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To Viera, my faith

And to Ezra, my hope






‘Grief is an unfinished love story’

AUTHOR UNKNOWN








The Last Wish List


	Ask someone hot out at school

	Scream into the void

	Do something nostalgic

	Do something that scares you

	Have a Gosling kiss

	Eat sweets for dinner

	Go skinny-dipping

	Get PJs signed by godlike pop star

	Play bingo with old ladies

	Dye your hair a wild colour

	Go stargazing

	Stand up for yourself

	Perform at an open mic night

	Go viral on social media for doing something cool

	Toast an achievement with expensive champagne

	Visit my parents?








CHAPTER 1 My best friend was


Dead girls don’t have birthdays.

I glance down at the soggy red velvet cupcake cradled in my hand as if it were a riddle. Why did I buy this? What was I going to do – put a candle in it? Eat it? I look over to the bus stop as if someone could tell me. I was sixteen when I buried my best friend. Now I’m seventeen, and today Lizzy is too. Except she isn’t, not really. My thumb pushes into the buttercream.

Red velvet was her favourite.

I should say a few words.

My best friend Lizzy was brave and fierce.

Was.

My best friend Lizzy is brave and fierce; she is a great dancer, and she is never on time.

I want to say is so badly, but I can’t. My tongue doesn’t turn that way any more, but I can’t say was either, because the truth hurts my tongue even more than the lie.

There is so much in that one word; so much meaning, the difference between someone being, and someone who will never really ‘be’ again. Someone who will never order cod on vinegar-stained chips from the derelict shop on the high street. Or laugh with me at Mrs Patterson’s lipstick teeth. Or hum the words to every Shawn Next song that there is.

Lizzy will never be.

My knock-off sneakers are soaked as I wait for the 456 bus. There’s not enough room under the bus stop awning for me; it’s full of kids and old people. I would rather stand a few feet away, alone, exposed to the rain anyway. It helps me feel sorry for myself. As if I were in a really crappy music video.

I throw the cupcake in the bin and one of the moon-faced toddlers looks at me like I’ve committed a violent crime.

I’m supposed to visit my uncle and grandma for dumplings, like I do every Friday afternoon. Fridays go on but Lizzy doesn’t. The 456 goes on but Lizzy doesn’t. The whole damn world goes on but Lizzy doesn’t.

I pull out Lizzy’s death list from the pocket of my ratty raincoat. The list is a crumpled up useless thing at this point, and the fat drops of rain ricocheting off my forehead make it worse. I stare at the list – the things Lizzy decided I should do after she died. To get over her or something. I’ve only marked three so far.


	Ask someone hot out at school

	Go stargazing

	Scream into the void



I didn’t even do those things properly. I watched the barely there stars from a supermarket car park, and screamed into that same car park until the staff asked me to leave. And I asked Joey, the star rugby player at St Jude’s (who I’ve had a crush on since fourth form) out with so much resentment that he cowered, actually cowered, and then said a very polite No, but thank you for thinking of me, Nadia. As if I had asked him to speak at the opening of the local community centre and he was busy that night. It was the most condolence-like rejection anyone has ever gotten. In the history of the universe.

But what did I expect? The whole school sees me as the girl whose best friend died. That’s my brand now.

The bus brings me to the west side of the town and I can feel the smell of my Babushka’s meat-and-onion dumplings from the bus stop. It’s like a beacon – nothing else smells quite like fresh pelmeni. My grandmother lives at my uncle’s house, on the first floor of a block of flats the colour of charcoal. I weave between the Disney scooters and haphazardly parked bikes and knock on the door.

I’m ushered in and quickly put to work.



I help my grandmother with the laying out of the horseradish, sliced kohlrabi, chicken cutlets, diced beetroot, and something we like to call Korean salad – a salad made of grated carrots that I’m pretty sure has absolutely nothing to do with Korea.

My uncle just sits there, polishing an old clock. He tells me he bought it at a car boot sale for a tenner and that it will go for ten times that on ‘the eBay’. He thinks it’s from the turn of the century. I don’t care about the clock. It annoys me that he never helps with cooking or setting the table. Like he’s some kind of king.

