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ONE

I come from a line of very dramatic Nigerian women. When Mum and Grandma asked to see my carnival costume I hesitantly showed them the video of my fitting appointment that I had recorded on my phone.

For years Aunty Lola – who is my best friend Sharisha’s aunt – had a float at Notting Hill Carnival, and when I was younger I was happy taking part playing the steel pans. I’ve played the double tenor since primary school and was part of a steel band up until I was fifteen. We performed at festivals and, of course, at Carnival on Aunty Lola’s float, and Mum didn’t mind me doing that because my costume was always a T-shirt and shorts. But for a while now I’ve been dying to be on a float as one of the dancers. Unlike my friends, who all have summer jobs, I’ve struggled to get one so I begged Dad for the money to get the package deal that includes my costume, food and unlimited drinks. Plus, we’d have a VIP toilet! No nasty portaloos or paying someone to use their bathroom like everyone else.

I was very careful not to let Dad see my costume and I booked everything before Mum could interfere. I would have bet money and won knowing how she would react when she saw it. She didn’t disappoint. She took a sharp intake of breath before she shouted, ‘Make you no vex me, Eva! You want your bum bum out for everybody?’ Her accent at that moment was a strong Nigerian one. Mum is a chameleon with her voice and can switch between Yoruba, Pidgin English and the King’s English.

I explained that everyone would be dressed like that and Mum looked me up and down and said, ‘Does everyone live in this house?’

Grandma cried, ‘Ah God-o!’ and shook her head so hard that her black wig slipped slightly to the side. She then said something to Mum in Yoruba which I didn’t understand because I was never taught it, but she kept gesturing at me. Her tone alone told me that whatever she was saying wasn’t good.

Mum warned me not to talk to any man when I was at Carnival dressed in my costume. Better yet, I shouldn’t make eye contact. I tried to explain to her that that would be pretty impossible given how many thousands of people would be attending, but she wagged her finger at me and told me to remember that I’d be representing the family. Technically I’d be representing Aunty Lola’s carnival float, but I kept quiet. I made sure to delete the video in case they moaned to Dad and he wanted to see.

It will be no surprise that since Mum and Dad have been in Nigeria from the beginning of August I’ve felt more relaxed. I love my parents, but they can be a bit much, especially Mum. She scrutinizes what I’m wearing, how long I’m on the phone, who I’m talking to, what my plans are for the future. I’m constantly trying to be the ‘good’ daughter and it’s exhausting. I wish I could be more like my older brother Dami. He’s five years older than me and we’re pretty close, although we don’t hang out as much as we used to since he’s been with Amara. Somehow Dami manages to block Mum and Dad out and just do his thing, but I struggle with that. The only time I feel like I’m really me is with my friends.

Finally, after all the preparations, the carnival weekend has arrived and when I get to Aunty Lola’s float, even though Mum isn’t around, I admit I suddenly feel super self-conscious about how revealing my outfit is, even though everyone on the float is dressed identically to me. It takes me a while to feel comfortable, but once everyone starts feeling the vibe and we all get in formation, the excitement starts to build.

I’m wearing the most stunning golden, crystallized bralet with matching knickers – well, more like a thong – and flesh-coloured fishnet tights so at least my bum cheeks are somewhat covered. On top of my head is a golden headdress that looks like a crown with ocean-blue gems on it. My favourite part though is the huge yellow and orange wings that are attached to straps that go over my shoulders. I’m basically dressed in a crystallized bikini and have had to shave literally everywhere. When I first tried the costume on I almost backed out of being on the float altogether because I thought it was too revealing, but once I stood with my friends to have a group picture taken, I started to love the outfit.

We’ve all been in charge of our own hair and make-up. Thankfully I got braids put in only a few days ago and my baby hairs are laid in the most intricate swirl designs. Amara, who’s been secretly staying with us since our parents went away, is a brilliant make-up artist and helped me this morning with my ‘look’. She actually laughed when I told her I would do my usual carnival make-up, which was going to be pretty much my go-to, everyday, simple look only this time with bright eyeshadow to fit the carnival theme. Instead, she picked up her make-up brushes, told me to close my eyes and relax, and proceeded to work her wonders. So, thanks to her, I have long, fluttery eyelashes, gold and blue eyeshadow that’s blended beautifully, gold highlight that shimmers, plump red lips, and cheekbones for days.

