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In memory of the 72 people who lost their lives in the Grenfell fire

For all the Ayeshas… and their Yazes






PROLOGUE

Ayesha kept low and crept slowly around the lake, making sure to keep the others exactly on the opposite side. She moved when they moved. Her soaking body trembling uncontrollably, her teeth chattering violently, she tried to calm her panicked breathing and keep herself concealed in the darkness of the country night. When they were just over a quarter of the way around, there was a chilling scream of triumph. Ayesha froze; her stomach sank. She could just make out the silhouette of a finger against the night sky pointed directly at her. A beam of cold light locked onto her. Then another. Someone ululated. More voices joined in and then they ran at her.

Ayesha pelted away, back into the thick dark of the forest. But they were much closer now. Two figures sprinted with intense determination in Ayesha’s direction. She didn’t need to look behind her. She felt their intent and heard their rhythmic breathing as they closed in on her. What would happen when they caught her? How far would they go? She had no idea anymore where the line was. She knew they weren’t fully themselves, but even as themselves she was now terrified of what they were. How had she got them so wrong? How could Yaz do that, join them, help them hurt her? Surely there was some mistake. She thought of turning, trying to reason with them, snap them out of this savage intoxication. But she didn’t dare slow down. Instinct told her to keep running. Maybe for her life.





GODDESS,

WE CANNOT WAIT TO WELCOME YOU TO THE PARTY OF THE YEAR / CENTURY / GALAXY – ALL IN THE NAME OF CELEBRATING OUR BELOVED QUEEN GODDESS INDIA.

LOCATION: THE MAJESTIC RHODES-WOODHOUSE ESTATE LOCATED DEEP IN THE HEART OF OUR GREEN AND PLEASANT LAND.

A FEW FRIENDLY ‘FEEL FREES’ AND ‘FAUX PAS’ TO CONSIDER:

DO…

—> ADOPT A WHEELBARROW; BECOME BESTIES WITH A WILD MUSHROOM; TALK TO THE STARS; HUG A CONSENTING TREE; TAKE A TRIP OUTSIDE YOUR BODILY LIMITATIONS; DISCARD YOUR HUMAN DRESS AND DON YOUR DEITY’S ATTIRE; DANCE LIKE THE UNIVERSE IS WATCHING AND SING LIKE THE ANGELS ARE YOUR BACKING VOCALS.

DON’T…

—> BE A SLAVE TO YOUR PATRIARCHAL CONDITIONING; INFEST THE SACRED SPACE WITH MAN-MADE MATERIALS, INGREDIENTS, BELIEFS AND SYSTEMS; DISRESPECT THE CIRCLE AND ANY WITHIN IT; HARM THE BODY, EMOTIONS OR SPIRIT OF ANOTHER GODDESS.

DO NOT WALK ANTI-CLOCKWISE AT ANY TIME OR ENTER INSIDE WITH SHOES.

BLESSINGS AND LOVE, INDIA AND CLEMMIE X





¨ INDIA’S GODDESS RETREAT ¨

ITINERARY

ARRIVAL

AURA CLEANSING

THE DESCENT OF THE GODDESS

THE FIRST TRANSFORMATION

CEREMONY OF CUPS

THE FORMING OF THE CIRCLE

SHEDDING OF THE HUMAN FORM

THE SECOND TRANSFORMATION

FORAGING THE FEMININE

THE THIRD TRANSFORMATION RETURN TO THE CIRCLE

THE BUILDING OF THE ALTAR

IN HER IMAGE

THE REVELATION

THE FOURTH TRANSFORMATION

THE FUSION

RETURN TO THE CIRCLE

THE ULTIMATE OFFERING

CARRIAGES






CHAPTER ONE

JULY 2018

Saturday 1.00 p.m.

The windows were down – they had to be. It was hot. If she switched on the air-con, the ancient red Peugeot 206 would protest wearily and slow down even more. They were cruising along an A-road heading out of London at a modest 47 mph. Not because Ayesha was a cautious driver, but because when the speed hit 50, the car began to shake and she wasn’t sure it would make it all the way to Buckinghamshire.

She wasn’t sure the willy-shaped cake would either. She pictured the bright pink icing slowly melting in the boot, maybe leaking out onto the pink sashes she’d had made specially – the ones that said ‘Hen Do Krew’ on them. She’d paid extra for them to spell it with a K. Extra cash she didn’t have, to print a sparkly K onto what she had thought would definitely be a winning addition to this exclusive gathering. But with every mile they clocked up, Ayesha was realizing with growing shame that she’d got it wrong. Again.

She glanced at the passenger seat where Yaz was sitting.

‘She’s gonna hate the pink stuff, isn’t she?’

Yaz glanced back and grinned from behind her round sunglasses.

‘Yep.’

‘I shouldn’t have bought all the willy stuff either.’

‘Nope.’

Ayesha let this sink in.

‘I might just leave it in the car when we get there, suss the vibe first,’ she said breezily, knowing already that none of it would make it out of the boot at all.

‘Good shout.’ Yaz turned back to watching the suburbs fly by.

It was the latest email, which Ayesha had read this morning when she was already on her way, that had made it painfully clear how wrong she’d got it, firmly asserting that they were not, under any circumstances or on any platform, to refer to it as a hen do.

India had been very specific about this, and the message was relayed to the select group of guests through Clemmie, India’s old school friend, who had taken charge of the arrangements and the emails.


Remember Wonderful Ones: This is a Goddess Retreat and should be referred to as such. Come adorned in an outfit that befits your deity status, use language that respects and honours our Queen Goddess: India.



It was Clemmie’s family house they were heading to – a location that Google Maps showed as a blank, green expanse in a shire of blank green expanses. Ayesha hadn’t met Clemmie, but India had told them she was a yoga teacher, a ritual birther and a baroness.

She had scrolled through Clemmie’s Instagram profile – an endless palette of pastels and sunlight, smoothies and foraged greens, earthy powders in mortar and pestles. Clemmie with her sandy-blonde locks and white teeth laughing over organic produce, smouldering under crimson capes, looking piously respectful in mystical temples… And more recently, enticing hints of what was to come this weekend: an up-close detail of the empty eye of a Venetian mask intricately patterned with feathers, gold and royal blue… Layers of fairy lights decorating a table laid with goblets and wild berries… A perfectly messy pile of patterned fabrics… Flames and drums… Body paint and glitter… Bunting made from sari offcuts… Hula hoops… A ukulele.

The giant inflatable penis balloon might have also been a mistake. It flailed about like an enormous moshing jellyfish, bashing against the back windows, the front seats and, every now and then, caught the side of Ayesha’s head. It also managed to never be in time with the music playing on the stereo – a detail which was slowly driving Ayesha insane.

She had been so sure that these fun accessories would be in keeping with the glitter and the hula hoops, that as the resident comedian of the group it was her duty to bring the LOLs. But she could see now the gaping chasm between Clemmie’s tastefully curated decor and her own cheap, offensive tack.