Everything has annoyed me for exactly eight months and fourteen days now. But who’s counting?

I don’t mind helping though. I almost feel better when my hands are moving, when I’m doing something. In my big family there is never a shortage of things to do. When we are like this, simmering, and bustling and serving, I almost feel better. Almost.

It’s when the doing stops and the talking starts that things start crashing in.

My mama and little brothers arrive twenty minutes later. Mother shoves her heavy coat at me, looking tired, and kisses me on the cheek a little harder than I’d like. I tussle Nikita’s curly chestnut hair – he’s seven, and he still likes affection. Stepa is a lanky teen now, and he’s got a minefield of cystic acne to prove it. He’s two years younger than me at fifteen, with eyes the same blue as mine and Nikita’s but darker. He’s not into physical affection any more. He spares me a smile though.

My dad arrives next, tired from his last plumbing shift. We spread out around the big table. My mum and dad, grandma, uncle, and my two brothers. We fan out, like a palm with stretched-out fingers, with lifelines spreading out and connecting three generations across a table.

My other aunt, Larissa, practically falls through the door, late as always.

‘Let me guess, bus was broken, car ran out of fuel, trains weren’t running?’ my grandmother says. Her head bobs with teasing disapproval.

‘Nope, I just didn’t really feel like coming. Which usually slows me down,’ my glamorous aunt retorts as she grins at me. She unwinds her expensive- looking scarf and hangs it up. My mum glowers at her, but her younger sister just sticks her tongue out and sits down at the table. Throwing her freshly blown-out brown locks over her shoulder. Unbothered.

Larissa is my idol. She used to model, and she wears thigh-high boots under her fox furs. She likes to dabble in tarot and crystals, which, to my mama, means she might as well be walking around with bags of beheaded dolls and speaking in tongues. Larissa divorced her husband after he laid a hand on her; she didn’t wait to ‘fix it’ like everyone instructed her to. To everyone, especially her sister, Larissa is the black sheep in this family. To me she’s the free stallion. Galloping in and out of our boring lives.

Too glamorous to be guilted.

‘Everybody is here,’ says Grandma. ‘Let’s start.’

Her eyes dart to the mantel when she says everybody.

The only person missing is my uncle Tomya; he passed away before I was born. But an icon and candle keep vigil next to his portrait in the living room. I don’t know much about him, and Grandma rarely brings him up. But sometimes I catch her looking that way.

‘How is Pasha’s football practice going?’ my papa asks as his honey eyes settle on my uncle, whose son is a supposed future football star.

‘Good, he will be scouted soon no doubt,’ my uncle declares proudly, as if it’s his achievement that the son who has never lived with him is good at sports.

‘We will be watching him on the telly soon, playing for Chelsea!’ my mum declares.

‘I don’t care what club Pasha picks as long as I get free tickets,’ says my eldest brother through a mouthful of chicken cutlet.

‘If I were a footballer I’d play for Everton!’ declares my youngest brother.

My uncle gives him a pitying look. ‘You’re not a footballer though, are you?’

Nikita’s face deflates. And I suddenly wish it were socially acceptable to punch members of your family in the face.

But I don’t. I don’t really do or say anything at these dinners any more. I just kind of move things around my bowl. Drowning my dumplings in their own sour-cream-tinged broth.

Part of me knows it’s unreasonable to expect them to remember that it’s Lizzy’s birthday today. In Eastern European cultures people are obsessed with death; my mother still mentions how old her grandfather would have turned each year. ‘Today he would have been 102!’ she would say mournfully once a year. But something tells me they won’t remember Lizzy’s birthday. Because it’s my pain, it’s not theirs.

But I wish they did.

We don’t talk about Lizzy at all.

We talk about the elections in Eastern Europe, even though it doesn’t affect us directly. We talk about how cold it has been (even though we have Siberian roots). My family complains about a neighbour’s litter, in the single most hypocritical conversation ever, because they refuse to recycle properly despite my begging, and then they talk about food.

Larissa leans her chair back so that she can catch my eye behind my brother’s back.

‘My love,’ she starts. ‘How are you doing?’

