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For the girls we once were

and the women we have become.







PROLOGUE

It took a month to find a day they could all do. And even then, it was a remote conversation. Online. Despite all three of them being in the same city, they had opted to talk via computer. And they were all relieved.

They were nervous in their different ways, but also in the same way. The way any form of reunion with people who have known you for so long engenders. The way it forces you to assess your own life in anticipation of others doing precisely that, looking around at your everyday situation, scrutinizing yourself in the mirror, and finding it all inevitably disappointing. A bit embarrassing. Not quite the success you’d expected you’d be by this point. Far from it in fact. And then the regret. Why put themselves through this? Why drag it all up again? Shine a light on all the wrinkly, dusty, bulgy parts? Why not just carry on, interacting with only those who were newer acquaintances? Who’d only ever known you to be disappointingly middle-aged from the start? Who didn’t remember your smooth skin, lithe body, bright mind. Your potential.

Then came the defensiveness. Fuck them. If they’re gonna be so judgemental then maybe they should think about their own sorry situation first. And actually, I’m very happy with my life, thanks. And if you’ve got a problem, you know what you can do with it. Then the self-righteousness followed by a desperate need to impress. Work’s going amazingly well, actually. And I’m just happy, y’know? Good balance and all that. Just glad not to be a walking stereotype, free of labels. It’s a breath of fresh air, actually…

It felt like a mistake now. Each of them wondering why they had agreed to this. Over the decades, they’d bumped into each other, mostly online, every now and then in person. It always started a bit overly enthusiastic, trying to outdo each other with how generous they were about the other person, how humble and self-effacing they were about themselves. No comparison, no competition. Eventually they’d fall into an almost comfortable familiarity. That’s when the chat became quieter, less forced, monosyllabic at times, so much less needing to be said. Often there was a quip, a witty observation, a reference to an old in-joke followed by a giggle – a sound they had forgotten their bodies could make. Girly, young, involuntary. But there was also a moment where the distance, the miles covered without each other, made itself known. A slight misunderstanding, something patronizing, an insensitive comment that caused a gaping crevasse to open up between them, distance so vast and sudden they had no idea how to bridge it. And so they drifted apart once more. But then, once the smarting had eased, they’d see a comment or a like on their socials, maybe even a text message, and the little girl inside them got excited again. Because that was their old bestie, their first ever love.

And so, they gathered. Warily, wearily, hopefully.

Chairs were positioned. Backgrounds carefully curated. Make-up donned and tops chosen. Curious and expectant and defensive, they logged on.

‘Hi.’

‘Hey.’

‘Hello.’

An awkward wave.

They scrutinized the details that might tell them something about the other’s life now.

‘It’s you,’ Tess said.

Arianna and Candace looked at each other briefly. One nodded.

‘It is,’ the other said.

It was a silly comment, but it did the trick. Because Tess was right. It was her. And her. The same ones, just older, weather-worn, and not the enemy she had built them up to be.

‘You have books in your house,’ Tess commented, pointing.

Arianna turned briefly.

‘Yes. I do.’

‘You have a picture of a sunflower.’

‘Yep,’ Candace confirmed. Then she looked down, building up the courage to begin. ‘It seems a bit dramatic, all this,’ she admitted. ‘But… she’s gone. Dana’s gone. And it’s different this time.’







PART ONE







1997 DANA


‘Wakey, wakey darlin’.’

Eileen crept into the room and opened the curtains halfway.

Dana stretched sleepily but kept her eyes closed. She heard the clink of a mug that she knew would be full of sweet milky tea, as her mum placed it on the bedside table, the rustle of the duvet as she snuggled in with Dana.

Dana felt her mum’s bony body behind her and reached out for her arm, wrapped it around her. A whiff of her morning fag reached Dana’s nostrils. It mingled with her shampoo and moisturizer smell, Timotei, Nivea, creating her unique aroma. But Eileen was soon moving again, giving her daughter a quick squeeze before getting up and pulling the curtains wide open, heading back to the kitchen. Dana groaned in protest as she sat up, reaching for her tea. Two neighbouring tower blocks leaned into view through her bedroom window, but there was enough sky visible from their fifth-floor home to brighten all the rooms in their impeccably kept flat.

She pulled her frizzy blonde hair into a bun, stretched her lanky limbs and did easy sums in her head. Something she did without realizing now. A habit that had formed back in primary school sometime, when she’d first been introduced to the rhythm of times tables. It calmed her, repeating the patterns, putting the numbers in order, balancing them out, finding the one, absolute correct answer. Finite, measurable. She took a few more sips of her tea and hauled herself out of her My Little Pony-themed bedding set, pulling the Minnie Mouse nightie down over her bum. Eileen sat waiting for her daughter to join her, second fag of the day already lit. She’d laid out a plate with pieces of white toast covered with margarine and Marmite on the kitchen table.

‘Why’d you brush your hair out again?’ Eileen reached over to touch Dana’s hair. Dana ducked.

‘Leave off, Mum.’

‘People would kill to have curls like yours. Why d’you think I go hairdressers every other weekend to get my perm done? So’s I look like you.’

Dana rolled her eyes, took a hungry bite of her toast.

‘I’ll get some gel from Auntie Naila. Show you how to scrunch it.’

Eileen watched her daughter through the curling smoke, her own piece of toast left untouched. Then she stubbed out her cigarette and blew the final puff of smoke out with force.

‘Right. Shove off then.’






1997 ARIANNA


‘Lend me twenny pee.’

Arianna turned to find a wide, round face in her face, thin Afro hair scraped into a tiny ponytail that stuck up vertically, and a hand thrust out, almost grazing her chin, palm upturned.

‘Lend me twenny pee,’ the girl demanded again.

Arianna clutched the pound coin in her pocket, the only money she had on her, which was meant to last her the whole day.

‘I ain’t got it,’ she managed.

The girl studied Arianna closely.

‘What you got?’

‘I ain’t got twenny pee for you,’ Arianna replied levelly, trying to keep the tremble out of her voice.

Arianna braced herself for whatever came next. She kept her shoulders square but her gaze easy. Pony-Tail glared at her for what felt like ages, then she spun around and marched over to the next person.

‘Oi, lend me twenny pee…’

‘Fuck off Shanice, why you always begging…’

Arianna allowed herself a moment of relief. Maybe she’d actually make it to school before her first fight. None of the other kids had been interested in this mini-standoff and she made a mental note: Pony-Tail / Shanice was loud and in-your-face, but ultimately harmless.

