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Rachel Churcher



“Hope” is the thing with feathers –

That perches in the soul –

And sings the tune without the words –

And never stops – at all ...

Emily Dickinson
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Chapter 1
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June 2008, Age 5

The billboard was the largest I had ever seen. It touched the roof of the building, towering above me in the crowd. I felt my father’s fingers tighten around mine as we pushed our way along the pavement, and I squeezed back, terrified of losing him in the maze of legs and bags and trampling feet. I must have been five years old. My mother stopped, cradling my baby brother in his sling as she stared up at the man in the photo. My father tugged on my arm, pulling me into the safety of our family group. We stood on our patch of pavement, jostled by the endless river of people blocking the road, all of us staring at the image that hung over Oxford Circus like a miracle.

A man with golden wings. 

Real wings. Beautiful feathers spilling from his shoulders, arching upwards in graceful curves, lifted outwards as if he was about to fly away from this unexpected attention. His face was turned to the side, his eyes cast down, watching us as we watched him.

His back was bare under the feathers, his muscles tight and contoured under his tanned skin. On one arm he wore a beaded bracelet, and on the other a silver watch strap gleamed. More than that, I couldn’t see. The crowd hemmed me in, surrounding me and my parents and brother like a moving forest.

All around us, people were pointing, talking, taking photos of the photo. Posing in front of the extraordinary billboard. The sound was a murmur, flowing around us like a tide, soft footfalls joining the voices as the crowds drifted past. Somewhere I could hear shouting, but the people around us spoke with quiet voices, all their attention on the angel. 

My father tugged my hand. 

“Can you see?”

I shrugged. “Only the top.”

He made a sad face. 

“That won’t do, Pumpkin,” he said. “Want a boost?”

He held his arms out, dropping my hand, and for a breathless moment I was alone in the crowd. Unconnected, I reached up into his grasp and he lifted me, ducking his head and planting me firmly on his shoulders. He flicked his ponytail out from under my knees, and took my hands again. 

“Better?” he asked.

I glanced around at the sea of people milling past us, and I felt a hundred feet tall. No danger of being dragged away up here – I was safe, and I could see everything. People filling the road in front of me. Cameras, held up to capture the image we had all come to see. A group in the distance with placards, chanting – too far away for me to hear their words. 

“Better!” I said, smiling.

And then I looked up.

I could see the whole of the billboard. The man’s bare back. His muscular arms. Bracelet, watch, and wings. And the black jeans, slouched at his hips, a red label stitched onto the back pocket. I followed the lines of his legs with my gaze, to where the jeans tucked inside black leather boots, their tops loose and open, echoing the shape of his wings. 

His impossible wings. 

I stared, one of thousands drinking in the shocking image. A real angel, modelling jeans on a London street. 

The other shops boasted similar photos – girls with long blonde hair and crop tops, moody boys with leather jackets and sunglasses – but none of them covered a building from pavement to roof, and none of them could fly. 

A man stumbled against the curb next to us, apologising as he recovered his balance. He turned to look at the image, pushing a hand-rolled cigarette and a lighter like my father’s into the pocket of his jacket. 

“Woah,” he said, shaking his head. He held his hands in front of him, framing the angel between his yellowed fingers. “Wings. Wings.”

He grinned up at me, and I gave him a smile. 

“So they can fly, right?” He looked at my father, who shrugged, his shoulders flexing under my legs. The man stared up at the angel.

“Hard to keep tabs on, someone like that. Someone who can stretch their wings and fly away.” He fluttered his hands, like a butterfly. He wasn’t talking to us. He was talking to the crowd. He stared some more, tracing the shapes of the feathers and muscles with his fingers, then took a breath. I felt my father’s shoulders tense.

“I wonder what he’d be like to f–”

“Hey!” My mother stepped in front of him. “There are children here. Keep your fantasies to yourself.”

