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For Mum and Dad,


who waved me off,


and welcomed me home.
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The Plane


‘Boarding complete.’


This is it. I’m out of time. I stare at the send icon on my phone screen, willing myself to press it. My heartbeat – already way faster than usual – thunders harder in anticipation of that one tiny moment, the final step in setting this all in motion.


Despite myself, my thumb swishes downwards, my eyes flicking to the start of the email I’ve been drafting since I walked out of my house, got on a bus, went through departures, boarded, found my seat and buckled up.




Mum and Dad,


Don’t freak out. I know you will anyway, but don’t.


(There’s no point. By the time you read this, I’ll be in the air. You always say how safe flying is, Dad. So you don’t need to worry, because when you read this, I’ll be the safest I’ve ever been.)


I’m doing this because I have to go. I just have to go. I tried to tell you about how I have nothing left and I HAVE TO GO, but you weren’t listening. Now I think you’ll have to, because right now I’m on a plane.


I’m on flight BA037 from Gatwick to Vancouver. You’ll be able to look it up, see? I’m not trying to lie or hide anything. You know exactly where I am. I just had to go, so I’m going. If you’ve been paying any attention, you know why.


I’ll call you when I land.


I love you.


P x


P.S. I’m sorry about using your credit card, Dad.


P.P.S. I’ll pay you back.





The captain is cheerfully talking about our estimated flight time, how sunny it is in Vancouver, how he expects there may be ‘a few small bumps’ over Greenland. He asks for all electronic equipment to be put into flight mode.


I swallow. I add a second kiss after ‘P’.


Send.


There. It’s done. I put my phone into flight mode and settle back against my seat, watching the terminal slide slowly by as we taxi to the runway. In a few minutes, I’ll be airborne. England will drop away underneath me, getting smaller and smaller and further away, and all my problems and heartaches and regrets and mistakes will shrink along with it. The next time I set foot on this soil – who knows when that will be – I’ll be someone different; someone changed. Not someone new, exactly, but maybe the person I was always meant to be.


We’re on the runway. The engines roar, the plane pushes forward. Beside me, a woman in a green jumpsuit whispers, ‘Off we go.’


I close my eyes. I finally smile.


Off I go.
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aka
Why I gave up everything and ran away from my life even though I’m only seventeen and my parents are going to kill me
aka
When I still thought things could be good


Day one of sixth form college. Day one of my new life! New me in new clothes. (Skinny jeans and a white T-shirt with a daisy necklace – a classic look, but not constrained to a particular personality, not until I found out what that personality needed to be.) And, most importantly, a new attitude. The attitude? Positivity. Me – aka Peyton King, sixth form student, new girl – a friend in waiting. I was ready.


I was so ready. Never mind that I didn’t particularly want to be at sixth form college, especially not studying what my parents had dictated instead of what I actually wanted, which began and ended with the word ‘art’. No, I was still ready. All of that was irrelevant, anyway, because I had one goal and one goal only: I was going to make friends. Actual, honest-to-god, know-all-your-secrets, WhatsApp-group-having, drinks-inthe-park-with friends.


What had happened at my old school was just a blip. A five-year stint-in-hell blip. Yes, it was soul-sucking, not having any friends. Yes, it almost destroyed me. And yes, the relentless bullying will probably cause me residual trauma that will haunt me into my adult years.


But! That’s done now. All in the past. Fresh start, new me.


‘Welcome!’ a smiley-faced woman said from one of the info desks that had been set up in the main entrance corridor to the college.


‘Hi!’ I said. That’s it, Peyton. Enthusiasm. ‘I’m Peyton King.’


The woman nodded, scanning down a list of names and crossing off mine when she reached it. ‘Here’s your welcome pack,’ she said, handing it over. ‘You’ll find a campus map in there, the canteen timetable, that kind of thing. Orientation is in the common room at nine. Do you have any questions?’


How do I make friends? Will people like me? Why didn’t they like me before? Do I look OK? How’s my hair? Am I doing the right thing? Will people like me?!


I shook my head. ‘Thanks!’


(Is it possible to be a little bit drunk on your own hope and expectation? If yes, then I was. You can see it in all those exclamation marks.)


I headed towards the common room for the orientation, both hoping and not hoping that it would involve those awful breaking-the-ice games that are excruciating but also work. I wasn’t sure if they’d think they were necessary, because though it was mostly on its own campus, the sixth form college was officially connected to Eastridge High School, and most of the students came from there. It also made up one part of a three-school consortium, so there were lots of students from those feeder schools as well as entirely new students, like me. This was my new life – finally. I was out of the hellhole that was Claridge Academy, away from everyone who had bullied me, everyone who had let it happen. I was free, and now I could start again somewhere new.


The day before, I’d had my hair done at my mum’s hairdressers. I’d told the woman exactly what I wanted – something approachable, low-key, nothing try-hard, nothing too look-at-me – and she’d taken my thick, mousy waves and turned them into a mid-length, rich brown cascade with coppery lowlights, falling easily to my shoulders in straight, unwavy lines. Perfect. I’d been practising how to straighten my hair all summer in preparation and now I had the hairstyle to match.