She studied the groups of kids waiting for the number 14 bus to take them up the hill. Their school didn’t have a uniform, but there was an unofficial dress code: black puffer jackets with an orange inner lining; baggy tracksuit bottoms or jeans with the bottoms pinched into pin-rolls; branded trainers carefully preserved and preferably with the tag still on; backpacks slung over one shoulder only, no socks in sight – ever; high-tops, curtains or a buzz-cut for the boys; hair scraped into tight buns or pony tails with the edges gelled down for the girls. Arianna was relieved to see not much had changed since she had last lived in this corner of Southwest London. But when she looked down, she was consumed with self-consciousness. Her trainers were three years old, her garms, bought in the shopping centre indoor market before she’d been sent Home and packed away until she returned, her hairstyle more of a statement than she now wanted to make.

She had woken up extra early to air out her old purple and turquoise shell suit, given her Reebok Pumps a wet-wipe and four lucky pumps each tongue. Then she’d scrunched gel into her curls, scraped them back into a half up, half down style with her fringe back-combed into a fan that rose from her forehead and cascaded down the side of her face – all sprayed solid. The shell suit, the hairspray, the white musk perfume from The Body Shop, all combined to make Arianna one highly flammable neon mass. But she was ready: London-ready.

Arianna tensed against the chill of the March morning, her neck retreating further into her jacket, her skin contracting in shock even after two weeks of being back. Her bones maintained the memory of the easy warmth that had defined her days for almost two years. She hardened herself, trying to shed the memory of the sun, the softness, the ease of that sweet era, and face her current situation head on. Like she had when her mum had told her she was being sent Home. And again, when she was told she was being brought back.

Arianna scanned the faces at the bus stop, hoping to find a familiar one. The schoolkids joked and shared music, hugged and leaned on each other, shoved and cussed each other out fondly. But beyond this group was another. Stiffer, stiller, more self-conscious, the girls from St Florian’s – the private school halfway up the hill – stood in a tight huddle, keeping a safe distance from the larger horde while waiting for the same bus. Their fair hair was freshly brushed and hung natural and loose, free of product. Their blue blazers with the pink edging were pristine and their skirts were hitched high, exposing long, well-bred legs in woolly black tights. They chatted quietly among one another and hugged their musical instruments.

The 14 bus pulled up and the crowd of kids surged towards the door, engulfing an elderly lady who was also attempting to board.

‘Oi! Back up you little hooligans. Show some respect.’

A small white boy who had shoved his way to the front was suddenly gripped by the hood by a big black hand and pulled backwards.

‘Get off me!’ he protested.

Arianna turned to see an older girl, maybe even a sixth former, holding the boy and another smaller kid by the scruff of their necks. She towered over the lower-school kids.

‘How you gonna mow down an old lady like that, Tony?’ she chided as Tony continued to struggle in her grasp.

‘Why you taking liberties Michelle?’

Michelle cut her eye at him.

‘Watch it, Tony. Just cos you grew your first pube this weekend, don’t mean you can back chat me.’

A roar of delight from the surrounding kids who fell about laughing as Tony turned bright red.

‘Let her through. All of you.’ Michelle’s voice cut through.

The kids shuffled back, revealing the shaken old lady once again, who looked around bewildered, then boarded the bus.

The crowd surged forward. Arianna found herself carried along until she too passed across the threshold. She dropped her pound into the tray in front of the driver and got 80p in change, which she pocketed carefully. Then she let the wave sweep her up the stairs.

Arianna stood on the top aisle as the bus set off again, right beside the sign that said NO STANDING ON THE UPPER DECK. Next to her stood a Florian girl who was clinging onto her cello case and looking down at the floor. Pony-Tail / Shanice stood on her other side staring at Arianna.

‘Escuse me. What school do you go to?’ she asked loudly.

Arianna sniffed nonchalantly. ‘Hallam.’

‘Our school? What year you in?’

‘Year eight.’

‘How come I haven’t seen you?’

‘First day, innit.’

Shanice studied Arianna carefully. Arianna could see the various scenarios playing out in her head as she tried to place her.

‘Did you get expelled? Is that why you’re starting late?’

A few faces turned in interest.

‘No,’ Arianna replied.

‘So how come you starting so late…’

‘Why you asking about my business?’ Arianna tried to sound assertive but not confrontational.

Shanice’s curiosity got the better of her a second time. She took in Arianna’s tight curls, her skin, still retaining the tan from back Home, the smattering of freckles on her nose and her dark eyes.

‘Where you from?’ she asked.

‘Disraeli Road. You want my postcode an’ all?’ Arianna retorted.

‘Are you Asian or half-caste?’

‘Are you still up in my business?’

The upper deck had gone quiet. Inquisitive eyes took in every inch of her, the thickness of lip, the curve of her bum, the height of cheekbone.

‘But where are your family from, though?’ Shanice attempted once more.

‘Shanice, man, allow her,’ came a voice from somewhere further along the aisle.

A boy leaned over the other kids – a familiar face, finally. Chris R.P, his light afro curls freshly shorn into a high top, his right eyebrow shaved into stripes, his warm, wide brown eyes and freckled nose wrinkled in amusement. Arianna’s face lit up.

Shanice looked from Chris back to Arianna. ‘Do you know her?’

‘Yeah, she’s safe,’ confirmed Chris.

‘But how do you know her?’ Shanice insisted.

Chris looked at Arianna, a knowing sparkle in his eye. ‘She’s my cousin, innit.’

There was a collective unclenching. Arianna had been placed. It was the perfect moniker – familiar enough to make her family, obscure enough to hold a myriad of potential biological connections – similar to many of their own large rambling families. Perhaps something in the eyes was the same, the freckles maybe.

Arianna smiled warmly at her old mate from primary school. They weren’t cousins, but they’d known each other since they were four, had made animals out of playdoh together, played kiss chase and, once, when they were eight, he’d made a phone out of Lego and sung ‘I just called to say I love you’.

‘You back, yeah?’ Chris offered.

‘Yeah,’ Arianna confirmed, smiling.

The bus lurched to a stop and everyone shoved their way off. Arianna stepped out and the ground felt a little more solid under her Reeboks.






1997 CANDACE


Candace was in a bad mood today. She’d woken up that way. End of. She walked into Registration, mumbling a ‘SorryI’mlateMiss,’ and slumped into the seat Dana had kept free for her. Candace folded her arms on the desk, burying her head into them. Dana let her be, sitting quietly, loyally beside her while Candace seethed. Letting her ride it out. She knew her well enough not to ask. One sleepover at hers was enough for Dana to see Candace’s home situation. And it was tough.