Ayesha tried to stop her brain from automatically adding up the cost of the hen do paraphernalia that would never see the light of day. It was her own stupid fault and she’d just have to write it off. End of.

She tried to focus on Yaz nodding to the music next to her, mercifully on the beat. It was Lauryn Hill’s Miseducation album. She cranked it up. The car protested slightly.

Another bash to the side of the head. Yaz turned to her again.

‘So which actual goddesses are invited to this thing?’ she asked.

‘Well, there’s India, of course, and Clemmie,’ Ayesha replied. ‘Frankie… and where Frankie goes—’

‘Joni follows.’

‘Yep.’

‘What about Jessica?’ Yaz ventured.

Ayesha paused before replying. ‘I mean, she was included in the emails so…’

Yaz’s eyebrows rose over her dark glasses.

‘I thought you said there was… beef.’

Ayesha sighed sadly. She thought of Jessica, that proud, cold, hurting woman who had come to mean so much to her and hoped that she would find a way to allow herself to be included in this gathering. She was, after all, an original member of the group, or ‘the collective’ as they called it, and they had worked so closely together, fought for a better world even, until…

She shrugged.

‘I mean, she did drop us all in it on live TV that one time, but apart from that…’

‘Yeah, there was that,’ Yaz agreed, amused at the memory of that disastrous day. ‘So how come she’s on the guest list?’

‘Well, the thing is,’ Ayesha rubbed her forehead. ‘I think her beef is more with Frankie than India…’

Yaz waited for further explanation. It didn’t come.

‘Cool. Cool…’ Yaz said eventually turning away again, just to turn back almost immediately.

‘What about me?’

‘What do you mean?’ Ayesha asked.

‘Why have I been included in this… exclusive circle?’ Yaz asked. ‘India’s got bare followers. She knows everyone. Except me. She doesn’t really know me.’

‘Yes she does,’ Ayesha insisted.

‘She’s met me, sure,’ Yaz agreed. ‘But she doesn’t know me.’

Ayesha could tell Yaz was working hard to get things straight in her head. These women, the different dynamics and allegiances, it was all still relatively new to Yaz. What she knew Yaz would never mention was how desperate Ayesha had been to have her there. Yaz was booked and busy. Yaz had enough friends and family. Yaz did not check for these girls, this scene, their vibe. But she’d taken one look at Ayesha’s pleading face and told her to pick her up at eleven.

Ayesha sighed. ‘She wouldn’t shut up about you. Both of them – Clemmie and India insisted you come.’

Yaz raised an eyebrow.

‘Rah, I’m in demand you know. These posh girls are gagging for a taste of Yaz. Not surprising really.’ She slunk lower in her seat and used a single finger to push her sunglasses closer to her face with a flourish.

Ayesha giggled.

‘So, where are you in the pecking order at the mo?’ Yaz enquired from her new, reclined position.

Ayesha tensed, but kept her eyes on the road.

‘It’s not like that.’ Ayesha countered, ‘I mean, it’s cool. Mostly.’

Her mind whizzed through the complex interconnections within this small, exclusive friendship group. It was something she did several times a day, trying to keep on top of it all, desperate not to commit any more indiscretions. And now there was Clemmie – and Yaz – to incorporate into this complicated, charged dynamic. She sighed.

Yaz watched her carefully.

Ayesha took her eyes off the road momentarily to glare back at her.

‘We’re going, aren’t we?’ she said, with more than a hint of barb.

‘All right, easy.’ Yaz raised a hand in submission, then looked back out of the window.

Lauryn’s voice rang out loud and clear in the silence, counselling them not to be a hard rock when you’re a gem, reminding them that respect was a minimum. Yaz left it for a while, let the music work its magic. Then she tried again.

‘So, this Clemmie person. Is she maid of honour or… what?’

Ayesha thought for a moment.

‘I’ve got a feeling such labels are beyond us goddesses,’ she replied.

Yaz smirked.‘But you know my girl reeeally wants the job,’ she countered. Ayesha glanced back mischievously.

‘She’s certainly putting in the hours…’

They chuckled at this. The balloon joined in, bouncing around with glee.

Ayesha felt them both relax again, ease into their effortless way, and a wave of relief washed over her as it always did when it was just the two of them.

Yaz.

Ayesha. Loved. This. Woman. From the tip of her thick dark crew cut to the very bottom of her pristine footwear. If she could spend the whole weekend cruising around with her, listening to Ms Hill on repeat and catching jokes like only they knew how, she would want for nothing more. But they’d been summoned. By the notable India Baxter-Wright no less, and you didn’t say no to India.

Yaz considered for a moment. Then,

‘Clemmie… What’s that short for anyway?’

Ayesha glanced away from the scorching tarmac to make sure Yaz was ready for this.

‘Her email signature reads Clematis Rhodes-Woodhouse.’

‘Are you shitting me?’

‘Nope.’

‘Did you just make that up? That’s good…’

‘Nope. That’s her name.’

‘Shit. These posh girls have all the surnames,’ Yaz mused.

‘It’ll take an hour just to do the introductions,’ Ayesha added.

‘Ha!’

They watched the last few high-rises whizz by to be replaced by immense concrete warehouses, an IKEA megastore, followed by mock-Tudor semi-detached houses, blackened by the smog from the traffic that zoomed by their doorsteps twenty-four hours a day. Now Lauryn made way for Little Simz, her familiar British flow a fitting salute to the final signs of their beloved city.

Yaz turned to Ayesha once more.

‘Clematis… Isn’t that what your skanky ex-boyfriend gave you?’

Ayesha nearly crashed the car.



They were well past Zone 6 now. Out of the M25 Circle Of Safety. Old Mother Peugeot seemed to be advancing with increasing reluctance, Simz’s album had finished, and even the shiny, inflatable bellend seemed to be headbutting them with less gusto.

Other road users overtook them with increasing frequency and aggression. The hot, fume-filled air blew noisily in through the windows but did nothing to alleviate the discomfort of the day. Ayesha’s thick curls, washed and treated with heat and product so they would be goddess-ready this morning, sat heavily on her neck and shoulders and her favourite baby pink tracksuit bottoms were making the inside of her legs prickle with sweat. The tight white vest top that hugged her thick curves mercifully allowed her upper body some air. It also exposed her skin to the sun glaring aggressively in through the windscreen. But Ayesha was determined not to complain about the weather. England got a maximum of, like, ten days sunshine every year and she was not about to hate on it. Besides, her olive-brown skin didn’t burn easily and she only got cuter as she tanned. Fact.

Though this year had been extreme. For weeks temperatures had soared way above average causing scenes of unhinged hedonism as day after day of scorching sunshine roasted Brits into an edgy trance.

She glanced at her friend sitting in her black jeans and vest combo, contemplated with envy her short hair, the breeze it afforded the nape of her brown neck.

She focused back on the road. Here they were – Yaz and Yeesh – on a road trip. Listening to—

Ayesha pressed play again and Ty’s ‘Wait A Minute’ filled the car. Yaz smiled, bounced her shoulders to the upbeat tempo as the demented balloon failed, once again, to catch the rhythm.