Notting Hill Carnival is the only place where you will find the most bougie area of London covered in feathers, glitter and sequins. It’s vibrant, colourful, joyful – the soundtrack of summer in London. You’re never far away from the smell of jerk chicken and everyone is there to enjoy themselves. Despite the boiling August sun, it’s pure vibes and a community feel that you just can’t buy. People everywhere are waving West Indian flags – from Jamaica, Trinidad, Barbados, Dominica, Haiti. It’s a parade of floats, dancers, stunning costumes and music. I cannot believe that I’m up here on a float at Notting Hill Carnival, surrounded by people all dancing like me in the most stunning costumes, with the beautiful hot weather, the soca music… I honestly feel like a whole queen!

The advantage of being on the float is that I can whine all day long without having random guys try and dance up on me. There’s also my old steel band that take turns playing in tune with the DJ. It’s like a soca orchestra, where almost a hundred of us dance to the melody. Aunty Lola has positioned the dancers. I’m in the middle of everyone. Oyin is front and centre and she’s a sick dancer, Sansa and Fatima are on opposite sides in front of the crowds, and Sharisha’s next to me. I can’t believe my friends and I are actually dancers on a float, in costumes, at Carnival! There are masses of people on either side of us, waving flags, filming us on their phones, cheering and clapping along to the beat.

Sharisha’s deep dimples appear as she grins excitedly at me. We’ve known each other since nursery, and out of our group of friends we’re the closest. We actually played the steel pans together when we were younger, but she stopped once we got into secondary school. Where I’m tall, lean, with small boobs and curvy hips, Sharisha is short with curves all over and in all the right places, so she looks ridiculously sexy in her outfit. Her thick, black, curly hair is slicked up into a top bun. And she’s sprinkled pink and gold glitter all over herself.

The steel band starts to play the intro to the next song. I close my eyes and lose myself in the music, whining my waist to the melody as the glitter on my arms catches the sun so my skin sparkles. I feel like I’m in another world.

‘Ow!’ Melanie shoots me a dark look over her shoulder when I spin, lose balance and bump into her.

‘Sorry, Mel!’ I shout over the music, cheeks burning.

Sharisha bursts out laughing.

‘Oh, shut up!’ I say, but I’m smiling.

I’m waving at the crowd, blowing kisses at people filming us. It’s like we’re famous. I hope our costumes are good enough to make it onto the Notting Hill Carnival Instagram page. Imagine if we’re featured on the news! There’d be hell to pay at home if that happened. It would be worth it though.

‘I want to look around,’ Sharisha moans, interrupting my thoughts. ‘We’ve been doing this for hours.’

‘I’m down.’ Every year I’ve seen girls who look absolutely stunning in the most amazing costumes. Today I’m that girl and I want to embrace every second of it.

‘Let’s get the others.’ Sharisha grabs my hand and we dance our way through the dancers until we reach Fatima, Sansa and Oyin. We really do look like a girl band. Fatima is tall and lean like me, with the same brown skin tone but a more angular face, and light brown, almost golden, eyes behind her glasses. Sansa and Oyin are a little shorter in height. Sansa’s pale in skin tone with sun-kissed blonde hair, green eyes and a small frame, whilst Oyin has beautiful, dark brown skin, jet-black hair and small eyes which are emphasized with the longest, fluffiest eyelashes. Sharisha and I met the girls in Year 7 and we’ve been stuck together ever since. Just as Sharisha and I live super close, Sansa and Fatima live up the road from each other, so they see each other more. I wish we had another person in the group to even out the dynamics as sometimes I think Oyin feels left out.

The float moves so slowly that we can come and go as we please. As we mill about down on the street, people are in awe of our costumes and ask to take pictures of us. I silently cheer as we pose together. This really is the best summer with my girls.

‘Can you take one of us?’ Oyin asks a random person before we squeeze in tight as they snap the picture.

‘Eva, I swear you’re a real-life Bratz doll,’ Fatima says, zooming in on the pic.