Science was first. They copied the water cycle down from their textbook, labelled it. Candace perked up then when she realized it was drawing and not writing. Her diagrams were impeccable, the spelling not so great. By the time they got to Maths, she was cussing Alan and John about their posh accents, mimicking the long words they had just used in History, grabbing Alan in a headlock until he turned purple – back on form. Maths was bollocks. The only thing worse was English. Because letters were worse than numbers. Fact. But Dana loved this shit – quietly, on the down-low. Candace leaned back in her chair and watched out of the corner of her eye as her friend transformed, going into some next zone where only the neat rows of numbers and symbols existed, working it out in her head with a focus that made her eyes blaze and her forehead crease, her brain working in a way Candace’s never could. Sometimes Dana’s hand shot up, then she’d answer a question before even John or Alan had figured it out. That was Candace’s favourite. Under the table, she raised her middle finger at the white boys at the front. Dana was careful to keep her arms wide as she wrote, leaving space for Candace to copy.



‘Why is Mr Austen’s arse so wide? You reckon he’s a batty boy?’ Candace’s dirty chuckle cut through Dana’s daydreaming as they headed out for break time. Dana nudged her.

‘Oi, you lot. Sponsor me.’

They turned to see Shanice striding over, holding out a clipboard and pen, her hair scraped so tightly into her tiny ponytail that her face looked permanently surprised. She shoved the clipboard in their faces.

‘What’s that?’ Candace asked.

‘It’s my sponsorship form, innit,’ Shanice explained.

‘What’s it for?’

‘So you can sponsor me.’

‘For what?’

‘It’s Comic Relief,’ Shanice explained patiently.

Candace looked down at the three names scribbled on the form with a number and a pound sign next to them.

‘Get that thing out my face, man.’ Candace shoved the form away.

‘It’s for Charitee,’ Shanice insisted. ‘Look, Miss White’s giving me two pound.’

‘Two pound for what?’

‘Sponsored silence.’

Candace turned back.

‘You’re gonna do a sponsored silence.’

‘Yes. It’s for the Africans.’

Candace burst out laughing. ‘Get the fuck out of here with your scam money makin’ ideas. What you chatting about, “It’s for the Africans?” – I’m half African. Just give me the money.’ Candace held her palm out, waiting for her Charitee.

‘It’s serious. It’s Red Nose Day. You gotta wear the red nose and raise money for the kids in Africa.’

‘And you’re gonna do a sponsored silence.’

‘Yes.’

‘For how long?’

‘All day.’

‘If you manage to shut up the whole day, I’ll give you fifty pound.’

Shanice’s eyes lit up. ‘Put it on the form!’ she insisted.

‘I ain’t putting shit on your form cos you can’t keep your mouth shut for two minutes. And anyway. You gotta sponsor us back.’

‘Why, what you doing?’ Shanice frowned. Dana also frowned.

Candace’s mind raced. ‘We’re gonna do a dance routine. Tied together. As the Spice Girls.’






1997 TESS


Tess strode along the corridor, violin case slung over her shoulder as she headed to the lower foyer for lunch. Her mind still rung with the piece she had been practising, and she felt the resonance in her body too, her fingers still smarting from the strings. She hummed Bach’s sonata under her breath and tested herself by walking in a rhythm that clashed with the complex melody in her head. For fun, she added the finger-work of an arpeggio and giggled as she faltered. Much harder than rubbing your belly and tapping your head at the same time.

She groaned as she reached the queue which still ran all the way down the stairs. She was twenty minutes late and had hoped it would have shortened by now. No such luck. She headed to the bottom of the staircase and her stomach sank as she passed Tony Gibbs, the little shit who bounced around the building head-butting and shoving, laughing and cussing. His absolute favourite pastime was to gob on the kids below him in the dinner queue. Only two weeks into the year, Tess had watched with horror as a phlegmy globule of spit had narrowly missed her and landed in the hair of the unassuming girl in front of her. And now she would have to spend the next fifteen minutes craning her neck up so that she could keep an eye on Tony at all times. Two more years until she’d be in upper school with the older kids, who had either grown out of gobbing on people or been expelled by then.

Chips and beans. Chips, pizza and beans. Beans and pizza. Pizza and chips. And pudding. Definitely pudding. Finally at the top of the line and mercifully free of spit, Tess took a tray and got her lunch. She clocked Joe and Andrew sitting in a huddle in the corner, the rest of the table empty. Andrew was wearing a polo jumper and slacks in muted earthy colours, his dark skin shining with cleanliness and good moisturizer; Joe, a mixed-race boy, whose natural loose curls had been allowed to grow out, his well-fitting understated green tracksuit only just passing as acceptable urban attire. Sensible shoes. They looked up in surprise at Tess’s arrival.

‘Hello,’ she said. Joe and Andrew blushed immediately. Tess shrugged and started eating, until a clatter made them look up. The new girl placed her tray on the table, sat in the final empty chair and smiled briefly at Tess. Tess smiled briefly back, taking in the girl’s shell suit, the hairspray and big earrings: a Rude Girl.

‘Andrew, you peanut!’ Tess looked up to see Tony and Shanice sitting on the table behind the boys, snickering.

‘Joe, you Bounty!’

‘Oi, you’ve got money. Sponsor me.’

The two boys flinched but said nothing. Tess waited for her turn, usually something along the lines of her being a coconut: brown on the outside, white on the inside. Her cheeks were already flushing and she stopped her hand from reaching up and pushing the round glasses further up her nose.

‘Thass your Red Nose Day outfits sorted, innit: one’s comin’ as a peanut, the other’s comin’ as a Bounty. Easy.’ Tony said. Shanice cackled.

‘What you comin’ as?’ Shanice asked Tony.

‘A pube,’ someone shouted from another table. The surrounding tables guffawed.

Tony recovered quickly. ‘I heard Gemma Haydon’s gonna pierce her belly button with a compass.’

‘Is it?’

‘Yeah. She already got twenny-five quid sponsorship.’

‘Twenny-five?’

‘Yeah. Cos of all the blood.’

Tess sighed. Red Nose Day. Fuck. She’d have to think of something. Otherwise, she’d stand out for being the only one NOT in some kind of costume or doing something zany. Perhaps she could do a sponsored all-day violin-playing marathon? Could she tease her hair out into some kind of afro? Come as Angela Davis? Tess slumped. She might as well tattoo ‘nerd’ on her forehead and save herself the trouble.