Ty, Yeesh and Yaz. Cruising down the M40 at a cool 47.

Ty, Yeesh and…

‘Yaz?’

‘Hmm?’

‘How come my nickname sounds like a Nineties American sitcom catchphrase? Yeesh!’

‘It’s better than an exotic sounding piss. Sorry guys, excuse me, I’m just popping out for a quick Yaz…’

They were off again.

‘Maybe that’s what they call a wee in Buckinghamshire. They don’t piss, they Yaz.’

The two friends chuckled raucously at their own jokes, and then quietened down. As they turned off the motorway onto country roads, brick gave way to field, grey ceded to green.

Yaz opened her mouth to speak and then shut it again. She looked straight ahead. Ayesha couldn’t see her dark brown eyes under the shades but she could tell that she still wasn’t sure what to make of this whole new scene they had been pulled into. It was heady and fabulous and right-on and full of intense characters. It had afforded them both new opportunities and, most importantly, a chance to finally work together. But the effort it took to hold so many strong personalities together was beginning to show. Cracks were forming and, if Ayesha could see them, it was only a matter of time before Yaz did too. Tensions and resentments had grown in the dark unspoken spaces between the glamour and sisterhood, and deep down, Ayesha was sure that it was all somehow her fault.

Ayesha gritted her teeth. She summoned India’s radiance to her mind, the effortless way she drew you to her, commanded spaces, projects, people. She tried to remember Frankie’s incredible commitment and passion to The Struggle, the years she’d spent tirelessly driving change for them all, and what an honour it was to be a part of that struggle, to stand beside this living luminary. And Joni, whose ruddy-faced grin, dad jokes and endless cups of tea had made her feel instantly at ease. These were her friends, her allies. They’d achieved so much together in such a short space of time. And ultimately, this was about coming together to celebrate India, maybe to spark new ideas, new projects they could all be a part of. And hopefully Jessica would be there. So she had to be there too.

Yaz turned to her with new energy.

‘Do you reckon you get your comedy genes from your dad’s side?’

Ayesha thought of her long-absent dad who was endlessly On The Road, chasing the next gig, the next laugh, the better spot. She remembered how her clowning had saved her from moments charged with the promise of violence and marvelled at how she had managed to form a joke at the same time as being so terrified and tiny and so very alone. But maybe better to take after him than her.

She shrugged.

‘I dunno. Makes sense, I s’pose… Yours are obviously from your nan.’

‘I do not know what you are talking about,’ Yaz replied in her nan’s Indian accent. ‘Stop talking this nonsense and dressing in your father’s clothes. Enough. You will die alone. I promise.’

Ayesha’s jaw dropped. She cracked up.

‘That’s actually really dark!’

‘Tell me about it,’ Yaz replied. ‘That’s granny love for you… Blesses you one minute, prophesizes your death the next.’

‘I never met either of my nans, so…’ Ayesha shrugged, let her thought trail off.

She felt her friend’s gaze on her and kept her eyes on the road. Ayesha’s fragmented, dysfunctional family was a topic they’d talked through many times over. Yaz, on the other hand, came from a loud, warm, messy, never-ending clan of aunties and cousins and grandmas who Yaz brought to life with her impressions and anecdotes. A way, Ayesha knew, to bring her in on the joke and the family. But also to bring everyone else in on it too. This was Yaz’s superpower, the thing that had launched her career and saw her go from strength to success to sold-out comedy show. No one quite did what Yaz did the way she did it and it was a delight to witness. Yaz seemed to have burst onto the scene knowing who she was and what she was about. Even when they were young and not yet fully honed, Ayesha remembered the impression she’d made on her when they had first met at school. Yaz seemed to have appeared fully formed and funny as hell even then, and had barely noticed the faltering, confused young Ayesha until they drifted into the same friendship group – a mix of girls finding safety and joy in each other.

‘It must be your inner goddess, then.’ Yaz concluded. ‘That’s where you get your skills from.’

‘You reckon?’ Ayesha asked with amusement.

‘Yep. She’s an absolute joker,’ Yaz confirmed.

‘I reckon she is.’ Ayesha contemplated her inner goddess for a moment. ‘Hot though, too.’ She considered her own full breasts, her substantial backside, the curves she was so proud of.

‘Of course.’ Yaz agreed.

‘Kick-ass.’

‘Goes without saying.’

‘With a wardrobe full of fabulous dresses and bling,’ Ayesha concluded.

‘Sure.’ Yaz was grinning warmly.

Ayesha glanced at her friend.

‘What about your inner goddess, Yaz?’

Yaz took a breath.

‘My inner goddess likes to wear black, gender-neutral clothes and no make-up and if anyone comes near her with anything pink or floral, she will deck them.’

The penis balloon thunked against the side of Ayesha’s head, punctuating Yaz’s pronouncement.

‘What about willies?’ Ayesha ventured.

‘I don’t mind the occasional willy.’

‘Noted.’ Ayesha nodded. ‘How about a dress?’

Yaz glared at her friend.

‘If you try to put me in a dress, you will die. Alone. I promise.’



They made their way along the final stretch of country road. Waves of endless foliage branched inwards, a sky free of concrete frame. But the greens were parched, yellowed or darkened, the air thick with quivering heat. And the stark expanse provided no shade, no respite, nowhere to hide. Ayesha tried to take a couple of deep breaths. She had left the stress of her city life behind, for a weekend at least, to live it up with these living, breathing goddesses. She’d hoped the fresh air would alleviate the chronic tightness in her chest, but it didn’t seem to be doing the trick. Yaz had also gone quiet. They’d switched the music off a few miles back when it had become too incongruous with the setting. Now they drove in silence, contemplating the distance between the constant but familiar hustle of their beloved metropolis and these new, unknown ends.

‘You have arrived at your destination,’ the phone blurted out abruptly. Ayesha slammed on the brakes. They looked around, but there was nothing there. No signpost, no mansion, no destination. Just the narrow road flanked by high hedges on both sides.

‘Back up a bit.’ Yaz suggested.

Ayesha reversed a few metres.

‘Stop. There.’ Yaz pointed to a rusting metal gate which disrupted the long line of hedgerow. Ayesha tried to position the car as close to the hedge as possible and then pulled up the temperamental handbrake. She left the motor chugging as they both got out of the car, taking their time, relieved to have a chance to stretch their legs, feel a breeze. Yaz leaned on the gate. They peered beyond it at the faint track that started at the foot of the gate and meandered further into the land beyond. Two overgrown grooves only just visible through the grass and weeds, created by vehicles that must have once driven through. It disappeared into a thick forest and there was no sign of human life or any sort of building. The two women stood staring at the dusty trail and into the deep, dark foliage beyond. There seemed to be two contrasting climates before them – the buzzing heat of the intense summer that scorched the edges of the hardiest of weeds, and the frigid depths of the murky, lush forest. Despite the heat beating down on her, Ayesha shivered. She glanced over at Yaz whose brow was furrowed, then turned back to check the map on her phone again. It insisted that this was the spot. Yaz was looking around the gate now, searching either side for a latch, a buzzer. She started to fiddle with a rusty chain wrapped loosely around a post.