I like that Larissa remembers to ask me that. That she cares. I’m about to answer when I’m interrupted.

‘Nadia, why are you sour?’ says my uncle.

‘Problems at school?’ echoes my mother.

‘Better not be your grades,’ counters Papa.

I look up.

Their conversation has already wandered onwards, to how bad school grades can ruin my future, and maybe I need tutoring, and doesn’t Nastya who lives in Windsor have a brother named Vitya who owns a tutoring service?

We should call Nastya’s brother Vitya at once, they decide.

This entire conversation occurs without me.

Distantly, I hear my uncle say that perhaps there is something wrong in my private life.

Private life is code for dating life. My blood starts to boil.

None of them bring up the fact that Lizzy is gone. That maybe my mood is sour because I recently watched my best friend die.



When someone you love dies, people give you about a month. In that month, if you cry, they know exactly why you are crying. But after that, whenever you’re sad they ask you why. Expecting a different reason than the one before. As if your grief is past its expiry date.

As if your grief were a yoghurt.

I look up at them and I might as well be looking at a room full of strangers. Except my aunt Larissa, who shoots me a sympathetic look and rolls her eyes as if to say what a bunch of idiots. But that’s not enough to soothe my anger. Nothing is. I’m seized with such hatred for everything, I feel my vision blurring.

‘I was just thinking about Lizzy. It’s her birthday.’ My voice is less confident than I intended, a strangled croak. I know they are tired of hearing it but what am I supposed to do. Lie?

‘You will be all right,’ says my uncle.

‘Just need some exercise, get your mind off things,’ says Mama.

As if I could jog the thought of Lizzy away.

My grandmother adds more dumplings to my plate, even though I barely touched the first batch. I look up into her eyes, milky with age. That’s all she can offer me, food. It’s her medicine. She wants to fill the cracks in my soul with dough because it’s the only way she knows how. I don’t blame her. My anger eases a little bit as I look at her.

She was born right before the Second World War, and she grew up hungry. She lost her firstborn, Tomya. Many, if not most, of her friends are dead by now. Her husband is gone too. On her left hand she only has three fingers because when she was younger her neighbour slammed her door so hard in her face after an argument that she cut the other two clean off.

My grandma has been through a whole lot of pain, and maybe she’s the only one who sees mine. But being seen doesn’t feel like enough. Dough can’t fill cracks this deep.

‘You’ll find another Lizzy,’ my uncle says suddenly. And it’s that particular sentence that brings me out of my stupor. I feel like a bucket of cold water has been dumped on my head. The conversation has moved on and circled back to my cousin’s football career when I slam my hands down on the table.

‘I CANNOT FIND ANOTHER LIZZY, YOU ABSOLUTE MORON!’ I scream so loudly my voice cracks. Then I add a string of the dirtiest Russian swear words I can think of.

A cumulative gasp vacuums up the air in the dining room.

The whole table turns, almost slow motion; faces rotate and stop on me. Like they didn’t even notice me there until this moment. It is uncommon to curse at your elders in our culture; I can feel my mother’s shame bloom across the table. I’m in so much trouble.

Screw it. He deserved it. I’m so angry I could say it ten more times.

I realize that I’m standing. I realize that my hands are shaking. I can’t breathe.

I have to get out of here.

I bolt out the door because I don’t want to hear the reaction, or the scolding. Of course, it’s still raining, and of course I’m not wearing my raincoat. I left it behind. I’ll walk the whole way home. I welcome the iciness of the water. And I hope it gets me sick and I can miss school and spend a few days in bed watching Gilmore Girls.

Tears are quick to come; I don’t bother wiping them because of the rain.

I don’t really care who sees either.

I lost my best friend.

To my family, my sadness is well past its sell-by date and they’re scared by my behaviour.

But my grief isn’t a yoghurt, it’s one of those American Twinkies I’ve read about online. It could outlive the Apocalypse. It could last for ever.

Sometimes I feel like it even could outlive me.



Hours later my family comes home. Papa walks by me, silently, carrying a sleeping Nikita to his room.