See how ready I was? So ready.


The orientation was awkward. We were all gathered in the common room to listen to a welcome speech – more like a lecture – from the head of sixth form, Mr Kirby, who barely smiled, before we were broken off into smaller groups at random to get taken on tours around the campus. I was put with two other girls who spoke exclusively to each other, barely glancing at me, and three boys who didn’t say a word. Not a great start.


‘What school do you come from?’ I asked one of the girls when we got dropped off back at the common room after the tour, determined not to let this first opportunity pass without even trying.


‘Eastridge,’ one of the girls said. She said it possessively, her head gesturing unconsciously to her friend, answering for both of them. ‘What about you?’


‘Claridge,’ I said. ‘The academy.’


The girl made a face. ‘Why’d you come here?’


I did not say, Because I have no friends and if I don’t make friends I will die. I said, ‘Because that place is a shithole.’ Which, as far as I was concerned, was absolutely true.


It came out wrong; too loud and too vehement. To my ears, I sounded try-hard, the worst thing to be. I smiled, but that felt wrong, too. I could feel a flush working its way up the back of my neck. One conversation and I’d already failed.


‘Well, Eastridge is OK,’ the girl said, shrugging.


‘This isn’t Eastridge any more,’ her friend reminded her. ‘This is college. Totally different.’


‘I’m trying to be nice,’ the girl replied, frowning. ‘Like, encouraging.’


The other girl rolled her eyes, which didn’t seem very friendly. But it was her who said to me, ‘What registration group are you in?’


I looked hopefully at my registration sheet. ‘S6.’


‘We’re both in S2,’ she said, shrugging. The shrug said, Sorry. It said, We’re not going to be your friends. It said, Bye.


‘OK,’ I said.


‘We have to go there now,’ the first girl said. ‘Registration.’


‘OK,’ I said again. What else could I say?


I hoped they might invite me to go for lunch with them later, but they didn’t. They just smiled awkwardly at me before heading off together.


This is fine. It’s fine. I’d had my first social interaction and it hadn’t ended in shame or tears. That could be my practice run; I couldn’t expect every conversation to lead to friendship. Stay positive.


I ate the packed lunch I’d brought by myself, sitting on a bench in the sun. I sketched one-handed as I ate, imagining myself in some distant future, graduation cap on my head, friends all around me, big smiles. That was all I wanted in life. Not the graduation cap – I could take or leave that – but a friend. A best friend, the kind I read about in books. Everyone had best friends in the books I loved, the ones about ordinary girls like me. They had multiple best friends, sometimes. Whole squads of them. A lot of the time they made me feel lonely in my own friendless reality, but I kept reading them. I devoured them, learning how to be a good best friend, so one day – one day – I’d be ready.


Let’s get this out of the way. I know what you want to know. You want to know why I was so obsessed with making friends at sixth form college; how I could have got to that point in my life without having friends. You’re thinking, You must have friends. Everyone has had friends. You’re thinking, How could you go through all those years at school and not have friends? Or maybe you’re thinking that I must have had friends when I was at school, and I lost them because I did something awful. Now you’re wondering what I did.


So let me say first, that it is true; I didn’t have friends then, and I’d never had friends. Not real, actual friends. People who I’d chosen and liked, people who’d chosen and liked me. People I hung out with on Saturdays and planned days out with and talked to on WhatsApp. People I was tagged with in photos on Instagram. People who made me friendship bracelets.


The second thing to say is that it wasn’t some big incident that made me friendless for all my years at secondary school. I’m not even going to say something dramatic like everyone hated me, because they didn’t. In a weird kind of way, I think it might all have been easier if they did. I wasn’t hated; I was hounded. (Fox hunters don’t hate the fox; it’s just sport to them.) Teased, laughed at, ignored. Occasionally tolerated, more often noticed only to be used as the butt of a joke.


(Now you are thinking, OK, but why? What was wrong with you? You are imagining what was so disagreeable about me that I was the bullied kid. Maybe you’re thinking about bullied kids you know or knew, and you’re judging me alongside them. Stop that – leave them alone. Haven’t they suffered enough without being your life benchmark for who deserves to be a target?)


So the third thing is to try and explain why I spent five years at my school, Claridge Academy, friendless and alone. Trust me, this is something I’ve thought about a lot. (A lot.) I’ve tried to put some kind of narrative over it to make it make sense. Because I get it – it does sound weird and unlikely. One friend, surely, at least once? No friends? Ever?


Yes, I had a handful of transitory, temporary almost-friends over the years. Let’s call them Occasionals. There was Soph in year seven, who in another life would have been and remained my best friend, but who abandoned me very early on, somewhere around the bake sale incident – more on that later – and spent the next five years steadfastly ignoring me. I can’t really blame her. If it had been the other way around, I probably would have saved myself, too.