‘I reckon we can just lift this off,’ she called over her shoulder. ‘We might get tetanus or rabies or something, but at least we’ll make it to the party.’

‘Hold up,’ Ayesha called, looking at the map on her phone, ‘there’s a turning further up. Let’s follow it round and see if there’s another entrance.’

Yaz let go of the rusty chain. It clunked stiffly against the gate. They got back into the stifling car and set off again along the road.

Ayesha turned left and then left again.

‘What about down there?’ Yaz pointed to a well-manicured private road that seemed to lead into the heart of the green blob on the small screen. Ayesha turned in. A hundred metres down, they came to a stop in front of a gleaming dark iron gate. The black bars towered over them and ended two metres above with a swirl and a flourish, out of which protruded a series of sharp ornamental spears.

Yaz looked at Ayesha. ‘Is that to keep us out or in?’ she asked with alarm.

‘Either way, it’s extra,’ Ayesha concluded.

‘You have arrived at your destination,’ her phone repeated.

Ayesha switched it off.

The gate was flanked by two stone pillars connected to a high wall that ran deep into the trees and bushes on either side. They climbed out of the car and peered beyond the gate at a gravel pathway leading into more trees and foliage. Eventually, Ayesha noticed an incongruously modern buzzer to the right of the gate. She pressed it. A pause. The two women looked around uncertainly.

‘Hello?’ A sing-song voice tinkled out of the speaker moments later.

‘Hey! It’s Yaz and Ayesha.’

‘Welcome goddesses! You made it. Through the gate and follow the path.’

There was a click and a buzz. With a metallic screech, the heavy iron bars slowly began to swing open, the spearheads conceding ground. They got back in the car and drove down the lane into the dense greenery.






CHAPTER TWO

MARCH 2017

Ayesha sat in the middle of the packed venue as Yaz took to the stage, her signature black jeans and vest hugging her lanky frame, her thick hair cropped short, her footwear box-fresh. No make-up, just shitloads of confidence and charisma.

She was the opening act. Ayesha had seen her name on the bill, a bill Ayesha was keen to get booked on herself, and had come down – partly to watch her do her thing, partly in the hope there might be a chance to bump into her, catch up maybe, after all these years.

Ayesha recognized her instantly, almost called out to her, but caught herself in time, unsure what kind of reception she would get, wondering whether Yaz remembered her at all. Plus she had already launched into her set.

Yaz opened with a bit about how her increasingly blind grandma kept mistaking her for the Grim Reaper and then did an impression of Grandma asking her why she insisted on dressing like a boy and who would marry her if they kept thinking she was the rickshaw driver.

Before she knew it, something had bubbled up and out of Ayesha. And she was laughing, really laughing, and as Yaz’s act built, so did Ayesha’s hysteria. Tears were streaming down her face at Yaz’s impressions of her Indian aunties and the clash of generations and cultures. She’d never seen anything like it. Her technique was on point, gently drawing the mic stand back in as she hit them with her final gag, placing the mic in the holder as she shouted her own name and bid them goodnight.

Something else had bubbled up in Ayesha too. That old longing, so familiar, to be close to this funny, formidable woman again. They had stomped the streets of West London with their little crew of teenage misfits, supposedly causing all sorts of mischief, but looking back, it was harmless, blissful, carefree, girl fun. When they left school, they drifted apart, but Ayesha had looked her up every now and then, quietly comforted by the memory of that precious friendship which represented the happiest moments of her life.

Yaz was charming London with her unique content and style. Ayesha’s trajectory had been humbler but steady. She hadn’t so much charmed as relentlessly returned until she’d carved out enough regular bookings on the circuit to be a jobbing comedian, and worn down Simon with terrible puns DMed to his Twitter account until he’d agreed to be her agent. But Yaz made it look so effortless, despite the graft Ayesha knew she must have put in to make it seem that way.

She wanted to hang with her. She wanted to laugh with her again. To be seen by and with her. But Yaz had already left the building by the time Ayesha managed to get through the crowd to the backstage door.



A few months later, Ayesha finally ran into her at the Cat’s Back.

The Cat’s was an institution. A legendary old cabaret club in the heart of Soho that had survived the changes the area had seen over the years. Ayesha remembered that a good decade ago, when she was just starting out, it had been flanked by a sex shop and a strip club – now it was an Itsu and a Costa Coffee. But it was still standing, and getting onto the bill was a rite of passage for any stand-up comedian.

Ayesha had appeared countless times at their open mic nights hoping, as so many did, that it would lead to a proper booking. Years of late nights and drunken debauchery with Stan, the original owner, at the helm. He was a kind-natured old diva who would don a frock every full moon and do a turn on his own stage to everyone’s delight. He was ancient now, and he limited himself to DJing after the final act had done their thing. He’d been playing the same Pet Shop Boys followed by Abba followed by George Michael followed by the dance remix of ‘I Am What I Am’ for the last fifteen years, but in fairness, Ayesha thought, he had added a Britney Spears song to his repertoire last summer.

The club was now officially run by his ‘business partner’, Andrew. Andrew loved show business. He also hated comedians. A very different character to Stan, Ayesha had once been unlucky enough to be accosted by him when he was drunk and at a loose end towards the end of a Tuesday night. He regaled her with stories about the famous people he’d rubbed shoulders with – most of them, incidentally, now in rehab or doing time for sexual misconduct. After a good hour of talking at her, he’d finally paused long enough to ask her what she did and if she was anyone famous he should know about. Ayesha took her chance and introduced herself as a comedian, hoping the hour she’d just spent listening attentively and gasping dramatically at all the right moments would earn her a spot. But as soon as Ayesha mentioned the C-word, Andrew went quiet and with a look of disgust, turned and walked away without another word.

So, running a comedy club was a bit of a challenge for Andrew. He seemed to square this circle by having someone else on the door who would deal with the only thing worse than a comedian – the general public – and then managed the line-up himself by saying as few words to the acts as he possibly could.

Still, to Ayesha’s astonishment and her agent’s relief, he’d called. She was in.

She arrived a bit later than planned. She rushed in, and there was Yaz talking to the woman on the door. It was the assured yet warm stance, the confidence and sparkle that emanated even from the back of her, that confirmed to Ayesha it was Yaz. She was looking at a piece of paper that Ayesha guessed was tonight’s line-up. Andrew was hovering behind the receptionist watching Yaz with disapproval. He took in her short, thick hair, her brown skin and her effortless charisma with a sneer he wasn’t working very hard to hide.

Ayesha strode towards the three of them, enthusiasm bubbling over into clumsiness, and almost stumbled. They looked up in alarm.

‘Hello! Hi! How are you?’ Ayesha tried to address all of them at once.

Yaz raised an amused eyebrow.

‘How can I help?’ said the woman behind the tiny desk at the door.

