began, then stopped. She could see from the look on Mr Spencer’s face that covering for her had been a bad idea.




  ‘You lied.’




  Jess swallowed hard. ‘I didn’t think . . . I mean—’




  ‘No. You didn’t think. And we require all our cabin crew to do just that. To think about the safety of the passengers. If your crew are not up to the job, it’s your duty to

  report it.’




  ‘I know. I’m sorry.’




  ‘Which leaves me with a dilemma,’ he said, tapping his pen on the desk. ‘You are one of my most promising candidates, but because of what has happened, technically I

  shouldn’t pass you.’
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