I was on the school netball team with girls from other forms and year groups, and most of them were friendly to me. Even the handful of girls from my form left me alone when we were in netball mode, like it was an accepted safe space. Sometimes Imi, the Wing Defence from my year, invited me to come with her and her mum for McDonald’s after away games. She never spoke to me during actual school time, but still.


There were other people along the way who made it just about bearable. Tiny little tethers to goodness, or at least ordinary, that kept me from giving up completely. In the library, a quiet and safe escape during lunchtimes, there was the librarian, Ms Randall, who knew me by name and talked to me about what I was reading like she cared what I thought. The art block, all white walls and the smell of linseed oil, and Mr Clayton from year nine onwards, who always smiled at me like he understood, quietly taking me aside after a lesson to tell me that the small studio was open at lunchtimes for students to use if they wanted. The small gang of misfits that gathered there to draw and create, everyone so different and from across year groups, rarely talking to each other – and never outside that lunchtime respite – but glad, all the same, that they weren’t alone.


And that was it for me, all the years I was at Claridge. You might ask, How do you get through school without a friend? And the answer is, the same way you walk through a downpour when you don’t have an umbrella. Head down, shoulders hunched, as quickly as you can.


I still haven’t told you why, though. And that’s what you want to know. Like I said, it wasn’t one big event; it was several small incidents. A kind of snowball effect of no-one-likes-Peyton-King. Here are a few of them, just so you can get the gist. I’ll start at the beginning.


My school, Claridge Academy, had a uniform that featured a blazer that they claimed was unisex. On my first day in year seven I, along with a bunch of other girls in my newly assigned form, wore that blazer. One by one, the other girls realized that wearing the ‘unisex’ blazer as a girl was deeply, deeply uncool and discarded it. I had the misfortune to be the last to catch on. The last girl to wear the blazer, and the one who earned the ‘Why are you wearing that?’ from Amber Monroe. (She features heavily in these anecdotes. That same day, she asked me what my name was, and when I told her it was Peyton she screwed up her face and said, ‘Why?’ with such disdain I almost wanted to apologize for existing.)


Year seven. A bake sale; the kind of thing that seemed bizarrely important at the time, even though all we were doing was selling fairy cakes for 20p a pop in the school canteen. We all had to bring in cakes and biscuits to sell, and I brought a tin full of homemade salted caramel butterfly cakes, which were fat and creamy and delicious. A group of us were all arranging the cakes on the table when Amber Monroe said – I remember how casually she said it, even mischievously, like it was a joke we were going to share – ‘Heard you poisoned yours, King.’


What I should have done, if I’d had a seventeen-year-old’s wit and confidence, was laugh and say, ‘Yeah, with cocaine.’ That would have been great. The kind of joke that was funny and cool. But I didn’t. I stuttered, I went red, and I said, my voice a nasal whine (or at least, it is in my memory), ‘No! No, I didn’t!’ And then Mo Jafari’s voice, coming from behind me. A lazy drawl. ‘Sounds like you did.’


Word got around, obviously. No one bought, let alone ate, my beautiful cakes. They all seemed to think it was so funny. Especially when I cried.


Year eight. PSHE class under the control of a guest speaker who’d come to talk to us all about healthy relationships. She, cheerful and oblivious, suggested we all moved from our usual assigned seating to sit with our friends. As my heart plummeted down into my stomach, I watched as everyone else happily, thoughtlessly moved around the room, pairing up, separating off into clearly defined mini-groups and trios. I was left, face flaming, eyes tearing, staring at the floor, not having moved from my seat, hoping no one would notice. I think the guest speaker would have graciously let me be invisible, as I clearly wanted, but Amber Monroe’s loud, confident voice sounded across the entire room. ‘Oh my God, Peyton, do you actually have no friends?’ She sounded so horrified. Loudly, affectedly horrified, but still horrified. Like the fact of my friendlessness was so horrible, even she was almost sympathetic at having to be faced with it. ‘Oh my God,’ she said again, so loudly. So loudly. ‘Peyton King has no friends!’ (You might think that’s the kind of thing people forget and get over. Let me tell you, it is not. That phrase may as well have been carved in stone. It never left me.)


Year eight. I decided I should find out why people didn’t like me so I could work on the problem and fix it. I sent a message to one of the nice girls, Kerry Bridges, in my form, one of the ones who got her work done and had her hair brushed nicely and never made trouble. She’d never tried to be my friend, but she’d never been mean to me, either. The message said, Kerry, sorry to message out of the blue, but I hope you can help me. As you may have noticed, I don’t really have many friends and people don’t seem to like me, and I wondered if maybe you knew why and you could tell me so I can make things better! If you can’t help, no worries! But thanks for reading :) Peyton.


(Are you cringing for my twelve-year-old self? Yeah, me too.)