‘You’re in trouble,’ says Stepa as he passes me. He’s not gloating, it’s a warning, a brother code. But he needn’t have bothered since I already know cursing at my uncle is probably going to get me into a lot of trouble.

Mama returns my rain jacket and says she doesn’t want to talk to me. Her blue eyes search mine, a flicker of worry passing across them, but it’s quickly gone. She purses her lips. I dig into the pocket of my raincoat and I’m relieved that Lizzy’s list is still there. There was a moment when I panicked and thought she might find it and throw it away.

‘You upset your uncle, you disappointed me,’ she says.

Them. Them. Them.

Mama sighs with dramatic exasperation and goes into the living room. I follow her.

Of course she wouldn’t be on my side, even though what my uncle said was horrible. How could he imply that Lizzy was replaceable? Why doesn’t my own mother see the tears on my face, notice my red puffy eyes, sit down with me, comfort me?

She turns away from me and switches on Russian television, where some pop star is celebrating their seventy-fifth birthday on a stage. In Russia, once someone becomes famous, they never leave. Prime airtime is occupied by old barely mobile singers celebrating their birthdays and being showered with bouquets of carnations. It’s super weird and ridiculous but it’s more interesting to my mother than her own grieving daughter.

‘Why go through the trouble of immigrating if you’re going to pay a subscription every month just so you can watch some seniors celebrate their birthdays back home?’ I say.

My mother turns to me. ‘I’ve had enough of your attitude for one night.’

I’ve had enough of you, is what she doesn’t say.

‘Why don’t you check the other channels, maybe someone is celebrating their centennial? Much more exciting than a seventy-fifth.’

‘NADIA. You’re about to get one on the brains!’ she says in Russian. She’s said this expression since I was little; it means I’m about to earn myself a slap. She rarely follows through on the threat. Though now her face is beetroot red and the vein in her neck is popping and I probably shouldn’t push but I can’t stop.

‘Fine. I’ll just go to my room. I don’t want my emotions being an inconvenience when you’ve clearly got very important things to do with your life.’ I eye the screen pointedly where they’ve just brought a clown onstage.

‘That’s it, you’re grounded, or whatever it’s called here.’ She waves her hand in the air. ‘No pocket money, no Wi-Fi. No outings with friends!’

‘Lizzy was my only fucking friend.’

Mama falters for a second, but I don’t know if it’s because I’ve cursed, which I never do in front of her, or because of what I said. Tears sting my eyes and I dig my nails into my palms to stop them from coming. There’s so much more I want to say to her. You don’t read my poems. You never hug me. If you made someone, aren’t you supposed to be able to tell that they are breaking apart?

‘Not that you care,’ I spit. ‘You don’t care about anything in my life. It’s not as important as this week’s deals on detergent.’

Her face goes red again; Mama reads the supermarket catalogues religiously. ‘Go upstairs!’ she screeches. ‘You ungrateful brat. After everything that I do.’

I can no longer hold the tears, so I storm up the stairs. ‘Enjoy your dumb programme,’ I call down.

On the second-floor landing I come face to face with the open door to my parents’ room. Papa is there, in his dirty worker overalls, sat on the perfectly made bed. His wrinkled face looks serious, clearly he has heard every word.

‘Nadejda.’ He says my full name. The word for hope in Russian. I stop and stare at him, my face aching from my desire to cry.

‘I…’ He struggles to find the words. ‘I… knew it was Lizzy’s seventeenth birthday.’

‘And?’

‘And that’s it. I just wanted to say I remember. Sorry for not mentioning it earlier.’ He scratches the back of his curly brown head. ‘You should be nicer to your mama.’

There it is again. You should be nicer.

‘Don’t worry, Papa.’ My voice is an empty husk, carved hollow with hate and a deep black anger. ‘Dead girls don’t have birthdays.’

Dad flinches; laughter trickles up from my mother’s programme.

‘Unlike pop stars,’ I say. Then I head to my room.






CHAPTER 2 Is your herring in a fur coat fresh?


My grandma once told me that everyone in the Soviet Union wore grey, and that the busy morning pavements looked like flowing rivers of cement.