‘So I’m actually one of the acts tonight. My name’s Ayesha Jones.’

‘Ayesha… Ayesha…’ She ran her finger down the names. ‘Ah yes. There you are. Ayesha. Yep. You’re on early in the first half. You’ve still got an hour or so…’

‘Great! Thanks.’ She turned to Yaz. ‘Hi, I don’t know if you… I’m—’

‘Yeesh! Shit girl, it’s you.’ An easy smile spread across Yaz’s face as she recognized Ayesha. Ayesha flushed with joy.

‘Yep,’ Ayesha replied. ‘Long time.’

‘Loooong time,’ Yaz affirmed. ‘You doing this too? Comedy?’

‘Yeah,’ Ayesha shrugged. ‘I am.’

‘Seen,’ Yaz nodded.

They stood gazing at each other warmly, Ayesha trying to tone down her enthusiasm, taking in the fact that this was happening, they were meeting again.

‘I’ve seen you perform,’ Ayesha managed eventually. ‘Brilliant. You’re just brilliant.’

‘Thanks sis,’ Yaz replied. ‘Looking forward to seeing you do your thing too.’

She wondered briefly what Yaz saw. A shorter, thicker, curvier figure than her own, skin a few shades lighter, more olive in tone. Hair almost as thick but curly, very curly, and scraped, worked and tamed into a tight ponytail, edges gelled down, framing a face that was still prone to breakouts even in her early thirties. Her pastel blue tracksuit bottoms and white vest top hugged just enough to accentuate her curves, the matching blue hoodie zipped halfway down her chest. Her favourite white trainers had seen better days. Ayesha was suddenly aware of how scuffed they were; she wished she’d given them a once-over with a wet wipe before heading out. She smoothed the back of her hair self-consciously, hid one foot behind the other.

‘No. No. No. No. No.’ A voice cut sharply through their moment.

They both turned to see Andrew with the line-up list in his hands.

‘Sorry. No.’

‘Are you all right there?’ Yaz ventured.

‘I’m sorry, but there’s no way we can have both of you on,’ Andrew explained.

‘But our names are both down—’

‘Well, yes, but how was I to know you were both…’

‘Both…?’ Yaz’s eyebrows shot up. Andrew doubled down.

‘… I’m sorry, it’s just not going to work.’

‘And why’s that exactly?’ Yaz challenged.

Andrew rolled his eyes, sighed.

‘Look. I’m not going to spell it out. It’s bad enough we have to make sure there’s a woman on every bloody bill, but I can’t have two…’

They waited. He faltered.

‘I dare you to finish that sentence.’ Yaz glared at him. The receptionist stuck between them stared at the floor, desperately trying to disappear.

‘Look,’ Andrew tried again. ‘I’ve seen your act before, Jazz—’

‘Yaz.’

‘Sure. Some people at least think you’re funny so you can stay, but the other one. Look, come back on Tuesday, okay?’

Yaz kept her eyes locked on him.

‘We’re both on the bill, Andrew. We’re both going to do our set.’

Andrew stared back at her coolly.

‘You know what?’ he said, handing the paper back to the flustered doorwoman. ‘I don’t actually care. There’s only space for one of you tonight, so sort it out between you.’

He sauntered off, head held a little too high. They watched him leave. The receptionist continued to contemplate the floor intensely.

‘Look, it’s no problem. I could actually do with a bit more practice so Tuesday sounds great.’ Ayesha’s face flushed a hot red, mortified at causing a scene. The thought of upstaging Yaz in any way, being the reason she lost out on a gig, was unbearable. ‘And he’s right, Yaz. You’re brilliant. I’d love to watch you again.’

Yaz turned to Ayesha. She had a fire in her eyes Ayesha remembered from long ago.

‘You know what?’ she addressed the receptionist loudly, without taking her eyes off Ayesha, ‘You’re down two acts tonight, coz we’re out.’

Ayesha looked at her in horror.

‘B-but it’s the Cat’s Back. You can’t just—’

‘Watch me.’

Yaz slung her backpack over her shoulder and strode out, yanking Ayesha with her.

The cold London air hit Ayesha’s burning face. She gasped. Had she just walked out on a career-defining gig? I mean sure, the guy was a sexist, racist nonce-lover, but it was a paid gig.

‘Oh my god. Did we just do that?’ Ayesha exclaimed.

Yaz turned to her, eyes wide, and burst out laughing. So Ayesha burst out laughing too. And they doubled over outside the venue in the chilly Soho night, gusts of steam escaping from them as they shrieked with laughter at their comedy careers trickling down the plughole.

‘Drink?’

‘Yep.’

They stayed out till 3 a.m. Ayesha remembered laughing and laughing, just like they had done all those years ago. Yaz did impressions of Andrew, impressions of the woman stuck between them, clearly mortified and looking like she was willing herself to just vanish. Ayesha’s stomach hurt, her eyes were bleary with tears and she was very drunk.

They staggered to the bus stop guffawing and recounting the story over and over, adding details, exaggerating the anecdote and the night’s events, until the night bus arrived and took Ayesha on the long journey back to West London – Yaz travelling south.

Next morning, Ayesha found herself giggling again before she’d even opened her eyes. Her phone beeped beside her.


Did he actually call me… Jazz???



Ayesha and Yaz never found themselves on the same bill, but they went to each other’s gigs and established themselves as a team of sorts. Yaz worked up this new bit about Jazzgate, as they now called it, and although she never mentioned the name of the establishment or the manager, everyone knew who she was talking about. She did, however, mention Ayesha’s name, and if she was in the audience a few people would turn to look at her – this special friend of Yaz’s who had witnessed the very story she was telling – and Ayesha’s cheeks would flush and she’d giggle as Yaz put on Andrew’s voice once again, mispronouncing her name, followed by the mic-drop moment when they both stormed out, and her reflecting on how she’d probably just flushed both their careers down the toilet.

That was indeed how Ayesha’s agent saw it.

‘What the hell were you thinking, Ayesha?’

‘Hi Simon. Great to hear from you. So actually it’s a funny story because—’

‘Fucking hilarious I’m sure. Andrew has blacklisted you from the Cat’s Back before you’ve even played a gig there. Quite an achievement. Are you laughing? I hope you are.’

‘No, but the thing is—’

‘Are there any other bridges you’d like to burn as I attempt to forge a career for you?’

‘Well, I mean, that’s a bit harsh—’

‘ANY OTHER BRIDGES AYESHA?’

‘No Simon.’

‘Good. The Copa. Next Wednesday. Be nice.’



On Wednesday Ayesha got ready for the gig in good time and set off promptly, early even.

It had been a tough day, harder than usual and Simon’s rage replayed in her head as she hauled herself up and out of her basement flat. She felt chastened, determined to make amends. She couldn’t stand anyone being angry with her, especially not the one person who might be her ticket out of this area. So she pushed through the darkness that could so easily consume her, kept her eyes on the punchlines, the comedy, the laughter. Kept it relentlessly light.