‘Oi, New Girl. What you saying?’

Tess felt a rush of relief as the focus moved to someone else. The new girl glanced over her shoulder.

‘Are you safe or are you a bod?’ Tony’s annoying voice insisted. ‘Are you a Bounty or a Curly Wurly?’

‘I heard she got expelled and then got sent back to her country and then got expelled from there,’ Tony continued. ‘Thass why she’s coming as a criminal for Red Nose. Straight up Triad gangster.’

Andrew and Joe glanced over at Arianna fearfully. Tess looked over with alarm. The new girl frowned but kept quiet.

‘I already told you. Leave my cousin alone or I’ll box you upside your face.’ Tess looked around to see Chris R.P calling over from his table.

Tony raised a placatory hand and deferred to the older boy. ‘Safe. Safe.’






1997 ARIANNA


The smell made Arianna grimace. She could tell the meat had been defrosted and she knew that most of the contents of the crammed freezer had been there since before she’d gone back Home. She couldn’t help but remember the trips to the market with Yiayia then, the negotiating of prices, the good-natured haggling, the fear and respect the hawkers had for her grandmother’s keen eye, carrying the shopping back through the neighbourhood in the gentle warmth of mid-morning, before the sting of midday, her grandma’s – Yiayia’s – slower pace, stopping to talk to familiar faces – many of whom she was somehow related to; the peeling, sifting and washing, the chopping and seasoning; the ancient oven with its one temperature setting from which would emerge the best food Arianna had ever tasted, would ever taste. And the light. The bright mornings and the neighbour’s cockerel crowing and Pappou’s comfortable silences as he drove her to school. The uniform of every local school in Cyprus – a simple, girlish checked cotton dress and smart black shoes that her Yiayia made her polish every weekend.

She hadn’t even known how to do her own hair. Her eleven-year-old fingers had fumbled with the hairband every morning as her Yiayia hovered, threatening to take over and force her unruly curls into an old-fashioned French plait. So she learned quickly.

It hadn’t taken long to establish herself at the top of the pecking order in the little school. A few tough retorts at the right moment in the local vernacular, a handstand contest, which she won easily, and suddenly she ruled – this new girl from London with her cool music and cooler dance moves. She had taken her new-found status seriously, ensuring that fairness and order prevailed in her realm. No one got away with bullying or leaving anyone out, and disputes were resolved with a carefully refereed hundred-metre sprint across the dusty playground. She would walk past the sleepy newsagents on the way home and pick up a chocolate bar to share with Yiayia and Pappou and the three of them would settle in for the evening to watch five-year-old episodes of Neighbours, which had only just arrived to the island, on one of their two channels.

Standing in this draughty London hallway now, the pull back Home was suddenly strong and devastating. She stood between two worlds, feeling the cold, the exhaustion of her first day at her new school. She’d tried so hard. Each interaction had been so carefully played out, meticulously delivered to establish herself in this ruthless new pecking order. And still she’d failed. No new friends. Just hours and hours of wary, penetrating stares and suspicious side-eyes.

It was still awkward at home. A re-learning of each other. A re-ordering of the family dynamics now that she was back. She still wasn’t sure why she had been sent back to Cyprus. A general sense of her mum not coping, but also that it would be good for her – to learn the language, to experience a simpler way of life, to help her Yiayia, come back fluent and dutiful and less of a burden, maybe. Arianna suspected that she’d been summoned back again because her mum had discovered that raising the two younger ones was almost impossible without her.

Cartoons were playing in the living room; little Theo was making his trains talk to each other. Lelia was sitting at the kitchen table struggling with some homework.

‘Again,’ her mum ordered loudly over her shoulder as she pulled a dish out of the oven with only a dishcloth for protection against its searing heat. She dropped the dish loudly on the counter when it began to burn her once again.

‘Seven, fourteen, twenty… twenty… three?’ Lelia wavered. Thankfully, Arianna’s entrance took the focus off her for now.

Arianna took the crockery and cutlery to the table and yelled her brother’s name. Lelia swiftly shut her maths book and replaced it with a plate. The two younger siblings tucked into the food enthusiastically. Her mum didn’t have a plate of her own. Just like Yiayia, she cooked and then watched the others eat, maybe allowing herself a bite at the end, just a taste.

‘You have homework?’ she asked Arianna.

‘Just this stupid English thing. We’ve got to learn a speech.’

‘What speech?’

‘Some Shakespeare speech she gave us. From Julius Caesar.’

‘Good. You can learn a Greek one too.’

‘I just said it’s for English—’

‘The Greeks invented speeches. And plays. You think there would be Shakespeare without Sophocles?’

Arianna sighed. The Greek book sat ready at the end of the table with a pencil and rubber next to it at all times. When Arianna or Lelia didn’t look busy enough, they would be sent there to do Greek under their mum’s scatty supervision.

‘And I need you to sponsor me,’ Arianna said.

‘To what?’

‘To sponsor me. For Red Nose Day.’

Her mum’s face was already tightening. What new bullshit would this country throw at her now? What money was being demanded from her for what kind of British nonsense?

‘Never mind. Look, just… can I borrow some clothes?’ Arianna asked.






1997 CANDACE


Candace slowed her steps until she was barely progressing down the street. She stuffed her hands deeper into her lime green Naf Naf gilet and turned the sound up on her Walkman. Queen Latifa spat the lyrics to ‘Ladies First’ – crisp and clear in her ears – and Candace rapped along, word for powerful word. She adjusted her baggy light blue denim dungarees. Her commitment to this new look, fresh from the East Coast, meant she was wearing one strap unfastened so that half of the top hung loose across her chest. It was a bit uncomfortable on her left tit, but she was rocking it.

She saw movement down the road. Her brother and his mate bounced out of the front door, already looking shifty as they headed in the other direction. Candace softened. Her patience had paid off. She picked up the pace and let herself in, straight up the stairs.

She reached under her bed and pulled out a small paper bag of 10p mix. Chewing noisily on a candy shrimp, Candace took the magazine from her rucksack and studied the cover. Queen L’s face glowed confidently from it, a colourful Zulu hat perched proudly on her head, her skin flawless, her gaze warm and fierce. To her side, along the right of the cover, were two smaller figures, both wearing matching Kente Kufi hats with braids hanging down on either side. South London’s very own Cookie Crew. Right there alongside the Queen. Candace tutted. That’s who she should have gone as. It would have been perfect for Red Nose Day. But she’d said the Spice Girls, so now she’d have to figure out how to make that work. She pulled a few brightly coloured tops from her wardrobe, threw them on a pile to be considered later for her costume.