Kerry Bridges screenshotted that message and sent it to one of her friends. Who sent it to two of her friends. Who posted it on Snapchat. Everyone in my form saw that message. Everyone in my year saw that message. It’s possible the entire school saw it. It turns out that being friendless is bad, but trying not to be friendless is worse. I may as well have got up on the stage during assembly and stripped naked. In the long run, it probably would have been better for my reputation.


For what it’s worth, Kerry wrote me a letter after that incident, apologizing for sharing the message, insisting she didn’t know what would happen and saying that she was sorry. She stuck a smiley-face sticker on it and slipped it through the slats of my locker. But she didn’t try to be my friend, or tell people to stop when they laughed at me, and she never did tell me why no one liked me. I guess by that point she thought it was obvious.


Year nine. Mo Jafari figured out that P. King sounded like Peking, as in Peking duck. Suddenly, and for the rest of my time at Claridge, I was ‘Duck’, and any number of variants that included, but were not limited to, Duckie, Quack, Quackers, Goose (as in Duck, duck, goose) and Fucka (as in Fuck a duck). These may sound like affectionate nicknames, just a fun little joke we were all in on. Nope.


Year ten. By then I’d mostly rode the bullying storm and was just a loner no one talked to. It wasn’t a good life, but it was better than being hounded. And then the head of art, Mr Clayton, chose a painting of mine to be framed and hung on the wall of the school canteen. This was a big deal; only year elevens usually got selected for that kind of honour, and it was mostly for their GCSE art projects. Mine was a painting I’d been working on in the studio during my lunch breaks, which was my newer place of refuge from the rest of the school. It was sort of my own version of The Starry Night in that it was a painting of my town at night with the skyline rendered tiny (and grey and muted) under a huge, vibrant night sky. Mr Clayton said it was ‘fantastic’, a word I’d never heard him use before. It got announced in assembly and the whole school clapped dutifully, and I was so proud and happy, even when Amber Monroe and her friends were way too enthusiastic, whistling between their teeth, waving at me and doing mock little bows.


It had been hanging for three and a half days when I got called into the headteacher’s office, where I found Mr Clayton waiting, a deep frown on his face. My painting had been desecrated – that’s the word he used. That morning before registration someone had Sharpied KING TWAT across the entire surface, complete with a crude attempt at a cock and balls beside it. (Even at the time, I thought that a vagina would have made far more sense, and it said so much about who’d done it that they were unable to draw one.) There was no saving the painting. My work was destroyed, and it broke my heart.


My whole form got bollocked for it. Everyone knew I was a social pariah, even the teachers, and so it was obvious what had happened and why. Our head of year, Mr Karousi, kept us all in at break-time to find out who did it. It was Joe Hedge; we all knew that. Literally everyone knew, but no one said a word. And I sat there in that room, listening to the silence of everyone protecting him as if he was worth protecting, rage burning in my chest and my hands and my eyes. He was just going to get away with it. He’d done something so cruel – not just mean, but cruel – and they still didn’t care.


So I said, just when Mr Karousi was winding down, talking about how disappointed he was that no one was going to take responsibility, ‘Everyone knows it was Joe.’


A tiny gasp sweeping across the room. Joe turning to me in shock. Amber’s dagger eyes. Mr Karousi frowning at me, like I’d confessed to the crime myself. Mo Jafari muttering, ‘Shitting hell, King.’


‘Why won’t anyone say it?’ I asked. I was full-on crying, my voice a choked shriek. ‘It was Joe.’


Joe, who didn’t bother denying it, was suspended for four days and lost his place on the football team for two months. It was the first time anyone actually faced consequences for what they’d done to me, and I was glad, despite everything.


Glad until the following week, when we were long-distance running in PE. I was jogging along on my own, as per usual, lost in my own comfy thoughts, when someone knocked into me from behind. When I stumbled and fell, too startled to even cry out, hands grabbed at my arms, pulling me off the side of the track. The playing field must have been freshly mowed because there were small piles of grass dotted around the perimeter of the track, and it was into one of them that I was pushed down, face first. Grass in my mouth and nose and eyes. My head held down. A male voice in my ear. ‘Eat the grass, grass. Fucking eat it.’


They left me there and I cried and coughed out grass and wished hell and herpes on all of them. When I finally got to my feet and staggered to the finish line, Mr McGee told me off for ‘taking so long’ – ignoring the grass stains on my PE kit, the grass in my hair, the grassy tears streaked across my dirty face – and sent me into the snakepit that was the changing rooms. There, I was completely ignored by Amber and her friends, which was merciful, but also all the other girls, who probably thought of themselves as good people and always hugged their friends when they cried. Which was agony.


I think that whole incident was when I started to get angry. Really angry. The kind of angry that gets called ‘rage’ instead. The burning rage that settles in and stokes the fire of every emotion. I was angry at being shoved into a pile of grass, yes. But the rage came from the absolute fundamental unfairness of it. It wasn’t fair; it wasn’t right. Joe had done something wrong. Not questionable or on the line, but actually wrong. Destroying someone’s work is wrong; destroying someone’s art is wrong; hurting someone is wrong. Wrong, wrong, wrong. And yet he was protected by everyone I was meant to call a peer. And in their eyes I was the one in the wrong for being a ‘grass’, essentially for simply pointing out that he was in the wrong. I was the one who was truly punished for the whole incident. He was even more of a hero; I was even more of an outcast. It made no sense at all.