Ayesha usually took the long route to the bus stop, but in her rush to be early she found herself heading straight past the spot she was always so keen to avoid – just down the road from her flat. Her heart slumped as she crossed the street to avoid the outstretched hands holding leaflets she didn’t want to read. The pain-filled faces of the relatives, still seeking justice so many months later. She crossed back to avoid the memorial that had been created by the remaining community in the wake of The Tragedy, the candles still kept burning, the flowers tended to even now. The cameras, politicians and media vans were long gone, but it still attracted some strange characters: Sometimes a tourist looking for an ‘alternative’ London landmark, taking selfies surreptitiously – preferably with the charred remains of the building in the background; often a preacher with a makeshift megaphone; always a woman who insisted she’d been in the building when it caught fire, died and come back to life; and in the last few days, a man dressed in green pushing a shopping trolley with an old hi-fi system. He’d parked up in front of the preacher and the professional survivor and blared out Irish folk music at a deafening volume.

She knew the moment to look away as she passed the building, blackened from the outside in. She always made sure she was focused on her phone, angled away from the horrific spectacle, still too painful to fathom, until she was well out of the area. It was too much. There was never an end to the noise, the grief, the gaping charred hole left in her community. The people she’d known, their sisters, cousins, friends. Lost in a way that she couldn’t bear to think about. So she kept moving, left the area whenever she found an excuse to, avoided the people, the place, the pain. And today there just weren’t enough miles she could put between herself and that.

The bus inched its way from west to east. Ayesha had nabbed the prime seat – front right on the top deck. She propped her feet up on the ledge as she ran through her new material. It always excited her, this journey. Sure, she had to allow almost two hours to get across London in time, plus it meant waiting at the bus stop in all sorts of weather, but she didn’t mind. Not if it meant getting back to those ends, where it was all happening, far away from West London and the decades of memories that cohabited with her, permanently residing outside every corner shop, at the entrance to each estate, in the nooks of pubs and crannies of community centres. This place that was both her haven and her hell. The only home she’d really known, the only place and people she belonged to, but also the setting for so many transgressions, aggressions, violations. Ayesha had received it all – the devastating kindness of foster mums, the joyous and fleeting siblinghoods, the watchful neighbours and protective elders. The well-placed perpetrators, the casual acts of violence, the daily horror of being out in the world on your own with no net or shield and the ravenous ones who were waiting to feed on this.

But she kept it light. Always.

She felt her load lighten as they passed through the postcodes, felt her prospects expand the further east she reached. She looked out at the people here, the smart, fresh souls, oblivious to, and uncontaminated by, the grief on the other side of their city. The fashion was different down this way – something Ayesha tried to emulate with varying success. She noticed the effortless way they moved. Belonging there. Going somewhere.

The excitement often teetered into yearning. The yearning often threatened to become despair. As the years went by, the chances of affording the move to this side, of integrating herself with this new breed of Londoner seemed to dwindle, the toll of the two-hour journey hitting her harder each time. But she kept on keeping on.



The venue was packed. An old working men’s club that had been transformed into a trendy variety club when the area had started coming up. It had been rebranded as The Copa by the new owners, who still kept the option of a pint of Light And Bitter on the menu as a nod to the old working lads who had frequented the establishment for decades and who were now priced out. The new clientele, the young, hip twenty-somethings, often ordered those same old men’s favourite for novelty’s sake, wrinkled their delicate noses up at the strong taste, sipped it tentatively.

Ayesha waited in the tiny backstage area with the other acts, most of whom she’d met on the circuit before. The lights went down and the chatter subsided. The music kicked in and the compère for the night took to the stage, warming the crowd up, asking them questions and talking up the acts that were to follow. There were two comedians on before the interval. Ayesha knew them well. Solid guys who’d worked the circuit for a while, cut their teeth up in Edinburgh too. Ayesha was on in the second half. She could have sat out front and watched the first half like she usually did, but tonight she wanted somewhere quiet and dark where she could just be until it was her turn. She was the only woman on the bill, and the only non-white person too. Again. She tried to shake it off and run through that middle bit one more time.

The first two acts came back offstage in turn, both pumped.

‘It’s a decent crowd tonight guys. Should be a good one.’

Their elated faces geed her up a bit. She started to psych herself up, warming up her talking muscles and going over the opening lines, the adrenaline beginning to work its way through her body.

Then the music kicked in and the compère was back on. The crowd had had a few drinks by now and the chatter was warmer, more relaxed.

‘Everyone had a good break?’ the compère enquired. ‘Did you all do a wee-wee? I suspect some of you might have even had a beverage or two… Naughty… It is a school night y’know.’

Guilty titters from the audience floated through to Ayesha backstage.

‘We’ve got a great second half coming up for you kids, but let’s have one more round of applause for the acts so far! Weren’t they great? You all laughed – I heard you. Even at the risqué material – especially at the risqué material! So I hope the #MeToo brigade isn’t in tonight because otherwise we’re in serious trouble. The shit will hit the fan, folks. There’s shit flying about everywhere at the moment, isn’t there? It’s a literal shitstorm. I mean, every man in the world seems to have been accused of, I don’t know, touching their gran on the shoulder in 1982, or picking up their work colleague’s pencil and handing it to her two summers ago. I swear, before I got to this gig tonight, I had to chuck out ninety percent of my material in case I got accused of sexually assaulting someone with my jokes.’

Laughter.

Ayesha frowned, the adrenaline turning sour in her stomach.

‘You can’t say anything anymore! So, I’ve made a list of things I think are still okay to make jokes about and I’ve started to write down some ideas… Bear with me…’ Ayesha heard the rustle of paper. ‘Here we go… Crumpets! Are they still okay to talk about? How about street lamps? They’re pretty shady… No? Okay, hold on… Let’s try basil. That’s a funny sounding herb, isn’t it? Basil… No? See? That’s all I’ve got left! There’s nothing funny left! I’m out of jokes guys.’

Ayesha listened to the warm response from the audience. Raucous laughter. Louder applause. A defiant whoop. She suddenly felt very tired. She looked around the cramped backstage room at the others for an ally: one guy laughed and clapped, another was busy running through his set in the battered mirror nailed to the wall, seemingly oblivious to this tirade. She shook her head, tried to figure out how she was going to adjust her opening bit, get everyone back onside. Save the vibe.

The compère continued.

‘Well, seeing as I’m out of material, let’s bring someone on who’s still got some left. Ladies and gents, put your hands together for Ayesha Jones!’

And with that, she made her way to the mic.



The stage seemed a lot smaller once she was on it, the lights a lot brighter. Ayesha could hardly see the audience. Maybe a good thing. But the atmosphere hung thick in the bright, coloured lights. She wasn’t sure how the hell she was going to get through this, but she’d had a lifetime of practice.

As she’d told Yaz many times, ‘Tough crowd? Try my primary carers.’

Yaz often called out this shit in her act, speaking out about what it was like to start every gig with a mountain to climb in less than a minute. As a woman, a minority woman at that, you started at the bottom of the Funny Ladder before you’d said a word. Your job was to convince these paid-up ticket holders that you were indeed worth the entrance fee in your first few sentences so they could relax and let you make them laugh. And now the compère had added the small extra obstacle of global sexual violence to really get the crowd on side.