Then Candace threw herself onto the floor and pulled out the other stash under her bed: her pens, pencils and paper. With great care, she began to draw the women.






1997 TESS


Tess rode the bus home. It was almost empty. School had finished two hours ago and even the kids who’d stayed behind for detention had left before her. She was a bit frazzled now, her stomach growling loudly, but it was the only way she would have a chance of passing Grade 8. Mr Tamworth had noticed her talent last year and talked to her dad at parents’ evening about extra classes just for her. There was always enough for good home-cooked food, second-hand books, but violin lessons were a bit of a stretch, so Linton had accepted.

Mr Tamworth. Tess contemplated his lanky build as she leaned back in her seat, his floppy hair and round glasses. She decided he looked a bit like a sexy Where’s Wally.

She pulled out her English homework, a sheet in each hand. The first was a copy of Dr Martin Luther King’s I Have a Dream speech, photocopied many times over until it was slightly askew, slightly out of focus, the photo that accompanied the text a little grainy, green-tinted. Something about his expression reminded her of her dad when he talked politics at a rally and a wave of affection flooded through her.

Miss Henderson had played a recording, muffled with age, and Dr King’s voice had boomed through the classroom. Tess had followed the rhythm of his speech, the long, drawn-out vowels that were almost a song, a hymn, an aria. The beat of the rule of three as he landed the final third that had caused the historic crowd to call out in response, in commitment to the movement, the slow rise to the final crescendo, the final roar from the audience: the ovation. Tess had realized her heart was beating harder, her breaths faster. But then Miss Henderson had stopped the recording and the back row had fallen into fits of giggles.

Tess folded the photocopy and slid it into her exercise book. She already knew what Linton would say if he saw they’d been studying Dr King. His lecture would last the whole of dinner, about how radical he had been, how watered down the curriculum had made his legacy, how all suggestion of fighting the very system that had enslaved his people and continued to oppress brown and black people across the world had been White Washed until he was almost unrecognizable as the radical activist he once was.

Tess looked at the other photocopy as the bus turned the corner onto her road. ‘Friends, Romans, countrymen, lend me your ears.’

A safer dinner discussion. Tess scanned the speech, remembering what they’d been taught about iambic pentameter, counting out the syllables, noticing where it was broken on purpose. As she’d gathered her things to head to the next lesson, she’d noticed the new girl, Arianna, looking intently at the speech, her mouth forming the words silently. Her eyes were sparkling. They had locked gazes for a moment and Tess had frozen, a half-smile on her face, before she turned and strode out.

Tess jumped off at her stop and climbed the three storeys to their council flat. The aroma of peppers and fish wafted out the window and made her stomach growl loudly.

She let herself into the warmth of the flat crammed with books and music, the lights glowing, a Burning Spear record playing loudly.

‘Hello, Bilbo!’

‘Hello, Samwise.’

Tess dropped her schoolbag and violin case in the tiny hallway and found her dad hunched over the cooker. His curly grey beard and short grey afro were beginning to grow out again, his glasses slightly steamed, his favourite slippers almost worn through. Linton reached out to the rack of spices just above him and chose a small jar, sprinkling it thoughtfully over the food. Around them shelves overflowed with condiments, ingredients, mugs, postcards and more books.

‘Another day’s quest done,’ he pronounced as he lifted the wooden spoon up to her lips. She savoured the layers of flavour and the spicy aftertaste.

‘Ten minutes,’ he said, and gave her a peck on the forehead. Tess rushed up the narrow staircase and into the spare room. She sifted through a black bin bag full of summer clothes and found both of them – the leopard print scarf and the T-shirt that said Savage in pink writing across it – presents from her mum from the last two Christmases, both unworn, by Tess at least. In her room, Tess undressed, pulling on the T-shirt which smelled a bit musty but fitted okay. She experimented with the scarf, which was huge, more like an exotically patterned sarong. She tried it around her neck, her waist, attempted to tie it somehow in her hair. She pulled out her bun and tried shaking her hair out. It stood in a strange mushroom shape she wasn’t sure what to do with. This was stupid. She looked stupid. Tess took off the outfit and chucked it on her bed, pulling her hair back into the scrunchy. She returned to the kitchen, arranging two plates on the little wooden table, either side of the flourishing pot of basil on the brightly coloured African-print tablecloth, a postcard-sized picture of Angela Davis tacked to the wall just above.

Linton served up the aromatic food and lowered himself into the other chair. ‘Eat, beloved girl,’ he said.






1997 DANA


Dana ran back to the HiFi and stopped the song. She pressed REWIND, counted in her head and then pressed PLAY. She caught it almost perfectly at the start of the song and they took up their starting positions again. They started strong, their moves synched almost perfectly. Candace wobbled in the middle but looked over to Dana and picked it up again. They finished with their solos: first Candace kneeled as Dana did the shuffle; then Dana took a knee as Candace did a sick running man. They stopped the tape and squealed with joy. They’d been practising all afternoon. Candace had already stayed over twice at Dana’s, so Dana had come over after lunch and brought her nightie.

Candace’s dad had sponsored her a fiver. Dana’s mum had given her two quid and Auntie Naila had matched it.

‘Right. Let’s try it tied up and then after we can sort outfits,’ Dana suggested.

They used one of Candace’s dad’s special-occasion ties to secure their wrists together and giggled as they had to shuffle over to the HiFi to press PLAY. They assumed their starting positions. But when the music started, they went in different directions and were yanked back by their wrists. They tried to pick it up again, but the same thing happened and they were soon yelling at each other, laughing and reaching to stop the tape.

‘Dana, man!’

‘What? That was you!’

‘I went left!’

‘So did I!’

There was a loud bang as the door was kicked open and a booted foot followed through. Another bang as the door hit the wall, denting it. And then a series of muted thumps as Dana’s left side exploded with pain. They screamed. Dana felt her wrist being pulled violently as Candace leaped up.

‘Nathan you fucking lunatic! Get out!’

‘AAAAHAHAHAHA!’ came her older brother’s cackle, as he shot Candace once, twice at point blank range. She tried to wrestle the air gun from him with her free hand, but he easily shoved her off and took another shot at the ceiling.

‘What’s going on up there?’ Candace’s dad closed the front door and strode heavily up the stairs.

Dana felt Candace hastily untie their wrists, her hand falling to the floor, throbbing with pain. There was a scuffle, several thumps. More shouting. Banging. Then the front door slammed and all was quiet again.