“Sorry, Lady,” he said, and shot me a goofy grin. “Sorry, princess.”

I shrugged, and smiled. I had no idea what he was going to say. But I understood his fascination with the angel. 

He was beautiful. Shameless. Showing his wings as if there was nothing strange about them. I loved his confidence, and I loved the crowds for supporting him. 

The man stumbled away, and my mother smiled up at me. 

“Are you glad you came, Melodie?” It’s what she always asked when we did something special together. I nodded, looking up again at the golden wings.

“Remember this, Pumpkin.” My father gripped my fingers. “This is the first step towards a better world.”
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Chapter 2 
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They had been here forever, my grandfather said. We’d always had angels, living among us. He’d known one, back in his army days, but when the commanders found out, the angel was told to leave. My grandfather tried to talk to him as he packed his bags, but the base had posted guards on the barracks, and no one was allowed in until the abomination had been marched to the gate and bustled into a waiting car. 

I didn’t understand abomination, but I understood the story.

“How he got through his medical, I’ll never know.” My grandfather shook his head. “How he hid it from all of us.” 

“Where did he go?” I asked, confused and frightened by the idea that someone could be removed from your life so quickly, and so finally. 

“Somewhere he could show his wings.” He shrugged. “Or somewhere he learned to hide them. All I know is that he never came back.”

I thought about the man in the photo. About all the people staring up at him. 

“So why is it OK for us to see his wings?” I waved my hand to suggest the tall billboard, and my grandfather must have understood. The photos had been all over the papers and the news. 

“You saw him? In London?” I nodded, and my grandfather laughed. “Times are a-changing, Mel,” he said. “Times are a-changing.”

***
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“It’s a random mutation,” my mother explained as she folded the clean clothes from the washing line. When she found one of my brother’s onesies or socks, she’d toss them to me across the table. I was in charge of the baby clothes, and I was gathering a pile of folded organic babygrows and a colourful selection of odd footwear. 

“What’s a random mutation?” I asked, concentrating as I paired two yellow socks, turning one inside-out over the other and placing it carefully in a new pile. 

My mother put down the T-shirt she was folding. 

“Well,” she said, her paint-stained hands still bunched in the fabric. “You know that some people have light hair?” She smiled. “Blonde, like yours, and mine.”

I nodded.

“And some people have dark hair, like Sam?”

I nodded again. Sam was my friend. His skin was dark brown, and his hair was black and curly. My mother bought me a special dark brown crayon, so I could draw Sam in my pictures.

“A very long time ago, when the first people existed, they probably had dark hair. But today people have brown hair and blonde hair and red hair ...”

“ ... and black hair!” I said, thinking of Sam.

“And black hair.”

“So what’s a mutation?”

“A mutation is what happened when the first person had brown hair instead of black. Or red hair instead of brown.”

I nodded, thinking about the angel on the billboard. 

“So it’s like a new way to be a person?”

My mother smiled, and reached out to take my hand. “Yes, Melodie! Exactly. It’s a new way to be a person.”

I smiled back, happy to have understood. 

“Could I grow wings?” I was almost hopeful, thinking about the man in the photo. About the beautiful feathers curving from his shoulders.

“Sorry, Melodie.” She shook her head. “It doesn’t work that way. A mutation happens before you’re born. While you’re still growing in here.” She patted her tummy.

“So it’s a surprise? When you have a baby, it’s a surprise if it has a mutation? Like purple eyes or green hair?”

“It is,” she said, laughing. “It’s a big surprise.”

“But Grandad says we’ve always had angels.”

She nodded. “That’s probably true, give or take. But it’s like blonde hair. The first one grew wings because of a mutation. Something that made them different from other people.”

“And now? How do angels happen now?”

“Well,” she said, slowly. “Angels mostly have babies with other angels, so they pass on the mutation.”

“They keep making the new kind of person?”