Ayesha took a breath, tried to channel her inner Yaz and, before she could think too much, she launched into it.

‘Wow, what an introduction. Thank you Phil. Luckily, I have a solid ten minutes on street lamps so buckle up people cos it’s about to get really politically correct up in here…’

She heard a few tentative titters, and mercifully felt the audience begin to relax, so she reverted back to her original material.

‘Let me tell you a bit about me. My name’s Ayesha and I’ve been working the circuit for a few years now. Fun fact, it actually runs in the family because my dad is also a comedian…’

Ayesha was into her opening bit now and she could tell she was wresting back control.

‘That’s right. He does stand-up. And it makes for an interesting approach to parenting… He didn’t really have any idea how to talk to a growing girl such as myself, his daughter, so he kind of resorted to this weird metaphor that involved associating everything that happened to me with his life On The Road. It kind of became his slogan. You got good grades at school? It’s just like that high you get off the crowd when you’re On The Road. You’re not feeling so good? Try three weeks non-stop gigging On The Road. You started your period? It reminds me of this time when I was On The Road…’

More laughter. Ayesha let herself sink into Cruise.

And then.

‘Like when you’re fucking!’ A voice rang out from the audience.

Ayesha stopped mid-sentence.

‘… like what…?’ she asked the darkness before her.

‘Fucking! You deaf cow. I said fucking.’

There was a gasp from the audience. Heads turned, searching for the source of this interruption, then back to her, waiting for her response. Ayesha felt her mind fumble for words outside of the tight script she’d practised over and over.

‘Well that’s a big word, mister. Did you just learn it?’ she quipped.

Nervous titters passed around the room. She strained her eyes trying to look beyond the lights for the culprit.

‘Is that why you just had to randomly call it out in the middle of my set?’ She addressed the anonymous voice. ‘Fucking! I can say fucking! I mean, that’s a whole two syllables, well done.’

More laughter.

‘Ah, you’re not even funny,’ came his drunken, slurred reply from somewhere at the back of the room.

This time Ayesha didn’t miss a beat.

‘You know who hasn’t got even one laugh tonight? You. Your material, if I may, needs some work. So why don’t you just let the professionals get on with it?’

‘You’re not even fit,’ came the riposte. ‘What’s the point? Where are the men? Bring the lads back on.’

Ayesha felt her heart thumping as the adrenaline flowed around her body. She took a breath, let go of her tightly rehearsed set, let her mind go blank. She felt that part of her take over, the muscle she’d honed with years on the circuit, let the impulse and the words just come.

‘Well make up your mind. All you could talk about a minute ago was how much fucking I was doing and now apparently I’m not fuckable. I’m having trouble keeping up and I’d really like to get back to entertaining these lovely people who have paid good money to hear a professional—’

‘Calm down love, it’s just a bit of banter.’

And with that, something just gave.

‘Banter? Banter…? What even is that?’ Ayesha took the microphone out of its holder, leaned forward. ‘What is banter? I genuinely don’t know. It’s not really a joke, is it? It’s not actually funny. We comedians don’t make a professional living out of telling well-structured banters. So what does that word mean? It seems to me, Prick – can I call you that? Too late, I just did – it seems that the word banter has become a way for pricks like you to say any old misogynistic, racist, homophobic bullshit and as long as you do it with a wink and a nudge it’s okay cos it’s “just a bit of banter”. But here’s the thing, Prick, that’s not how comedy works. You actually have to make people laugh for it to work. And that’s literally what I’m up here trying to do. I’m trying to do my fucking job. So would you take your foot off my neck and let me get to the end of my fucking set?’

There was a pause. And then, mercifully, applause. But Prick wasn’t done. He stood up this time and she could just make out a clumsy, swaying figure in the dark leaning forward to attack once more. But Ayesha wasn’t done either.

‘What is it this time?’ She sighed with despair. ‘I am fuckable now. I’m not fuckable. You want the men back on? Babes, I hate to break it to you but I’ve heard it all before. All your material. It’s been done. And while I’m listening to this second-hand, upcycled dross, I’m still trying to do my job.’ Ayesha hit each word of the phrase with an accentuated rhythm, paused, then continued before he could formulate a response. ‘I arrive on stage after a whole rant about how women have collectively killed the vibe for everyone by finally speaking up about the horrors we’ve been silently dealing with since forever, when all we’ve been trying to do is quite literally live—’

‘Here we go. Not another one—’

‘Yes! Another one! Me fucking Too. Of course, me too. Because I don’t know a single woman this horrific shit hasn’t happened to – and I still manage to salvage the fucking vibe and make you laugh and it’s still not enough. What more could you possibly want? Tell you what, why don’t you do us all a favour – take your banter and shove it up your own arsehole cos let’s be honest, it’s the only way you’re gonna get a laugh tonight.’

She got off the stage somehow. There was a lot of noise – mostly her own blood pumping furiously in her ears. Lights, then darkness, the heat of the venue, the chill of the night. She got home somehow. Got into bed. Slept.



Ayesha woke up late, her mind blissfully blank. She felt hungover but couldn’t recall why. She rolled out of bed, did a wee, opened the curtains, yawned and switched on her phone. As it came to life she took the four strides into her kitchenette and popped a crumpet in the toaster.

There was a half-metre space between the bed and the small, square table that was pushed up against the wall. She liked to think of this as the dining area. That’s why she didn’t do work on it. It was strictly for mealtimes. There was a fold-out chair either side that kept a precious corridor of space free for her to be able to pass between the bed and the dining area, and a plant pot on the tabletop that took up most of the surface space, but which Ayesha insisted on keeping. She looked over to the far side of the room where her kitchenette was, the tiny bathroom off the tiny hallway that led to her front door. This was her studio flat. The same place she’d been living in since she was sixteen and the council had given this foster kid her own home. She remembered what it felt like when her key worker had unlocked the door and she’d stepped inside for the first time. She couldn’t fathom what she would do with so much space. It felt scandalous to give one person so much. She’d spent much of the first few days in a foetal position on the floor between the bed and the window, terrified of all the space she was being asked to take up.

Now, in her thirties, the walls often felt like they were inching in. She could hardly breathe some days and she needed to escape the flat regularly just to get some air. She was beginning to worry it wasn’t all paranoia. Over the years she had been living in the neighbourhood, building after building had been discovered to be riddled with asbestos. Some of them, after intense campaigning from tenants’ associations, were stripped, floor by floor, of the toxic material. Some were demolished altogether, using it as an excuse to disperse the locals to the suburbs and make space in this prime location for new builds, new locals. Fairer. Richer. Gentler folk. But some still stood, quietly, surreptitiously, retaining their poison in the very walls. And then, on the outside, there was the cladding.