In school, cool is currency, and cool, apparently, is letting shitheads get away with being shitheads. It’s praising them for their shitheadery.


Anyone who believes that the world operates on a basis of right and wrong has never been to secondary school.


Anyway, I endured five years’ worth of the kind of thing I’ve just described. Five long, horrible years where the best I could hope for was being ignored. I hadn’t ever done anything wrong, not even anything particularly embarrassing; I was just the unlucky one.


That was what I told myself when I was trying to be positive, anyway. Way back then, when I was first starting college, and I allowed myself to hope. There wasn’t something fundamental about me that my bullies had seen; it wasn’t going to be the pattern the rest of my life would follow. I could make friends just like anyone else, and then everything would be better.


I was so sure of that second part, that’s the thing. That everything would be better. Did it even occur to me, then, that friends might not be the answer? That I might make friends and it could go wrong? (And I mean really wrong. Like, really wrong.) No. I just had all that stupid hope.


So that was me, first day of sixth form college, hoping. For friends – any friends – to make everything better.


Well, I got the friends. I even believed things really were better. For a while.
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VANCOUVER


But they weren’t better. Obviously.


I look out the tiny window of the plane, trying to make out the solid ground so far below me it may as well be just a drawing. Greenland, apparently. A whole country full of people with their own full lives and problems. If I’d been born there, would I have had the same problems? Or is it all pure chance, the people you’re surrounded with, the school you go to, the friends you make or don’t make?


Above my head, there’s a distinct but gentle ping and the seatbelt sign turns red, just as the plane gives a lurch.


‘Oh no,’ the woman in the green jumpsuit next to me murmurs, quiet but emphatic.


I settle my head back against my seat, trying to ignore my sinking heart. Turbulence doesn’t much bother me, but still. As far as omens go when you’ve just left your entire life behind, it isn’t a great one, is it? My stomach twists and the plane jolts. Let’s be honest, I’d take this physical turbulence instead of life turbulence if it was a choice. At least I know this bumping around 30,000 feet in the air will end soon.


My seatmate clearly doesn’t have this perspective, though. She has her eyes closed, fingers gripping the armrest. Every now and then, an involuntary whimper escapes her gritted teeth. I watch her for a while, wondering whether I should say something to reassure her.


‘It’s OK,’ I say.


She doesn’t move her head when she responds, as if she thinks extra movement will send the aeroplane into a tailspin. ‘What?’


‘It’s OK,’ I say again. ‘Look.’ I pick up my cup of water and move it to her tray table. ‘See how the water barely moves?’


She frowns, her eyes travelling to watch the ripples on the water.


‘Something to focus on can help if you’re scared,’ I say. The plane judders and I point at the cup. ‘See, it doesn’t even spill.’


She looks at me, this time actually turning her head. ‘You’re very brave.’


‘Not really,’ I say. ‘Turbulence isn’t dangerous. It just feels that way.’


The plane gives another bone-shaking rattle and the woman lets out a tiny shriek, then closes her eyes again, breathing in slowly. She says, ‘What’s the difference?’


I’m not sure she actually wants an answer, because it’s clear what the difference is. Instead, I say, ‘What are you going to Canada for?’


‘I live there,’ she says, eyes still closed.


‘Oh, cool,’ I say. ‘Are you Canadian?’


‘Yes,’ she says. ‘Well, no.’ She opens her eyes. ‘I’m actually American, but I’ve lived in Canada for nearly twenty years. It’s taken good care of me.’


As off-the-cuff descriptions of countries you’re escaping to go, this is a nice one to hear. I pocket it for later, imagine myself saying it to someone in the future. I went to Canada. It took good care of me.


‘How about you?’ she asks, loud, like she’s trying to distract herself from whatever spiralling thoughts are happening in her head. ‘What’s in Canada for you?’


‘I don’t know yet,’ I say. ‘I’m going to find out.’


She looks at me again, startled. ‘What do you mean?’


‘I don’t have a plan,’ I say. ‘I’m going on, like, an adventure.’


‘To Canada?’


‘Yeah.’


There’s a pause. ‘Why?’


‘I just . . .’ How to explain? ‘I had to get away. From my life. And Canada just seemed like . . . a good place to maybe do that. Does that make sense?’


‘Not really,’ she says. ‘But also, yes.’ The seatbelt sign above us both pings off and she lets out a sigh of relief, closing her eyes again briefly, smiling. ‘God, I really hate flying.’


‘My dad says being on a plane at cruising altitude is the safest place you can be,’ I say.


‘Really?’ She looks hopefully at me. ‘Is that true? Is your dad a pilot?’


‘No,’ I say. ‘He’s a banker.’