Oyin shields her eyes from the sun to study the picture. Her hair tickles my arm as she brushes against me. ‘She is the pretty one,’ she says, with an edge to her voice.

I don’t even know who started the nicknames at college but I know it was a guy. A dumb one at that. They did this stupid list where they nicknamed all the girls. For what reason? I don’t know. But for a while it was the talk of college and something that all the girls obsessed over. So Oyin’s the feisty one, Sansa’s the sweet one, Fatima’s the smart one, Sharisha’s the fun one and I got to be the pretty one. It pisses me off that all my friends got nicknames based on their personalities, but mine’s based on how I look. Why didn’t I get ‘the smart one’? Or ‘ambitious’? I mean, I’m the one who’s going to study law at university! But when I moaned to my friends about how it made me feel, that I was reduced to my physical attributes and not who I am deep down, they didn’t get why I was irritated. ‘You got “pretty”,’ they said, like that was the best label to get. They couldn’t see how it made me feel like I was just a face and nothing more, like I am only worth something if I look good. So I’ve tried to drop the whole nickname thing, and yet – and this is the worst part about that list – it’s still managed to affect how we girls see ourselves, how different it’s made us act, like we each have to live up to our individual labels. Even I started to feel that if I didn’t look pretty today I wouldn’t be living up to the label – the label that I didn’t want in the first place! It’s so messed up and still rattles me. I wish I knew who wrote it so I could really cuss them out.

‘Okay, shall we start?’ Oyin smirks rubbing her hands together. Her dark skin is covered in gold shimmer and as the sun hits her she seems to glisten from head to toe.

‘Nah, I’m not doing it,’ Fatima says, brushing back her curls.

‘How can you back out of a dare that we already agreed to?’ Oyin argues.

A few weeks ago, when we realized how little time we had left together because we’re all heading off to different unis after the summer, we had an impromptu sleepover at Sharisha’s house, where we shared all the things we wished we had done together, like going on a road trip or throwing a house party. I’m actually doing that last one, throwing a house party, for my eighteenth birthday, which will be in a few days. After we’d made our ‘I wish we’d…’ list, we started daring each other to do things on it, so that we could achieve our goals.

Most of the dares involved boys. Even though I’m known in the group as the pretty one and I do get a lot of male attention, I’ve never had a boyfriend. I haven’t even kissed a guy. Not that I haven’t wanted to. But I think that a first kiss is special and I want to make sure I experience it with the right person. My friends think I’m over-romanticizing it, especially when I say that kissing is part of seeing if you have a genuine connection with someone. They keep on telling me that it’s not that deep and that if I stopped over-thinking it I could have kissed lots of guys by now. I think they think being liked by guys is such a great thing. As for me though, I would rather be liked by that one special person. That’s what I’m waiting for. But then, at the sleepover, Oyin asked me if I was worried I’d be bad at kissing because of my lack of experience. It may sound silly, but I hadn’t even thought of that. I mean, I want my first kiss to be special, but also one that will make him faint because it’s so good, you know? So now I’m not sure. What if I’ve messed up by waiting for so long?

There’s no prize for doing the dares, but if you refuse or don’t manage to do one then your punishment is that you have to do the next dare. Once the float was confirmed, Oyin thought it would be fun to bring the dares to Carnival. So we agreed to dare each other to dance with as many guys as possible, but the catch is someone else has to pick the person for you.

Something about this costume and being at Carnival makes me bolder than usual. In my everyday life I would never go up to a hot guy and start dancing on him. I’m used to guys approaching me, but today it’s time to switch it up. I spotted a group of hotties en route that I want to catch again, but everyone knows that if you see a good-looking person at Notting Hill Carnival, the chances are you won’t see them again because it’s just so busy. There are thousands of people here, so if you miss them, you miss them.

‘I hope they’re not expecting me to throw it back.’ Sansa looks back at her small, pert bum and Sharisha smacks it, making Sansa jump.

‘Small butts matter!’ Sharisha says, making us laugh. ‘Oyin, why don’t you go first and show us how it’s done?’

‘Okay, cool. Who should I go for?’ Oyin has a dangerous glint in her eyes as she watches guys walking past.