Well, the streets of my area at six on a Monday morning are like a literal interpretation of Fifty Shades of Grey. The buildings are grey, the sky is grey, the pavement is grey, even my polyester school uniform is grey. It’s like the city has been leached of its colour.

There it goes again, that punch to the gut when something reminds me of her. Lizzy bought a copy of Fifty Shades of Grey at the supermarket last year and we did dramatic readings of it in the car park. Which made me laugh so hard I almost died by choking on a Jammie Dodger. The memory is like a screwdriver twisting into my stomach, tightening an already too-tight screw jammed there. I hate how my sad human brain makes me relive it all, again, again, and again. I think of something good, and then immediately there’s pain. Immediately I feel the static of hospital bedsheets catching on my fingers and I see the outline of Lizzy’s bony spine. I don’t understand why my brain can’t develop a defence mechanism to protect me from this.

My body has made an active effort to protect me from the life-threatening hazard that is pollen.

But it can’t protect me from my grief.



I arrive at St Jude’s, which is also grey. I walk down the linoleum hallway, keeping my head down. My classmates tend to give me a wide berth. Maybe they think my grief is contagious.

Marjorie, a girl whose only talent is being mean and so she resorts to it often, notices me. I don’t know what her childhood damage is but I avoid her like the plague. I lower my head and keep walking. She sidesteps me.

‘Hey, slagzilla,’ she says as I stall in front of her. Her insults don’t even make sense half the time. I’ve only had sex twice and both times were horrible. It was with a guy named Charles in the year above me. He was nice and fumbled and said are you okay? a lot but I was so desperate to feel something that I felt nothing at all. Lizzy was already in the hospital then. The excitement of talking about it with my best friend was still present, but over it hung a dark cloud – the weight of the different firsts she might never get to see.

So, calling me a slag, which is never justified anyway, also makes zero sense.

And I’m pretty sure Marjorie’s never seen Godzilla.

Her friend and lackey, Josie, flanks her left. Josie has the personality of rice pudding. She belly-laughs at Marjorie’s joke.

‘Slagzilla,’ she repeats, as if it might be wittier the second time around.

I’ve always ignored Marjorie, and when she said dumb mean things it was usually Lizzy who lost her temper with her. She always yelled back random stuff like Shut up, you disgruntled mop, and Your face looks like a burnt scone!

I was born round here, but Lizzy was born up north and her accent made everything sound cool. Lizzy was second-generation Russian like me, but she only moved south a few years ago down from the north when her mum got a fancy finance job in the city. I noticed her that first morning at school when I saw her backpack had a Soviet character on it. A big furry doe-eyed Cheburashka. I quoted the cartoon to her, and we were friends immediately.

Lizzy’s accent stayed after her move. That was something I loved about her. The way she tamed language into her own unique expressions. One of the many things I loved about her. I swallow hard.

Marjorie wakes me from my thoughts by poking me.

‘Did you not hear us, povvo?’

Great, now I’m a slag, a reptile and poor to boot. How original. I cock my head to one side and look at Marjorie coolly. Josie seems a little scared. Maybe it’s my expression, which I’ve dubbed ‘dead in the eyes resting bitch face’.

‘Ugh, let’s leave it,’ she whispers and she tugs on Marjorie’s sleeve. ‘She’s pathetic. Not worth our time.’

Marjorie considers this, but people have stopped. People are staring. And Marjorie likes an audience. She leans in.

‘You know, I’ve been thinking.’

‘That’s unusual,’ I fire back. At least I managed to get a retort in this time. I’m quite pleased with myself.

Marjorie’s eyes narrow.

‘I’ve been thinking, being best friends with you, I’d probably drop dead from boredom as well.’

I know it’s another dumb comment but this one cuts. Sometimes a fact buried inside a lie still is enough to hurt. Lizzy died.

All the other things she’s ever said to me come back.

Slag. Giant nose. Estate rat.