She laughs, spontaneous and loud. ‘Well then, I’m convinced. Why did you have to get away from your life?’


‘Long story,’ I say. It’s not really, is it? But I’m not going to try and explain it now. I’m not even sure I could.


‘Are you running away?’ she asks, eyeing me with what might be concern or suspicion.


‘No,’ I say. But maybe I am. Am I? Is escaping your life the same as running away? Probably. ‘It’s kind of . . . more complicated than that.’


It’s not like I just left, anyway. I gave myself almost a whole day after I decided I was going to leave. I did some research, got my travel documents together, booked myself into a hostel in Vancouver. That’s not impulsive, is it? Almost twenty-four whole hours to change my mind, and I didn’t.


This morning I went to college – making sure to time my arrival so it was in the middle of lessons and I wouldn’t run into anyone I didn’t want to see – and had a meeting with my head of year, telling him I’d decided to drop out. He said my parents would need to be involved, that they could all give me time to make a decision, that I shouldn’t do anything rash, let’s all meet again in a week. I nodded along.


‘Why do you want to leave?’ Mr Kirby asked.


‘This just isn’t the life I want,’ I said.


All the while, I waited anxiously to see if Dad would get sent some kind of alert that I’d bought my plane tickets using his credit card. Luckily, no alert came. I went home, packed my rucksack with my sketchpad and my most Canada-friendly travel clothes – dungarees, long-sleeved T-shirts and a hoodie – and left the empty house as calmly as if I was just popping to the supermarket, my big winter coat slung carelessly over my arm.


The whole time, it had seemed impossible that I would actually be able to do it, that I’d really make it on to the plane and up into the air without someone stopping me. But I did.


Since then, I’ve been trying to figure it all out. How I got here, what I did wrong. And here’s what I’m thinking – maybe all these years I’ve been too fixated on other people. I’d thought that was what I needed to do, but it clearly hasn’t worked, has it? After putting everything I had into making friends, I’d ended up with nothing. Worse than before, even, because now I know that having no friends is better than having bad friends. And who wants to learn a lesson like that? If I’ve been chasing other people to find myself, maybe I need to stop and just . . . well, be. Get to know who I am without worrying about whether it’s good enough.


That’s what I’ll do in Canada. I won’t be lonely; I’ll be independent. I’m going to travel across the entire country by myself, one end to the other. It’s going to be incredible; it’s going to be life-changing.


And when I come back I’ll . . . well, maybe I won’t come back. I’ll be a nomad. Me, a pair of walking boots, my backpack and my sketchpad. I’ll become one of those life coaches who gives inspirational talks about the power of being alone.


This is my chance to be someone else, like I tried in college, but better. In a whole other country, I could be a whole different person. But . . . no, I don’t want to just be anyone. I want to try being Peyton, really Peyton, the Peyton I never got to be. What have I got to lose at this point? Nothing. It’s all already gone.


Considering so much can go wrong, I’m very calm going through border control. I think it’s because I know all the possible outcomes, and the worst scenario is that they just put me on the next plane home. If that happens, it would be gut-wrenchingly disappointing, but not exactly life-ruining. I’d have to go home and face the consequences a little earlier than I’d hoped, but I’d still have done it. My parents would have to listen to me. Things would have to change.


So I answer the questions about why I’ve come to Canada with the bold-faced lie I’d prepared, explaining that my beloved grandad, who lives in Alberta, is due to have surgery, so I’ve come to take care of him. My grandad does exist, and he does live in Alberta, but as for beloved . . . well, let’s just say I’ve literally never met him. For all I know, the surgery thing could actually be true. I don’t feel guilty about using his existence for my own benefit, though; serves him right for walking out on my actually beloved grandma all those years ago and abandoning my dad. But anyway, his citizenship is a handy back-up excuse for everything whenever I see a snag in my plan coming. Why have you come to Vancouver if he lives in Alberta? ‘We’re going to spend a few days in Vancouver because I’ve never been, then have a road trip.’ What about the surgery? ‘That’s not until next week. It doesn’t affect his driving.’ I have an answer for everything, which I would once have said was unlike me. I even make a joke about maple syrup, then apologize, saying he – Barry – must have heard it a hundred times already. He rolls his eyes, shaking his head, but there’s a small smile on his face when he stamps my passport. A huge smile on mine.


I’d told Barry that Grandad was picking me up at the airport so we could spend a few days in Vancouver before a road trip to his place in Alberta, but of course there’s no one waiting in the arrivals hall, though I still do that senseless thing people do when they come through arrivals, looking at everyone’s face as if somebody might have surprised me.


Luckily, they haven’t. I’ve made it. I am in Canada. I find a row of seats in an information area and sit down, letting out a long breath. Now seems like a good enough time to take stock. It’s just after 8 p.m. here, which means it’s . . . what time at home? I look up and see a display of clocks showing the times all over the world. London, 04:09. I promised my parents I’d phone them when I landed, but maybe they’ll be asleep? I connect to the airport Wi-Fi and watch as my phone all but explodes.