We’ve already attracted quite a bit of attention just standing here in our costumes. Guys always moan that girls travel in packs, but so do they. I’m scanning the groups of guys trying to find someone for her and then I spot him. Tall, Black, looks around early twenties with a fresh cut and beard. His muscles are popping out of his vest top, a bit of chest hair pops through. He sort of looks like Logan, the guy Oyin’s dating, so he’s totally Oyin’s type.

‘What about him?’ I point and the girls all turn.

‘Damn,’ Fatima says, peering at him over her glasses as if she can’t see. ‘He is fine.’

‘And all mine,’ Oyin sings. She waves her fingers at us as she struts – yes, struts – over to him.

The bearded guy slowly smiles as she comes closer. She grabs his hands, spins herself round so her feathers are touching him, and starts to whine to the beat of the soca music blasting in the background.

‘Yes, sis!’ Sharisha yells.

His boys are hyping him up. And because Oyin is such a performer and I wouldn’t expect any less from her, she takes his hands and puts them on her waist so he can really feel the pressure of her whine. As the music stops, so does she, pressing her bum one last time against him to let him know what he’s losing before she struts back over to us. The guy has a fist in his mouth and his boys are clapping him on the shoulder, even though he didn’t do anything.

‘Bitch, you better werk!’ Sharisha says, and Oyin laughs giving her a high five.

‘Yeah, I can’t be doing all that,’ Fatima says. ‘What if an aunty sees me?’

We look her up and down in her sparkly bra and burst out laughing. Fatima is too dramatic.

‘All right, Sansa girl, it’s your turn,’ Oyin says, and Sansa groans.

I don’t know why she’s stressing. Sansa may be white but she knows how to move her waist. Oyin puts a finger to her full lips and searches the crowd. ‘Him.’

We follow her finger and she’s pointing to a policeman!

Sansa’s eyes widen. ‘No way!’

I swear I’m going to piss myself laughing so hard, but Oyin shrugs.

‘A dare is a dare,’ she says.

Sansa hesitates. She and Oyin are the most competitive girls I’ve ever met. She adjusts her headdress over her blonde hair. ‘I better not get arrested,’ she says before she walks over to the policeman.

‘She’s actually doing it?’ I gasp. I would have asked for another guy or taken the next dare.

‘Oh shit!’ Sharisha laughs. ‘Nah, I’m going live for this one.’

The policeman looks pretty young and I don’t know what Sansa is saying to him but she’s smiling a lot and at one point he starts laughing. Sansa looks at us over her shoulder and winks before she starts to move her hips round in a circular motion and the policeman joins her.

Oyin’s mouth drops open and Fatima pushes it back up, making me laugh out loud. Sansa rotates her hips fast to the dancehall track and now people are stopping to watch them, cheering them on. The policeman’s a bit stiff, bless him, but he’s trying his best to keep up with Sansa.

Everyone applauds them when they’re done and the policeman’s face is bright red. He even starts to fan himself with his hand and I don’t know if he’s hot from the weather or all the fire that Sansa just brought to the table.

Sansa hurries back over to us and we cheer the loudest.

‘That was top tier,’ I say.

‘My heart is racing!’ Sansa says, breathing fast. ‘Thank God he was up for it. Okay, my turn to pick and I choose Eva.’

‘Me?’ I squeak suddenly feeling nervous. Oyin and Sansa have made it look so easy. When I agreed to do these dares, I somewhat forgot that people will of course stop and form a crowd to watch girls dancing in the elaborate costumes.

‘Is that Jayden?’ Fatima asks.

I follow her gaze and sure enough it’s Jayden, with Miles, Logan and Arhvee from college. There’s another guy that I don’t know with them.

Okay I’ll admit it. The one guy I would love to kiss is Jayden Lawal. I’ve fancied him since I met him on the first day at college and we have this very flirtatious relationship. We tease each other a lot, find opportunities to sit next to each other, text or chat on the phone every other day, put love heart emojis under every Insta post. Everyone’s waiting for us to get together but neither one of us has made the move. I think he can sense that I’m nervous about possibly taking it to the next level.