‘You okay?’ Candace’s dad’s flustered face looked in from the doorway. They both nodded.

They got ready for bed in silence, Dana watching Candace carefully, tracking the pain and rage on her face. They lay there in silence for a long time. Dana was terrified and wanted to go home. Her side was still smarting where the bullet had hit her, her twisted wrist still pulsating with pain. She tried to even out her breaths, waited for her muscles to begin relaxing. Then she reached for Candace’s hand and clasped it.

As they finally drifted into sleep, Dana remembered vaguely that they hadn’t discussed their costumes.






1997 ARIANNA


She’d lifted the mattress, propped it up while everyone else was downstairs. She sifted through the first layer of bed sheets, then towels. Under it all was the treasure: a blue tie-dye wraparound skirt; brown leather platform boots; a green flannel boob tube; a box full of dangling earrings. Her mum’s old clothes, relics from the 60s when she’d come over and re-invented herself as a hippie. Stuff she wouldn’t have dared wear in Cyprus. Arianna pulled out a psychedelic-patterned halter-neck top and some orange flares. As she replaced the rest of the clothes, Arianna noticed a square of brown leather peeping out from the very bottom of the bed. She cleared everything from the top of the suitcase and unclicked the old-fashioned locks. Inside was a neatly packed collection of clothes, something for all seasons, a toiletry bag and a leather folder with official documents, all bearing her mum’s name, including her Cypriot passport. All ready. Just in case.

Arianna closed the suitcase, covered it back over with the piles of clothing, towels and sheets. She repositioned the mattress and took the outfit into the bathroom. She rummaged around in the back of the cabinet until she found the tub of bleach. It was a year out of date. The faded label said it was for use on facial hair. She shook out her dark, almost-black curls, took a thick strand in between her fingers and started to work it in.






1997 CANDACE


There were at least three Rachels, two Monicas, a Kate Moss, a Beckham and a Gallagher. There were bound to be some Destiny’s Childs too. Definitely a Michael Jackson. Candace growled with frustration and chucked the hairbrush across the bathroom. Then she took a breath, retrieved it, starting again to try and emulate the hairstyle in the picture: two little mini buns on the top of her head with the rest of her curls left loose. She nailed it on the third go, the buns tied so tight, the top half of her face felt rigid. She was wearing her dungarees with both straps hanging loose this time, so the whole top of it was folded over, her lime-green vest top underneath and the thickest kicks she owned on her feet, the white Fila ones. She grabbed her dad’s tie and headed out.

Dana was waiting in the usual spot, her hair worn loose, curlier. Was that mousse in it? As she got closer, Candace noticed the two little blonde buns at the top of her head. Then Dana turned around. Her face was covered in make-up way too dark for her skin. She looked like she’d been Tangoed and sunburned all at once. She was wearing her mum’s platform heel boots, flare-cut jeans and a leopard print vest top.

‘That ain’t Baby Spice,’ Candace said.

‘Baby Spice? Why would I be Baby Spice?’

‘Cos you’re blonde. And white.’

‘But my hair’s curly. I’m obviously Scary.’

‘I’m Scary.’

‘No you’re not.’

‘Yeah, I am. That’s the only one I can be.’

‘No. You’re Sporty Spice.’

‘How am I Sporty Spice?’

‘Cos you’re sporty.’ Dana shrugged. It was obvious.

Candace was at a loss. She scanned her friend’s tanned face, her blue eyes looking at her so sincerely, the fair eyelashes blinking at her, two light circles surrounded by orangey-brown paint. Candace burst out laughing at the ridiculous state of them both, as kids wearing their clothes back to front, dressed as babies with huge, oversized dummies, sporting red noses tied with elastic on their noses or, in one case, sticking out from the side of their foreheads, streamed past.

‘Come on,’ she said, but Dana pulled Candace back. She took the tie from Candace’s hand and tied their wrists together. Then, a little more awkwardly, they walked inside.






1997 TESS


She’d rushed to the safety of the music department, dodging Jimmy Savile and Princess Di on the way and an eclectic variety of cheap fancy dress interpretations, most of which she had to take a vague guess at. She got through violin practice feeling self-conscious. She’d never shown so much leg, so much midriff before. She’d never worn her hair loose. She adjusted her glasses nervously, wishing she’d brought her coat with her so she could cover up this whole ridiculous outfit.

The pips went and she rushed out. The foyer was already crowded with hungry kids. Everyone was even more hyper than usual, checking out each other’s garms, trying to guess who they were meant to be, and abusing the red noses in a hundred different ways.

In the corner, a huddle of kids had gathered, looking down at something. Tess saw the new girl, Arianna, carry her tray of food towards the crowd. Two more girls from her year, a brown girl and a blonde tied to each other by the wrist, followed behind, peering over the huddle.

‘Just do it.’

‘Come on man.’

‘Stab it. Go on.’

Gemma Haydon sat on a chair, the skin of her belly button pinched between two fingers, holding a compass in the other hand, the sharp end aimed at her belly. She gritted her teeth. The spike hovered. They waited, transfixed.

‘Gemma man, hurry up. My chips are getting cold.’

Gemma braced herself again. Everyone held their breath. She pulled the sharp spike back an inch, ready to take a stab, but it remained there. Finally, she lowered the compass, defeated. The group groaned with disappointment.

‘That was lame, man.’

‘Gemma you pussy.’

‘You ain’t gettin’ no money for that.’

‘The Africans are gonna go hungry and it’s all your fault.’

The group turned back into the foyer. Tess and the others stepped back. And then someone pointed a finger. The two kids next to him looked up and they too began laughing and pointing. Tess realized with horror they were pointing at her. And at Arianna. And also at the two girls standing next to them.

‘What the…?’

‘Oh my days.’

‘I never saw so much leopard print. My eyes are burnin’!’

Tess looked at Arianna, then at the other two girls still tied together at the wrist. The curls, the animal print, the chunky footwear, the tight tops. And it dawned on her, at the same time as it dawned on them all.

The four Scary Spices stood stranded in the middle of the foyer as the whole of the lower school turned towards them, guffawing with delight.

‘Oh thass scary.’

‘Thass very scary.’

‘Thass the Scariest shit I’ve ever seen!’






2022 CANDACE


She’s gone. Dana’s gone.

Candace looked pleadingly at her two old schoolfriends. She saw Arianna’s face tighten.

‘Again?’ Arianna asked.

‘This is different.’ Candace said.