There were replies to my email from both my parents, and WhatsApp messages saying, essentially, the same thing:




Dad




WHAT????










Mum




PEYTON!!!!








The messages get gradually more articulate after that. I scroll through them, watching my parents realize in real time that I really am on the plane, that it’s taken off. They tell me that I have to come straight home. They remind me that I’m seventeen, that I’ve got college, that I can’t just run away. Reading the messages should probably panic me, but I’m weirdly calm. They finally ebb and then stop with a final instruction to call them THE MOMENT YOU ARE THROUGH SECURITY, regardless of WHAT BLOODY TIME IT IS, because they WILL BE AWAKE WAITING, and also that they’ll be WATCHING YOUR FLIGHT so they’ll KNOW EXACTLY WHAT TIME my plane will land and if I don’t call them they will SEND THE MOUNTIES AFTER YOU.


Mounties? I look up ‘mounties’. Canadian police. I roll my eyes, relaxing a little, because I know things are OK really, underneath the all-caps, because they haven’t done what I was really worried they’d do, which is call the airport ahead of my arrival to tell them to put me on the first plane home. I have a chance, here. Something in them, even subconsciously, has given me this chance.


I take a deep breath and call home.


‘Peyton!’ Mum’s gasp of a voice, answering after barely one ring.


‘Hi,’ I say.


‘You –’ she begins, then stops. ‘We . . . I can’t believe you—’


‘I’m sorry,’ I say.


‘How could you do this?’ she asks. ‘Why have you done this?’


‘I told you,’ I say. ‘I explained, in the email.’


‘But you can’t just leave, Peyton,’ she says. ‘I know you think you can, but you can’t. You have to come home. You’ve got college.’


‘I dropped out of college,’ I say.


‘You . . . you what?’ She sounds a bit faint.


‘I dropped out,’ I repeat.


‘You can’t drop out,’ she says. ‘You have to be in education, Peyton. It’s a legal requirement.’


‘Or have a job or an apprenticeship,’ I say. ‘I told them I’ve got a job.’


‘Peyton!’ She’s somehow both faint and shrill now. ‘You can’t . . . This isn’t . . . ‘


There’s a brief, muffled conversation on the other end, a protest, something that sounds like a whimper, and then my dad’s voice is coming through the phone, so sharp it’s like it cuts right into me.


‘Peyton!’ he barks. ‘This is ludicrous. You cannot drop out of college. We’re not even going to have this discussion.’


‘It’s already done,’ I say. For so long, Dad using that voice on me would have sent me into a panic, but right now I’m calm. What can he do from so far away?


‘It very much is not already done,’ he says. ‘I’m going to call your college and straighten this out.’


‘You could,’ I say. ‘But I’m not coming home even if you do, so you’ll just have more aggro to deal with. Plus, the legal-requirement thing Mum mentioned is on the parents, not the students. So if you want to get a fine or whatever, then go ahead. Not my problem.’


‘Peyton!’


‘I’m seventeen,’ I say. ‘And that college isn’t what I want. It’s never been what I wanted. And I’m so unhappy. I’m so unhappy.’ I hear the crack in my voice, feel the tears spring into my eyes. ‘And you’ve known that for years and you haven’t done anything. And you made me go to that college even though you know it’s not what I want. I don’t want to be a lawyer. I want to be an illustrator.’


‘That’s what this is about?’ he says, his voice a mix of incredulity and frustration. ‘We’ve never stopped your art. You draw all the time. You’re throwing this ridiculous – dangerous – tantrum because we helped you make the right choice about your education?’


‘No, Dad!’ And finally my voice has risen to match his, emotion getting the better of me. ‘I’m doing this because I have to. Where have you been the last six years? Can’t you see what’s happened to me? I don’t have any friends. I don’t have anything. I’m just nothing. And I don’t want to be nothing, Daddy.’ The ‘Daddy’ slips out, betraying me. But I need him to see me as I am, my life as it is. It matters too much.


Quietly, he says, ‘You’re not nothing.’


‘I feel like I am.’


‘Peyton,’ Dad says. ‘If this is some kind of breakdown—’


‘It’s not,’ I say. (Is it? Maybe it is.) ‘It’s what I have to do.’


‘Regardless,’ he says, as if a breakdown is the kind of thing you can ‘regardless’ away. ‘You can’t just . . . fly away like this. We have to know where you are.’


‘You do know where I am,’ I say. ‘I’m right here.’


‘With my credit card, I assume.’


I swallow. ‘Just for emergencies. I’ve got money saved.’ All those years of having no friends to have experiences with and spend money on have finally paid off. I’ve got a decent chunk of savings accumulated. It won’t last forever, or maybe even very long, but it’s enough for now. For this.


‘I’ll cancel the card,’ he says. ‘I’ll book you a flight home and then cancel the card so you can’t use it.’


‘OK,’ I say. ‘I won’t get on the flight, but OK.’