I’ve been on dates, but none with Jayden. I dunno what it is with him. It’s like when I think he will ask me out he doesn’t, even though I’ve made it clear that I’m very interested in him. Jayden wants to play football as a career and we all think he’s good enough to achieve this, but he’s still waiting to trial for a professional team. He’s invited me to a few games with the rest of his mates, but I’ve always wondered why he won’t invite only me. If he did, I could watch him play and then we could hang out together afterwards. Just us two, alone. Sort of like a date but not a date-date, if you know what I mean. But soon we’re all going our separate ways and I want him to do something. Anything! If he tried to kiss me, I know I won’t pull back.

And now here he is, looking extra sexy in a tight T-shirt that pops against his dark skin, showing muscles upon muscles. This dare business isn’t so bad after all – I will very happily dance all over him.

Sansa’s looking around and I whisper to myself, ‘Jayden, Jayden, Jayden.’

‘Him.’ Sansa points at the Black boy that’s beside Jayden, the one I don’t know. He has a lighter skin tone than Jayden, with long, thick curly hair – the texture suggesting that he’s mixed-race. He is shorter and slimmer than Jayden and is wearing an anime design T-shirt with jeans. His arms aren’t as defined as the rest of the boys’ and one of his is decorated with tattoos. The boys are all chatting and laughing loudly, but he’s quiet and observing everybody.

‘That’s cold, Sansa. He’s clearly one of Jayden’s friends,’ Fatima says.

‘Oh, I just thought Jayden might expect you to come for him, and maybe he’ll wake up if he sees you with someone else,’ Sansa says quickly, and I know she means it. She’s not fluent in shade yet.

‘It’s okay,’ I say, gently squeezing her arm and she smiles looking relieved.

I take a deep breath. All I’ve got to do is walk past Jayden and dance on his friend. Sansa’s right. Maybe Jayden will finally make a move.
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TWO

‘You’ve got this,’ Sharisha says, massaging my shoulders like I’m about to enter a boxing ring. ‘Do you know what? Don’t even talk to Jayden.’

‘Don’t talk to him?’ I say, alarmed, spinning around to look at her. ‘Isn’t that rude?’

‘No! You’ve gotta be like, I’m Eva Òjó and if you’re not gonna holla, I’m gonna dance on your friend and let you see what you’re missing,’ Sharisha says, and the girls agree.

I’m still not sure if this is the right move but I nod anyway and walk over to them. Immediately Logan, who’s standing next to Jayden, runs a hand over his fresh trim and is looking at me up and down. Inside I cringe. I always feel funny seeing Logan, ever since he asked me out a few months into starting college, despite being one of Jayden’s best friends and knowing that Jayden and I liked each other. When I turned him down, he then asked Oyin out and she said yes. I know Logan is Oyin’s type. She’s attracted to him and they seem to get along, but I would never want my friend’s sloppy seconds. The whole situation is messy. Sometimes I catch Logan staring at me. If Oyin notices, she never says anything.

Arhvee, the only Filipino boy in our year who also plays football, spots me and nudges Jayden. Jayden looks at me, making my heart race, and he slowly smiles. He’s almost smug, like he thinks I’m coming over just for him. But then I adjust my focus to the boy in the anime T-shirt.

I always get compliments on my eye contact. Apparently, I draw people in. My friends say that’s how I get the hottest guys’ attention. I’ve never understood that because I’m legit just staring and not doing anything special, but right now I hope this amazing eye contact I supposedly have works. At first the guy is looking left to right like he’s not sure if it’s him that I’m staring at. When he realizes that it is him, he’s focused only on me.

From the corner of my eye Jayden’s frown is getting deeper and deeper. I grab the boy’s hand and at first he resists, which surprises me. The last thing I need is being rejected by Jayden’s friend in front of Jayden! I flash the guy a reassuring smile and this time, when I pull his hand, he walks with me. Jayden’s mouth opens like he’s about to say something but I keep my eyes on the guy, not giving Jayden a second thought. I place the guy’s hands on my hips and start to move. I get a whiff of his aftershave – vanilla and something smoky, and, I’ll admit, he smells sexy. But it’s like he doesn’t know what to do with his hands, as he quickly withdraws them before reaching towards me again. His thoughts are etched all over his face – should he dance with me or not? Is he standing too close? Is it okay for him to touch me?