‘How?’ Tess pressed.

‘Her number’s not working—’

‘Which one? I’ve got five—’ Arianna interjected.

‘And her emails. She’s not on Facebook, socials…’

‘I dunno, Cee. She’s done this before—’

‘No, she hasn’t. Not like this—’

    ‘We’ve been here before.’

‘No, we haven’t. If you look her up nothing comes up. Not even a picture. It’s like she’s completely… Like she never existed.’

Arianna sat back in her chair. ‘Cee, man. We can’t keep doing this. There’s got to be a limit. Otherwise, if you keep bailing her out, she’ll never learn to… She’ll always think we’ll be here to… I have to be careful, Cee.’

Tess watched Candace and Arianna glare at each other. She couldn’t bear it. ‘Have you called anyone?’ she asked.

‘I called you.’

‘Anyone else.’

‘Like who?’

‘Her mum or… the police.’

‘I can’t do that.’

‘If you’re that worried—’

‘I can’t do that,’ Candace repeated.

‘She’ll turn up,’ Arianna said. ‘She always does, when it gets bad enough. When she needs money or somewhere to stay—’

‘You’re not listening. This is different. Please trust me.’

They both heard the tremble in Candace’s voice.

‘We do. That’s why we’re here,’ Tess said. ‘But you’ve got to give us something.’

Candace nodded, gathered herself. ‘We… haven’t seen each other in a very long time, but we kind of… keep in touch,’ she explained.

‘How?’ Tess asked.

Candace swallowed. ‘It’s not easy to… Every year – for the last eleven years – she calls. On the same day. She never misses it. She calls and she… she doesn’t say anything, but she stays on long enough to… I know it’s her. And I know why she’s calling. Then she hangs up once she’s sure. She didn’t call this time. I waited. She always calls. Once a year. Something’s wrong.’

Arianna and Tess waited for something more, but Candace remained quiet.

‘That doesn’t really make any sense,’ Arianna said bluntly.

‘How do you… Why does she do that?’ Tess pressed.

‘She hasn’t missed it since… the very beginning.’ Candace said.

‘The very beginning?’ Tess pleaded.

‘From the very…. start.’ Candace could hear how confusing her own explanation was.

‘Okay,’ Tess said. She knew better than to exchange glances with Arianna in front of Candace.

Candace huffed suddenly, with frustration. ‘Look. It’ll all… come out soon. I promise. You’ll understand what I’m trying to… I just can’t… All I know is that it’s different this time. Something’s wrong. And I need you to help me track her down.’

‘Maybe she doesn’t want to be found,’ Arianna suggested.

Tess nodded. ‘You said it yourself: she’s deleted everything. Photos, socials, any references to her. All gone. Maybe she did it all on purpose.’

Candace glared at them grimly. ‘That’s what I’m afraid of.’






1998 CANDACE


Candace was humming Whitney, basking in the huskiness of her own good voice, as she leaned gently on Dana’s shoulder. It had been a busy day. A good day: the four of them had spent lunchtime creating a play called A Day in The Life of a Chewing Gum, then Arianna had taught them the Kid ‘n Play dance move, and Tess had invented a secret language called Alamo, which all four of them were now fluent in.

‘You’re not even saying anything.’ Shanice had said as she tried desperately to make sense of it. Finally, with frustration, she yelled, ‘You sound like fucking spastics,’ and pelted away when Candace stepped forward, ready to box her in her mouth. But their mood wouldn’t be dampened today. It was Friday. They were done.

Tess and Arianna were waiting for them at the gate and no one was in a rush to get home.

‘Come we go Burger King,’ Arianna suggested.

‘Ain’t got no pees,’ Candace replied.

‘Let’s go park then.’

‘It’s chaps,’ Dana shivered. ‘What about someone’s house?’

Arianna shrugged. ‘You can call my mum and ask her if you like, but I’m not.’

Dana turned to Tess. ‘Let’s go to your house!’

Tess panicked, blushed. ‘I don’t know if my dad…’ she started uncertainly.

‘Let’s surprise him! I’m good with dads,’ Dana pushed.






1998 TESS


She’d had a few friends from orchestra back at hers for extra rehearsals before, but she’d never had anyone from school over. The four of them climbed the concrete stairs in her block that smelled strongly of bleach, then Tess let them in the front door and called to Linton before he could call her one of their literary pet names.

‘Hi, Dad, it’s me. I’ve got some friends…’ The girls. Her friends. Over at hers.

He was in his reading chair, surrounded by shelves of paperbacks and clothed in corduroy, mercifully without that tatty blanket draped over him. The edges of his afro glinted as he turned – he’d used some water to neaten it up, thank god. Linton removed his reading glasses and stood, putting the book down as the girls stepped into the living room. Tess could see the title from where she was standing – Trotsky in big red letters – which meant the girls could too. She cringed.

Linton looked from Tess to the girls and back again. ‘To what do I owe this pleasure?’

‘Um, this is Arianna and Dana and that’s Candace,’ Tess said pleading with her eyes.

‘Hello,’ Dana said cheerily.

Linton raised his eyebrows at the girls, looked to Tess once more, then broke into a smile.

‘I’m Linton, Tess’s father. Not grandfather,’ he quipped, patting his grey hair. ‘Can you handle spicy food, girls?’

‘Sure,’ Candace replied, ignoring Dana’s look of alarm.

‘Then we’ll get along fine. Dinner will be in an hour, and I hope you will stay and join us. In the meantime, why don’t you head on upstairs, and I’ll bring you some tea.’

Tess’s gratitude turned suddenly to panic. Upstairs. Her room. Her sanctuary, her shrine. Tess had managed to keep herself aloof enough to glide through school with only the odd Coconut comment and critique of her appearance. She kept it moving, from rehearsal to class to private lesson to orchestra practice and didn’t give anyone the opportunity to scrutinize her too closely. But now the girls were going to see her bedroom. It was strong ammunition to use against her and could seal her fate at school for years to come.

She led them up the stairs, past yet more shelves of books, including two copies of Linton’s favourite classic, Tess of the D’Urbervilles, after which he’d named his daughter. She hesitated before stepping into her room. She tried to see it through their eyes: her old violin lying on the windowsill missing a string, a music stand in the corner crammed with sheet music, an ironic recorder and an array of percussion instruments scattered around. And then the posters. They covered every inch of wall and the entire ceiling. Mostly cut-outs from NME and Melody Maker blue-tacked with care, with the odd glossy Athena poster, which she received on birthdays. Kurt Cobain’s heavily kohled eyes, Counting Crows standing in a moody cluster all in black in a field somewhere, The Levellers and R.E.M. and Crowded House. But mostly Bono. Bono and U2. Bono and The Edge back to back. Just Bono. Bono onstage singing passionately into the mic, a spotlight on him as he stood in a wide stride, black jeans and cowboy boots and colour-tinted sunglasses. Bono in a hat. Bono in shadow. Bono in close-up staring at her from six different angles, the lyrics to ‘Bullet The Blue Sky’ scribbled on scrap paper in his hand.