“Exactly.” She smiled again. “And sometimes someone else will have the mutation. Someone whose parents aren’t angels. That’s what ‘random’ means. Sometimes we don’t know why it happens.”

“OK,” I said, nodding. 

She pulled her hand away, and picked up the T-shirt, but stopped when she saw the look on my face.

“What’s your question, Melodie?” she asked, dropping the T-shirt again.

“So ...” I was still thinking about the angel on the billboard. About all the people in the street, and all the newspapers and the TV news. The fuss they were making because the man in the photo was showing off his beautiful feathers. 

Something didn’t make sense. 

I took a deep breath, and my mother raised her eyebrows, waiting. 

“Why is it OK to have blonde hair, but it’s not OK to have wings?”

She sighed, and gave me a thin smile. 

“That,” she said, “is an excellent question.”

***
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Saying goodnight to my father was best on a summer night, when he’d be sitting in the garden with my grandfather smoking cigarettes they rolled themselves. The smell was comforting, like herbs and pine trees and cut grass, and the smoke coiled up through the strings of fairy lights hanging between the trees outside my mother’s painting studio. 

“Pumpkin!” my father called as I walked along the gravel path between his neatly tended vegetable beds. “Come to take your leave of the day?” 

He always asked silly questions when I came out to say goodnight. If I asked him what he meant, he’d only use longer words to explain, and my grandfather would laugh at us both – me making faces as I tried to understand, and my father waving his hands and trying to make sense.

I had more important things on my mind. 

My father lifted me onto his lap and wrapped an arm around me. 

“You know, when you wake up in the morning, you’ll be a whole day older.”

“And taller,” said my grandfather, holding his hand out to judge my height, and raising it by a tiny bit.

“And taller! How much taller are you going to get, Pumpkin?” My father ducked his head and grinned. “You’re nearly as tall as me already! Look!”

I stretched my hand up, as high as I could reach. “Taller than a building!” I said, looking up at the fairy lights. 

My grandfather smiled. “Still thinking about your angel, Mel?”

I nodded. 

“He made quite the impression, didn’t he?” 

My father leaned back in his chair, and I lay against his chest, breathing in the grassy smell of his glowing cigarette. It was quiet in the garden, and I watched the strings of lights, white against the slowly darkening sky. I thought I understood – about random mutations, and giant billboards – but there were still pieces of the angel’s story that didn’t make sense. Things I wanted to ask.

“Can they really fly?” I thought about the man next to us in the crowd, talking about flying away.

My grandfather shook his head. “Not like a bird, or a plane.” 

My father laughed, sweeping a hand through the air. “Not like Superman, either!”

“So ...” I said, thinking. “What can they do?”

“Glide,” said my grandfather. “Catch themselves if they fall.”

“So it looks like flying?”

My grandfather nodded. “Sometimes.” He waved his cigarette in the air, and the end glowed brighter. “But not everyone learns to do it. It’s hard. Like swimming really fast, or running a marathon.”

“Does it hurt?” 

“I don’t know, Mel.” He sighed. “I guess you’d have to ask an angel.”

I stared up at the lights. 

“Why don’t we know any angels?” I whispered, just loud enough to be heard.

My father looked sad for a moment.

“Oh, we do, Pumpkin. We do.”

My grandfather smiled. “Just because you haven’t seen someone’s wings, that doesn’t mean they’re not an angel. It just means they don’t trust you with that information yet.”

“What’s trust?” I asked, sitting up. 

My grandfather took a puff on his cigarette, and thought for a moment. 

“It means that someone can tell you something – something secret – and they know you won’t tell anyone else. They know you’re a good person, and you won’t go talking about their secrets to people who might not like what they hear.”

I thought about what he said. 

“So there are still people who don’t like angels?” It sounded stupid, but I had to ask.

My father nodded. “Yes, there are.”

“But why?” I couldn’t believe that anyone would not like the man on the billboard, with his beautiful golden wings. 