‘It’s okay,’ I say gently, as I grab his hands again and put them on my lower back so his fingers graze the top of my bum. To ease him into the rhythm I move my waist slowly, despite the fast bashment music coming from a nearby carnival truck. People have stopped to watch and my girls are cheering me on. At first the guy is really stiff, like is he even alive stiff, but after a moment he starts to warm up, catching the whine, and for the first time he smiles and I notice the dimples in his cheeks that remind me of Sharisha. The beat takes over my body and I start to rotate my hips faster in time to the rhythm.

‘I’m trying really hard to keep up,’ his deep voice says in my ear, and I laugh.

‘You’re doing great.’

I turn around, trying not to laugh when I hear him say, ‘Oh wow.’

The track changes so I stop dancing, a little relieved that my dare is over, and everyone claps for us. I grin suddenly, feeling exhausted. The guy dramatically fans himself, which makes me burst out laughing.

‘That was something,’ he says, smiling at me. ‘Your costume is amazing.’

‘Thank you! What’s your name?’ I ask. He responds, but just then someone blows a horn nearby that drowns him out. I step closer so his lips are near my ear. ‘Sorry, what?’

‘Saint,’ he says.

‘Nice to meet you, Saint. I’m Eva. Thanks for dancing with me.’

‘Oh no, thanks for dancing with me!’ Saint laughs.

I glance over his shoulder and Jayden is glaring at me. Good! Maybe this will push Jayden into making his move. Saint follows my gaze. ‘That’s my cousin,’ he says.

‘Cousin?’ My voice is louder than I meant it to be. I glance from one to the other and I can’t see any resemblance. Saint shoots me a questioning look. ‘Oh,’ I say, ‘we’re friends… from college. Actually, I know all the guys from college.’

‘Damn, Eva!’ Miles says. Nice guy, but he’s always following Jayden and Logan around like a lost puppy. He’s smiling as he walks over. ‘Is it my go?’

I scoff. He wishes.

‘Sexy Eva strikes again,’ Logan says, and I ignore him. This guy has no shame.

‘I didn’t know you could do all that,’ Arhvee adds.

I flick my braids. ‘There’s a lot I can do,’ and the boys all go ‘Oooh.’

‘You look… wow,’ Jayden says, drinking me in.

Inside I’m screaming.

It feels a little awkward, with Arhvee, Miles and Logan gawking at me, Jayden admiring me and Saint recovering from our dance, so I quickly change the subject. ‘So, are you guys excited for my party?’ I ask.

In two days I officially turn eighteen! Seeing as my parents are still in Nigeria, I’m throwing a birthday house party that’s the talk of college. I’ve had to lie to Grandma, telling her Dami and I will be out that day so she doesn’t swing by. She’s been cooking us food and checking in on us since Mum and Dad left, which is helpful because neither Dami nor I can cook anything great. Dami doesn’t care about the party as long as I don’t tell our parents that his girlfriend Amara is staying with us while they’re away and that I clean up after the party. Most importantly, if I get caught or if anything breaks, I have to make it clear that he was not involved and he is not paying for any damage.

‘No doubt,’ Jayden says, completely cool like he’s unfazed.

‘Eva!’ Sharisha and the girls hurry over. ‘That was so good! Hey, guys.’ Everyone hugs in greeting and Jayden introduces Saint, who waves shyly at us. Sansa, who’s a hugger, goes to greet him with one and he turns to the side, giving her a stiff one-armed hug that reminds me of the way some of the boys at church hug me if their girl’s watching.

‘Can you lot keep these costumes just for me, please?’ Miles brings his hands together in a praying position.

‘Thirsty much?’ Fatima rolls her eyes at him. ‘Let’s grab some food.’

We actually get free food from the float but as I want to hang around Jayden for a bit longer I don’t say anything. We begin to walk through the crowds of people. The feathers help because they’re so big that people are forced to move out the way, clearing a path for us.

‘You really do look beautiful,’ Jayden says walking beside me. ‘But you always do.’

I look up at him. Big brown eyes, long lashes, white teeth. He’s been growing out his hair so now it’s a small afro, but he has a clean shape up. Jayden’s so handsome that his selfies get thousands of likes on Instagram. He doesn’t even need to put captions on his social media posts, like it’s purely him that gets the love. I definitely see the girls who walk past us check him out. They don’t matter today though because he only has eyes for me.