Tess watched Arianna, Dana and Candace take it all in and awaited their verdict. They said nothing for a long time. Then Dana turned to Tess.

‘Cool.’






1998 ARIANNA


It was the best time she’d had since she’d moved back. For three perfect hours she’d hung out in the warmth of that cramped little haven and had her ears filled, her belly filled and her heart soothed. They had lain on the floor looking up at the posters, listening to song after song. Tess had brought over the tape sleeve so that they could follow the lyrics to ‘Sunday Bloody Sunday’, interrupting The Edge’s solo to explain the story behind the song. The tragedy of that day in Northern Ireland. The injustice. The horror.

It had gotten a bit intense, so Candace wandered to Tess’s bed where she found a book. ‘Whass this?’

Tess blushed. ‘Oh, Linton likes to leave inspiring books around for me to read when I’ve got some down time. He kind of scatters them about.’

Dana grabbed one from the other end of the bed and read. ‘When I Dare to Be Powerful!’

‘Soledad Brother,’ Arianna announced the title of another.

Candace held hers at arms-length. ‘Who’s Maya A… Angel… ou?’

‘It’s just… Linton,’ Tess explained. She started to gather the books, but Candace held onto hers defensively.

‘You may shoot me with your words, you may cut me with your eyes—’ Candace read aloud.

‘Liberty,’ Arianna exclaimed.

‘You may kill me with your hatefulness, but still, like air, I’ll rise.’

‘Damn straight.’

Candace read the whole poem, delivering the final lines in a deep resonant voice, lifting her hand in a dramatic gesture as she promised, three times over, that she too would rise.

‘Ladies! If you please,’ called Linton from downstairs.

They all leaped up. Candace shoved past them to the door. ‘Move man. Don’t make me cut you with my eyes…’

They sat gulping steaming bowls of food layered with flavours so different to anything from Arianna’s home. It lined her stomach like a warm hug.

Dana’s cheeks had turned bright red at the spice but when Candace persevered, so did she.

‘Pepper soup,’ Linton had explained. ‘It’s a Nigerian recipe, something I was taught to make by a lover long long ago.’

‘Dad! That’s disgusting!’ Tess had protested, mortified. Candace choked on her mouthful. Linton let out a raucous chuckle. He asked about their families. Where they hailed from. Dana told him about her Irish nan. Candace tried to explain her Kenyan-Indian mix, her English parents. When Arianna had told him about living in Cyprus, his face lit up. An island girl, just like him. He talked of colonization, divide and conquer, something called The Diaspora, and the blessings of us all, brothers and sisters of the Empire, finding each other here, breaking bread together.

Tess had looked like she was going to die with embarrassment. Candace had asked for a second bowl.

They embraced, lingering in each other’s arms, then Dana and Candace headed off. Arianna turned back on the threshold. She didn’t have the words to thank Tess, so she waved half-heartedly. Tess smiled shyly back. The 93 bus carried her home as Arianna sang the words to ‘Sunday Bloody Sunday’ under her breath.



Al Green’s voice drifted to her from the living room as she opened the door. Arianna blinked with surprise.

Dad.

She hurried in to find them all sitting on the sofa, Theo chuckling as Dad bounced him around, Lelia clinging on to one of Dad’s arms, and Mum on the other side. Her smile changed to self-conscious guilt when Arianna walked in.

Dad put Theo down and stood up. He took two big strides and enveloped Arianna in his arms.

‘My big girl. Look at you!’ he exclaimed.

She took in his familiar smell, and tried to fight the relief, to remember she was angry, always low-key angry with him. But he didn’t notice. Like he hadn’t noticed how late she’d gotten home. And as he held her, she soon felt nothing but relief at having him back. She felt her insides unclench as she handed over the baton of responsibility for her mum, her younger siblings, once again – something she had been doing most of her thirteen years, stepping in and out of his big man-shoes as he came and went, as they became a single-parent family once more, and then not.

They listened to music, played with Theo and Lelia, like a proper family.

It was only once she was in bed that she remembered it all again. The joy of those hours in that other little family of two, Linton’s magic soup. The lyrics to the song. The injustice of that moment in history. The violence it described. The way her dad just breezed in and expected them all to make way, step aside, transform into some happy family once again, rather than the desperate, stressed-out unit missing a key player that they had been just hours ago.

Arianna lay angry and tired and confused, a protest song beating a rhythm in her head, longing for a justice she didn’t quite understand.






2022 ARIANNA


Arianna stared at her laptop for a long time, chewing the inside of her mouth. With an irritated sigh, she closed her eyes and opened out her arms, palms upwards, resting them on her knees. She waited for her mind to calm, until she felt the tingling in her limbs begin, the softening, the letting go. Then Arianna opened her eyes again and dropped her arms. She repositioned her laptop and continued typing.

She’d been in court all day and had paperwork to catch up on. She felt the weariness return to her body, to her very bones, and considered calling it a day, holding on to the remnants of serenity she had just attained, waking up extra early to finish it off before heading to court again tomorrow. But it was already going to be an early start, meeting with her client to prep and support her before heading into those halls of justice that had never intimidated her, because she saw right through it all from the start. So, she forged on, despite the dryness of her eyes, the ache in her shoulders, because thirty-three women were counting on her.

But her mind kept wandering back to Candace. The worry in her old friend’s voice. Arianna sighed again. Every time. Why did she let it get to her every time? It wasn’t healthy. She’d told her as much. They had to let go. But Arianna found herself trying to remember the exact words. The timeline. The details that were the reason for concern. She caught herself about to type Dana’s name into the search engine.

Maybe she should get some advice first before she jumped in with both feet, again. Not advice, Fellows, even Sponsors, couldn’t give advice. That was the wrong word. Clarity? A sounding board? A check-in. A Share. Yes, that. A Share with a Fellow that may lead to some clarity about The Next Right Move from a Higher Guidance. But what to say? Nothing had actually happened. So why couldn’t she stop thinking about Dana?
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