Marjorie fakes a yawn. ‘Point proven, even trolling you is like watching paint dry.’ Josie laughs. They turn, as if they could just walk away and leave all those words hanging in the space between us, stabbing out at me like birds in a feeding frenzy. Marjorie has a long braid that reaches down her back. I’ve never paid any attention to it, but now it’s all I can see. I reach for it and I pull. And then I pull harder. It’s all a blur but there are screams, and suddenly Marjorie is on the floor holding her head. I’ve dragged her a good few feet by her braid and then I swing. My fist connects with her cheek. Then I punch her a second time. Then I let the braid drop limply to the floor. I don’t stop to process what I’ve done. I turn and walk away.



It’s not really a surprise to anyone including myself that I am promptly called to the headteacher’s office and suspended.

Mr. Harris stares at me over his desk. He pulls his glasses down the bridge of his nose, which seems unnecessary. I’m not sure why people do that, since they tend to give you this look like they can see you more clearly but really, they’ve just made you blurry. Behind him is a wall of all his successes. He’s gone as far as framing his health and safety qualifications, which should give you an indication of what kind of a person he is.

He’s asked me to call my parents so that’s what I’m doing. Or pretending to do.

Instead I dial a local chip shop that I know never picks up and lets it ring to voicemail every single time. I know this because Lizzy and I used to leave them prank call voicemails. We imitated Liam Neeson’s speech from Taken, only we pretended they had taken our cod. We sang the opening song from The Lion King. We once left a six-minute-long voicemail pretending to be the Kardashians.

There it goes, that familiar throb that rattles my chest.

Lizzy is never leaving prank calls again.

I speak into the receiver in Russian, repeating the phrase ‘Is your herring in a fur coat fresh?’ A phrase my mama always says at the Russian store.

Herring in a fur coat is a dish of layered pickled herring covered in mounds of boiled vegetables and eggs, soaked in mayonnaise and shaped like a cake. It’s also a nuclear shade of purple, and I’m not sure it could ever be called fresh.

I say this phrase over and over again in different tones to pretend I’m asking my mum to pick me up, but my headteacher is none the wiser. He just nods along severely as if he understands and is in complete agreement with the herring being fresh. I conceal my amusement, realizing this is a prank Lizzy would have appreciated. Then I hang up the phone.

‘They said they can’t come get me, they have to prepare for a business trip tomorrow.’

Not sure what kind of business trip a plumber and housewife go on but I don’t let Mr Harris catch on. I talk fast.

‘And they said my aunt Larissa can come and pick me up and talk to you instead of them. But they are aware of the severity of the situation.’ The head agrees and I call Larissa and beg her to come.

Mercifully, she doesn’t ask any questions. Larissa arrives half an hour later and she looks really good despite being a little wet from the rain.

She sits down, shakes her beautiful hair out.

‘What seems to be the problem?’ she says.

‘Nadia here attacked a classmate,’ says Mr Harris. He points at me, then corrects his hand so that he can pretend he wasn’t pointing. He waits for a reaction.

Larissa turns to me. When she speaks her tone is kind. ‘What did she say to you?’

Mr Harris scoffs; clearly he is not pleased with her reaction.

‘We don’t encourage violence, regardless of what words were exchanged!’

Larissa shoots him a terrifying look. ‘I know my niece. I just want to know what was said to her to elicit such a reaction. She is not a violent girl.’

I shrug. ‘She said maybe Lizzy dropped dead because of how boring I am.’

I hear their synchronized intake of breath.

‘You didn’t tell me this,’ the head stutters. His gaze darts to Larissa as if he is mainly concerned with her opinion of him.

Larissa’s blue eyes narrow predatorily.

‘You didn’t ask, you just suspended me,’ I counter with my best doe-eyed innocent gaze. I’m quite happy to throw him under the bus.

‘Right.’ Larissa picks up her fancy handbag. ‘We will be going now. I’ll call in tomorrow to see what disciplinary action has been taken against the other student as well. Since Nadia got a week-long suspension, it’s only fair the other girl get a suspension for bullying. That’s still an offence, is it not?’

‘Yes, ugh, of course, naturally,’ Mr. Harris stutters as we are halfway out the door. His gaze pauses on the divide between Larissa’s black thigh-high boot and her mink coat. She makes it obvious that she noticed, then she saunters out.