‘Thank you! So you liked my dance?’ I flutter my lashes and Jayden laughs.

‘Would have liked it better if it was with me.’

‘It could have been with you, if I knew that you wanted it to be,’ I say in a sultry tone.

Jayden laughs and says, ‘Oh, for real?’

And as we fall into our usual flirty banter, I play my ace card, my out-of-this-world eye contact, and hold Jayden’s gaze as he glances down at me, his eyes switching between looking into mine and looking at my lips.

‘I could eat a fucking horse!’ Fatima breaks our moment as she clutches her stomach dramatically. ‘I’m losing too much weight with all this walking.’

‘And all that dancing!’ Oyin laughs along with her.

‘Just don’t lose that ass,’ Logan jokes, grabbing Oyin round the waist and pulling her in for a kiss. He does seem to like her, but then I do question his feelings when I catch him looking at me. To be honest, once they head off to uni I doubt they will last. Oyin can do so much better.

Everyone’s talking back and forth, and I spot Saint walking a bit behind us, watching our conversations, and I feel bad that he’s being left out. So I leave Jayden’s side – he still has his boys he can talk to – and I hang back until Saint’s next to me.

‘Who’s that on your shirt?’ I ask, pointing at the weird alien creature, and Saint looks down at it, brushing back his thick curly hair.

‘Oh, it’s Frieza.’ He looks at me expectedly but I frown. ‘From Dragon Ball Z? It’s an anime TV show.’

‘Oh. I think my brother used to watch that. What’s it about?’ I’m not really interested in anime, but for the sake of being friendly and welcoming to the new guy in the group I lean into his interests.

‘It’s about a warrior… well, a Saiyan called Goku…’ Saint’s face comes alive as he talks to me about the show and I try to keep up with all these weird names he’s throwing around – Piccolo, Krillin, Vegeta.

‘Sounds good,’ I say interrupting him mid-flow. ‘Maybe I’ll watch it.’ I have no idea why I said that when I know I won’t, but it makes Saint smile – and there, his dimples are back. His brown eyes, with flecks of green in them, light up.

‘Let me know what you think,’ he says.

‘I will. You must hear this all the time, but your hair is amazing!’ It’s dark brown tight curls with streaks of light brown running through them, and it’s so long that it comes down to his chest. I’m already wondering whether I can get a wig like that and if it would suit me.

Saint laughs. ‘Thanks. A bit of a handful. Not sure why I thought leaving it out in this heat was smart.’ He shrugs.

‘What college do you go to?’

‘Woodside in West Ham,’ Saint replies.

‘Oh, no way!’ Sansa was talking to a guy that goes there. ‘You know Anthony? I think his surname is Watson.’

‘Yeah, I know Anthony, he’s my boy.’

It gives me an idea. ‘You should come to my birthday party. It’s in two days. Bring Anthony. Jayden and the boys are coming too.’

‘Yeah? I don’t want to feel like I’m imposing.’

I shrug. ‘Nah, it’s fine. You seem like cool people.’

Saint smiles. ‘Okay, sure. Thanks.’

There are multiple stalls selling Caribbean food with queues of people that stretch far. The smell is drifting down the line making my stomach rumble – jerk chicken, curry goat, oxtail. I didn’t realize how hungry I was until now. The problem is I’m such a messy eater… really messy, like crumbs will be in my hair and rice will fall on my chest. I don’t want Jayden to think I’m a slob.

We eventually get to the front of the queue and the boys order a large meal each before going to find a bit of pavement to sit down on and eat. While Fatima is asking the servers what they have that’s halal we notice Oyin only gets a patty.

‘You not hungry, babe?’ Sansa asks.

‘I want to dance, so I’ll eat properly later,’ she says.

Sharisha goes back and forth about the jerk chicken. ‘I can’t eat chicken properly with a fork, but I left my hand sanitizer.’

‘You already know I’ll be a mess if I eat the chicken,’ I say before I turn to the server. ‘Can I get dumplings and ackee and saltfish?’ That should keep me going until I can pig out later in all my messy glory.