There’s another silence, longer this time. I can hear Dad’s breathing, the regular bursts of exhalation through his nose. What I’m learning is that if you do something so extreme, so beyond the boundaries of what is acceptable, so out of character, there’s actually nothing that can be said. I have blindsided my parents so completely, they’re left floundering in my absence.


‘Peyton,’ Dad says eventually, like repeating my name is a way of getting some kind of a grip on me, all these thousands of miles away. ‘Get on a plane and come home. Right now.’


Is that the best you can do? I think, and I’m surprised and maybe even a little disappointed. That’s your final card to play? My whole life I’ve carried this basic daughter assumption that my parents really do have the ultimate power over me, that I could never really defy them in any lasting, meaningful way. But now I’m standing here, my feet on the steady ground of a different country on the other side of the world, and what can they do? Nothing. They can’t will me back home any more than they can magic themselves beside me and physically drag me to an airport. Even the threat of Dad cancelling his credit card is – I realize it in this exact moment – empty. If he does that and I really don’t come home, I’ll be stranded and unsafe. However furious my dad is, and however I’ve hurt his pride, I know that nothing is more important to him than my safety. He would just never take a risk like that.


And so I’m free.


‘I love you,’ I say. ‘Both of you. I’ll email you, like, every day, if you want. But I’m not coming home, not for a while.’


Our conversation circles for a while – Dad gets angrier; I stay calm – until Mum takes over again. Her shrillness has gone and now she’s in practical mode, asking me exactly where I’ll be staying, the address, phone number, any and all plans I’ve made.


‘I can look after myself,’ I say, once Mum has run out of questions. ‘You can trust me.’


‘No, I can’t,’ she says. ‘Clearly.’


When we hang up, I cry. It’s more a physical cry than an emotional one; all the stress of the last twenty-four hours – maybe even longer – pouring out of me. In England, if I had done this, everyone would have politely ignored me, but this is Canada, and four different people quietly and kindly ask me if I’m OK, if there’s anything they can do. To each, I stutter that, yes, I am; no, I don’t need anything; no, there’s no need to call anyone; yes, I’m really fine, thank you. I think a big part of me had assumed that the ‘Canadian people are really kind’ thing was just a stereotype, but it turns out it’s actually true. At least here, in Vancouver airport.


I should leave, find an Uber, make my way to the hostel, but every time I think about standing up and moving, my knees go all wobbly. All my confidence has faded and I am suddenly very, very aware of how far from home I am, how un-England this country is, and I haven’t even left the airport yet. I think I’d been imagining Canada as England, just further away, but already I’m overwhelmed by how very not the case that is. Oh God, I’m in Canada. I’m sitting on a bench on the other side of the world. The wrong side of the world. What the fuck have I done.


I try to breathe. This is fine. I can do this. I unlock my phone and stare at the time, the wrong time – English time. I open my settings and change my timezone so I am officially on Pacific Standard Time. See, I say to myself. I’m here. I can do this. I stand up, lifting my rucksack onto my shoulders. One thing at a time.


I’d chosen the hostel mainly because it was one of the only ones that had a bed in a dorm room available at such short notice that also looked nice and, most crucially, accommodated seventeen year olds. It’s part of a North American chain of hostels called the Sunshine Hostels, or Sun-Ho. The Vancouver one I’m staying in is called Sun-Ho-Van and it’s bright and cheerful when I arrive, even in the dark.


The girl behind the reception desk has a part-shaved head and multiple piercings in her ears and nose. Her badge says AMELIA – NEW ZEALAND. She greets me cheerfully and talks through the hostel facilities and rules too quickly for me to really keep up as she checks me in and goes through my documentation. I hear something about ‘group activities’ but she’s already sped on to breakfast, which seems more important, so I don’t ask for more details.


There’s a photo of a tortoiseshell cat in a big frame resting on the reception desk, with a cardboard speech bubble pronouncing, ‘MY NAME IS TEAPOT! WELCOME TO VANCOUVER! YES, I HAVE BEEN FED!’ I smile.


‘Our hostel cat,’ Amelia says, nodding at the picture as she slides my travel documents back over to me along with my room key. ‘She’s usually in the common room or hanging out here. Wherever she gets more attention. She’s good for a cuddle if you feel homesick. Or, like, just like cats. The only thing we ask is that you don’t feed her. She’s well fed, trust me.’


The dorm room is bigger than I’d expected, with two bunk beds on either side of the room and four lockers along one wall. No one else is in the room when I get there, though I can tell by the three other beds that they’re all taken. The top-left bunk is free, so I climb up onto it and take off my rucksack, looking around. I think, for probably the fiftieth time since I landed at Vancouver airport, I made it. It still doesn’t feel real.

OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/pg17.jpg





OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/cover.jpg
Sometimes
you've

got to lose =
everything ™~
fo find

yourself. ':i M

SARA BARNARD





OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/titlepage.jpg





OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/pg1.jpg
NOW





OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/pg3.jpg
N =
ZZIN

BEFORE