‘I hope you at least got a good one in,’ says Larissa back in her car. ‘What a cow!’

I think of Marjorie and how tightly my fingers had curled around her braid. Like I was about to play tug of war with it. She seemed so small when I knocked her down. I think about how Josie shrieked like a frightened hyena but didn’t move to defend her friend. I feel a twinge of regret loop around my thoughts, and despite her bravado Larissa shoots me a quick and worried look. Disturbed even. I’ve never lashed out at anyone physically before.

‘I’m going to take you shopping,’ she declares. My mouth opens and closes. That’s not the reaction I was expecting.

We drive towards the shopping centre singing along to top hits on the radio. I don’t sing as intensely as Larissa but I don’t want to sit there silently like an oddball. When the new Shawn Next song comes on – ‘Baby, you’re right to be wrong’ – I cringe and turn the sound down. That same repetitive pain echoes through me.

Lizzy and I have matched Shawn Next’s career beat for beat. We loved everything about him. And though we were always a couple of years behind in age we pretended we could relate to every lyric. When he was a doe-eyed and sweet teen, dressed in Easter-coloured polos with gelled-back hair, we launched ourselves into our preppy phase too. When he started using black eyeliner, we spent ages perfecting our tormented expressions and cutting the fingertips off of gloves for that perfect gothic look. We couldn’t really afford to match Shawn’s bougie clubbing era where he wore limited edition tracksuits, but Lizzy did beg her parents to take us to a posh sushi restaurant in London for her birthday. Ordering Yellowtail in an elite Soho restaurant on a Saturday night felt a little bit like being him.

Even though I’ve turned the music low I can still hear him. And my heart feels like it’s tearing in half.

Right now, Shawn is in his acoustic era, close up mics and emotional songs about growing up famous. It’s almost like our sad moments are synced too. But I can’t wallow in his feelings any more, my own are far too strong.

I turn the radio off entirely.

‘I thought you loved Shawn Next?’

I shrug. ‘I used to.’

I used to love a lot of things.

‘That’s a shame, I think you’ve loved him since you were ten or something,’ she says.

‘Twelve,’ I answer, almost automatically.

I remember the first time Shawn popped up on my TV. This blue-eyed, pink-cheeked boy that looked like an angel. He had his first hit, ‘Coffee Shop Love’, where he sat in a café looking all grown up, throwing lovesick glances at the waitress, who served coffee in a crop top for some reason. He was clearly too young for coffee, and the girl who played his love interest was about eighteen, but I fell for him hard. I got butterflies in my stomach and spent the night imagining what it would be like to kiss him, to be a waitress in his coffee shop. The next day in school Lizzy and I argued about who would get to be Shawn’s girlfriend. Until we decided we’d share him. I’d get weekdays and she’d get weekends. Quite a complicated arrangement for a couple of tweens.

Pain rocks through me.

I wrap the memory up and put it on one of the shelves far back in my mind. The school counsellor told me to try and listen to some of the music Lizzy and I loved, but I just can’t bring myself do it.



We pull into the grey lot of the shopping centre. It has a fancy name, like all shitty grey structures in the world do.

Larissa goes all out. She gets me some eyeshadow at MAC and buys me a set of make-up brushes. She gets me a leather-bound journal so that I can write more poetry. Then she buys me some Friends pyjamas, though I wish they had Gilmore Girls ones.

We steer clear of the Shawn Next section.

I like Friends. Even though it’s about as dated as the birthday shows my mama watches, there is something incredibly comforting about a world where nothing horrible ever happens. I call it the happy world. You just know you won’t switch on Friends one day and see Monica die while Rachel watches.

Sitcoms are hugs, and blankets, and hot chocolate.

Lizzy always joined me in that love. Even though she preferred Star Wars and fantasy fandoms and creatures with pointy ears and wings, she was always up for a Gilmore Girls marathon and hardly ever rolled her eyes when I cried over Jess.

Suddenly, I feel guilty that I didn’t try as hard to like the things she liked.

I should have gone with her to Comic Con in London. I should have tried cosplay. Lizzy always tried to like the things I liked. And now she’s gone and it’s too late to ask her about it.