We get our food and head over to the boys. Jayden taps the space next to him and smiles at me. My heart jumps as I sit carefully beside him, trying not to mess up my feathers.

‘Saint said you invited him to your party,’ Jayden says. ‘That was cool of you.’

‘Of course he can come. The more the merrier.’ I eye his juicy jerk chicken enviously.

‘Maybe you can save a dance for me?’ Jayden whispers in my ear, his lips gently brushing against me, and I catch my breath. Dancing with Jayden at my party would be the highlight of my year. I can already see us now in the middle of the dance floor, dancing to the music, focusing only on each other, pressed up close together.

‘If you’re lucky,’ I say coolly, and Jayden grins at me with that smile that literally makes me feel weak.
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We don’t leave the float until the evening and my feet are begging to get out of these trainers. Because it’s a residential area and there are noise restrictions, once it hits a certain time the music cuts off. Originally, we had wanted to go to an after party to keep the vibes going, but I underestimated how exhausted I would be. Dancing and walking in the sun all day is not a joke. Thankfully we were able to eat some jerk chicken from our float later in the afternoon and grab some drinks, and by then, because the carnival was winding down, I didn’t care that I had sticky sauce on my hands.

‘Best. Day. Ever,’ Sharisha says once we’ve changed back into our normal clothes.

‘Them feather wings have mashed up my back.’ Fatima rolls back her shoulders.

I carefully place my costume in a bag, wishing to myself that it was perfectly normal to walk around like that every day. We’ve still got our elaborate make-up on but now with our regular clothes so we do look a bit odd, but I don’t care. It was my first time being in costume, I had the best day with my girls and I want to keep as much carnival on me as possible.



‘Hello?’ I call as I open the front door.

It feels like I’ve been travelling home for hours. Getting out of a very busy Notting Hill and fighting my way onto a packed tube took my last bit of energy and I’m desperate to sleep. I place my bag containing my costume on the floor and my cat Yum-Yum puts his ginger head right inside it. He raises his paw as he sees the feathers ready to attack, so I have to pick the bag up and put it on the coat stand instead to avoid having my outfit ruined.

‘In here!’ Dami calls from the living room.

I walk in and the heat in the room hits my face. It’s boiling hot despite the two fans that are on. Dami and Amara are lying on the sofa, him in shorts, a white tee and some socks. Who wears socks in summer?

‘Hey, Eva,’ Amara says, removing her legs from my brother’s lap. ‘Oh good, your make-up held up. I forgot to take a pic this morning. Okay to take one now?’

Amara jumps up not even waiting for me to reply, pulling down her short skirt in the process. Amara kind of reminds me of a fairy. Petite with cute features and she’s usually wearing something short and floral. Her long hair hangs down her back and her gold bangles tinkle as she holds up her phone.

Dami is stockier and towers over her. He could probably pick her up with one arm. They’ve been dating for two years now and I can’t lie, Amara has been a positive influence on him. Dami used to hang out with a bad crowd and seemed to be doing nothing with his life, especially when he dropped out of uni. Since Amara, he’s got his act together. He’s still figuring out his career but at least he has a steady job doing admin for a tech company.

‘How was it?’ Dami asks.

‘Yeah, it was—’

‘Don’t move!’ Amara says, and I instantly fall silent. She gently brushes a stray braid out of my face. After a few moments she says, ‘Got it. Oh, you look so beautiful. Do you have pictures of your costume?’

I hand her my phone.

‘I had the best day,’ I tell Dami, who pulls a face at whatever Amara shows him.

‘Shut up! Like you don’t go Carnival to look at the girls in the costumes,’ I say.

‘Used to,’ Dami replies quickly as Amara glares at him. Once she turns away, he mouths, ‘What the hell?’

I always forget how sensitive Amara is. Me and my brother, we can go back and forth teasing each other, but she’s a little bit… tense and can be petty. Like when Dami grew his beard because an ex-girlfriend suggested it. When they broke up and he got with Amara, she seemed to like the beard at first. But when she found out he’d grown it because of his ex, she wanted him to shave it off. I’m not being funny, but the beard completes him. He’d look about fourteen without one. Thank God he didn’t listen to her and kept it.

Amara sighs. ‘I wish I went on a float.’
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