Hers wasn’t a high-rise, but as she passed through the streets the locals called Grove, there they stood, the last survivors of the Great Gentrification that had swept across their ends. One now a blackened, derelict shell. It was too much. The pain, the horror, the rending apart of families, the confusion of classes. So many of her friends had been shipped to remote locations over the decades — a few hadn’t made it out of the building in time.

It was getting harder and harder to keep upbeat, funny, keep her head above the mire of pain and panic that threatened to consume what was left of the community. And that was Ayesha’s thing. Her superpower. The thing that had got her through every transition, from one foster home to the next, where she charmed her new family, blindsided the older kids, kept the darkness out. But the area was full of toxic material, no good for stand-up. And Ayesha desperately wanted out. So she kept busy, writing, plotting, planning, rehearsing her way out of there.

She was adding a generous layer of butter to her crumpet when her ringtone blurted out the opening to M.I.A’s ‘Paper Planes’. She turned back to the bed and grabbed the phone.

‘Ayesha. Simon. I have no fucking words. You are done.’

Ayesha tried desperately to understand what was happening.

‘What? Simon, I—’

‘—and if I have anything to do with it, you will not work again in this city.’

‘Hold on, I can explain—’ But she wasn’t sure what she could explain.

The line went dead. For a moment she was struck by the fact that it was probably the longest call she’d had with Simon, then the severity of what he’d said hit her again. She stood there, mind reeling. Gradually, confusion and hurt were replaced with horror as yesterday’s gig came back to her, piece by agonizing piece. She felt a strong need to heave.

‘Oh my god, Simon. I’m so sorry…’ she said into a dead line.

Her legs went weak. The words she’d yelled into the mic the night before repeated and repeated in different orders around her head. Ayesha cringed and cringed some more.

‘No, no, no, please no.’

She crawled to the bed and covered herself in the duvet. She felt like she’d been punched in the stomach but, oddly, like she’d been the one to do it to herself, over and over. Right in the gut. And then the tears came. Deep sobs welled up and out as the years of hustle and grit, the desperate optimism and endless gigging were made meaningless, just like that.

There seemed to be something inevitable about it all. Of course she would go and fuck it all up. Lose the only agent she’d ever had. Get herself literally blacklisted from venues. Of course.

The walls inched in, the air felt thicker. This was her lot. As it had been for years. Why couldn’t she just be grateful, like she had been the first time she’d heard she’d made it to the top of the housing list? Why did she think she would ever leave this place? This tiny flat? This neighbourhood? How many long bus trips across town did she really have left in her? It was cute to have flirted with that lifestyle for a while, but who did she think she was to really belong there? It was a joke. She was a joke. The only real joke she knew. She lay there immobile, grieving the little taste of a different life she had been thrown before it was snatched back, the blow to the gut making it hard to breathe.

A while later, the phone rang again. It was on the floor. She didn’t pick it up. She didn’t move from under her duvet. She didn’t think she could. It rang some more. Eventually, Ayesha reached out and turned it off. She slept.



She woke up at some point in the afternoon, the relief of oblivion swiftly replaced by a sinking feeling as the reality of her situation dawned once again. She lay staring at the ceiling, her mind unable to fully focus, until eventually she reached over to her phone to check the time. It was switched off. She pressed the button on the side and waited. A few preliminary pings. An incongruously perky buzz. There were several missed calls from Yaz. Ayesha felt a surge of shame. How could she explain all this to her? What would it mean for their friendship? What did they even have in common if they weren’t the two brown girls on the circuit, doing their thing? Then followed a pang of resentment. This was Yaz’s influence. Ayesha would never have had the guts to speak like that if she hadn’t been hanging around Yaz so much. She was naturally compliant and apologetic about everything. Where had this outburst come from? Who did she think she was? Not Yaz, and not one of those white lads.

And then the phone lit up. It was Yaz calling again. For a moment Ayesha considered not answering, but she needed her friend, more than ever, even if it meant facing her disappointment too. She steeled herself, the tears already welling up, and answered.

‘Yeesh. Where the fuck have you been?’ Yaz demanded immediately.

‘I’m sorry Yaz, I had a bit of a rough—’

‘Mate, I’ve been calling all morning. Have you seen this shit?’

‘What shit?’ Ayesha asked weakly.

‘You haven’t… You haven’t even seen the video?’ Yaz asked.

‘What video, Yaz? You’re scaring me,’ Ayesha pleaded.

‘Okay. It’s all good. I’m sending you a link now. Call me back.’

Yaz hung up. Ayesha’s phone pinged a few more times. She stared in stunned silence at it. Then a message came through from Yaz. She opened the link. Pressed the play icon. Waited.

‘… Why don’t you do us all a favour, take your banter and shove it up your own arsehole…?’

The words that had been swirling around in her head all morning repeated on the small screen in her hand. And there she was, mic in hand, gesticulating angrily, a dangerous spark in her eyes. Ayesha. On the stage. Having the rant of her life. But why was she watching it now?

Oh god. Someone had filmed it. They’d filmed her meltdown and put it online.

She was over. She felt her insides sink. It was out there, for everyone to watch over and over. Simon wouldn’t have to do a thing. Ayesha was cancelled.

Her eyes automatically moved from the video down to the comments below.


Who does this crazy bitch think she is?

That’s why women shouldn’t be allowed a mic when they’re on their period.

I hope they got their money back.

Give her a good seeing to. That’ll shut her up.

Die.



The phone buzzed in her hand, Yaz’s name mercifully obscuring the rest of the comments. Ayesha answered.

‘Yaz, what have I done?’ Ayesha wailed. ‘I’ve messed it all up. All of it. I can’t believe I said those things—’

‘What are you talking about, Yeesh? You smashed it. You’re everywhere. Everyone’s talking about you,’ Yaz gushed, her words loud and fast and insistent.

‘Yaz, I read the comments. They’re crucifying me. I don’t know what I’m gonna do. I can’t leave the house. I feel sick,’ Ayesha sobbed.

‘What? What are you reading? Did you read the first three trolls and then give up? Sis, they love you. Celebrities are atting you. Ayesha – YOU’RE TRENDING.’

Yaz finally convinced her to look again and hung up. She was right. The video had been shared tens of thousands of times already. On Twitter, every woman with a blue tick seemed to be sharing it with comments like,


I couldn’t have put it better.

Thank you for speaking for us all.

Someone give this woman her own show.

Preach sis.

T.H.I.S



Ayesha watched, mesmerized, as the number of shares increased by the second, her heart racing. She sank to the floor in a stupor as waves of conflicting emotions washed over her. She had no idea what to think.

The phone was beginning to erupt in sporadic electronic farts, the noises of the different alerts combining into an unholy cacophony as it tried to keep up with the constant influx of connection. Ayesha was completely overwhelmed.

And then her email pinged once more. Not knowing where to start, she opened the latest one.


Hi Ayesha

I hope you’re okay. It must have been quite an intense few hours. I hope you’re remembering to eat, breathe, hydrate – that sort of thing. Like everyone else, I watched the video and I was really impressed. Proud, in fact.

It would be great to meet.

Frankie Roberts
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