Larissa treats me to a caramel frappuccino at Starbucks, and we sit in her car slurping. I try to move my straw around in an effort to consume equal amounts of cream and caramel at the same time.

‘What’s going on in your head, love? I know it’s about Lizzy, but talk to me,’ says Larissa.

‘I don’t want to talk about it.’

I start to cry almost immediately. I sometimes don’t even get the warning, and my body just decides for me. Maybe there is too much pressure built up inside of me, and it only takes a tiny nudge for me to explode.

Larissa reaches for me and pulls me into a hug. I cry harder. Sobbing into her shoulder, probably drooling cream over her expensive sweater. I cry really really hard. Grateful that someone is there to witness it. Distantly, I wonder if I’m staying hydrated enough for all this crying that I do.

Larissa has been travelling for work and I’ve barely seen her since the funeral. Only at three family dinners, and never alone. Except for my outburst the other night she hasn’t seen this side of me. She hasn’t seen how broken I’ve become.

Larissa reacts differently to anyone else I know. She doesn’t tell me to stop crying or to be strong, or that it will all be okay. She lets me feel. You would be surprised how many people want you to push your grief down.

Down. Down. Down. Where no one can see it.

Where they don’t have to deal with it.

Maybe they are just worried the sadness will rub off on them, like wet paint on a park bench. I cry harder into Larissa’s sweater, savouring being held like this. Being allowed to cry like this in someone’s presence.

‘I know it’s not true. But I feel like I have nothing to live for,’ I tell her.

‘It’s not true,’ she echoes. ‘I wish I could take some of the pain away, Nadush, but it will become smaller over time. I promise. It will shrink.’

Through snot I sob, ‘And the worst part is I’m never going to complete her list.’

‘What list, sweetheart?’

I reach into my coat pocket and retrieve the dirty off-white ball. Gently, Larissa unravels it like a Kinder egg. I watch her read it, half sobbing, half sipping my frap.

‘She…’ Larissa struggles to verbalize what she’s seeing. ‘Lizzy wrote you a list of things to do after she died? To heal?’ Larissa looks back at the list, running her finger over Lizzy’s name.

‘It’s this thing, like a summer bucket list. We were going to do it together but once…’ I sob harder. ‘Once she realized she wouldn’t be there she rewrote it just for me.’

The crying starts to take on a life of its own. My shoulders shake and my breathing grows more erratic.

‘She… really… loved P.S. I Love You. The film,’ I explain, though I know it’s more than that. She wanted me to get over it, and she thought this was the way. She cared about me even in death.

‘But…’ Larissa pauses, thinking. ‘You can do some of these! Play bingo with old ladies? I can take you to the old Metro hall tonight!’

‘No, it’s all right. You’ve already done a lot. And I don’t feel like it.’

Truth is, I don’t feel like doing anything, and crossing things off that list just made me feel like Lizzy was deader than before.

‘The godlike pop star, is that Shawn?’ She points at another bit on the list and I nod. ‘Then let me buy you a ticket to the next Shawn Next concert,’ she offers. That’s another point on the list. By far the most difficult item, it says Get PJs signed by godlike pop star. I don’t know what Lizzy was thinking with that one. As if losing her wasn’t hard enough, she also had to leave me an impossible to-do list.

‘There won’t be one anywhere nearby,’ I explain. ‘He had a bad experience at Heathrow last year and said he won’t tour in England. He’s touring the States right now but that’s too far.’

Larissa thinks for a second. Then nods.

‘You hungry?’

‘Not really.’

‘Look, I won’t tell your mama and papa that you got suspended. It’s… it’s not ideal. But, I don’t think punishment is what you need right now.’ Her eyes dart towards the list. ‘It seems being in your head is punishment enough. If I can’t make things better for you then at least I won’t make them worse. I’m going to tell them I need you to stay with me for a while, and you can stay through your suspension.’ She looks straight in front of her.

‘Thank you,’ I whisper through a sob.

‘It’s all right. I’m already the black sheep in the family, what can they do?’ She laughs her wind-chime laugh and it makes me feel warm.
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