I felt my father shrug. “Jealousy. Some people wish they had wings. Some people don’t like the idea that other people are better than they are – or think they’re better. Some people think it would be better if there weren’t any angels – just people. Some people would like everyone to be the same.” 

My grandfather laughed softly. “And what a boring world that would be!”

“But—”

“It’s complicated, Pumpkin. And it’s time for bed.”

My father swept me up in a tight hug and planted a kiss on the top of my head. 

“Sleep well,” he said, glancing at my grandfather. “Remember – you’ll be taller in the morning!”

But when I tried to fall asleep, I couldn’t stop thinking about the angel. About his amazing wings, and all those people in the road, watching his photo. 

The people who loved him, and the people who wished he didn’t exist. 
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Chapter 3
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July 2019, Age 16

“Spying, Mel?”

Sam taps my shoulder as I catch my breath. I didn’t hear him walking up the path. I’m too busy watching my mother and her model in the studio.

“No!” I whisper, shrugging his hand away. He points at me, at the studio, and back at me, a look of exaggerated puzzlement on his face.

“OK, yes. Fine. I’m spying.” And I turn back to the open doorway.

Sam leans round me, letting out a gasp as I push him back.

“That’s ...” He breathes, his eyes wide. “That’s Kane.” I nod. “As in ‘all over your bedroom wall’ Kane. That Kane.”

“I’m aware,” I murmur, keeping my attention on the angel. 

“I don’t blame you for the spying,” he says, under his breath. “I don’t blame you at all. That’s one fine angelic specimen, right there.”

I nudge him with my elbow. “Don’t let Faisal hear you say that!”

He grins. 

“Faisal has ... a thing for wings. He’d forget all about me with a view like that.”

I make a sad face. “That’s too bad. A good-looking guy like you deserves someone’s full attention.”

He runs a hand over his close-cut hair and shrugs. “Good-looking I may be, but we both know I can’t complete with an angel.”

I nod, but I’m already looking back through the door. I have to stop myself from yelping when Sam pokes my back.

“See? You’ve forgotten me already.”

He’s right. My friend can’t compete with the man whose face and torso are slowly appearing on my mother’s canvas. 

I can’t drag my eyes away. The bare-chested angel, wings spread wide in the small room, feathers shimmering with every breath – impossible as it sounds, this is the same man I gazed up at from my father’s shoulders, on a giant billboard in London. Everyone knows his face, and his wings. Kane is the most famous angel in the world, modelling for all the biggest names in fashion, but that’s not who I see from my hiding place outside the door. 

This is my first angel – my first glimpse of wings – posing as my mother picks out his image in paint.

This is personal.

“I know you’re there, Melodie,” she calls over her shoulder, her eyes never leaving her painting. “Do you need me, or are you just gawping at our guest?”

Behind me, Sam bites back a laugh. My mother turns from the painting, one hand on her hip.

“I didn’t realise we had an audience. Are you selling tickets now?” She looks past me. “Sam,” she says, nodding. 

“Sorry, Mrs Abbott. I was—”

“It doesn’t matter, because you’re leaving now.” She waves a paintbrush at us. “Both of you. I’m sure Kane would prefer our portrait session to go unobserved.”

I glance at the angel, and my breath freezes. His lips twitch into a smile, and his eyes meet mine.

Blue. Blue like the sky. Blue like sapphires. Blue like ice. 

He holds my gaze, still smiling, and tilts his head to one side. His wings flutter, fragments of golden light dancing across the studio’s white walls. 

I feel as if I’m staring at the sun. As if I’m glowing. 

As if the ground has disappeared. 

I lose my balance, falling. Stumbling backwards into Sam’s strong arms. When I look back, Kane’s eyes are fixed on my mother, his smile extinguished. Sam pushes me onto my feet and takes my elbow, dragging me away from the door and across the garden. I’m still breathless, looking back over my shoulder, searching for a flicker of gold, a shard of reflected light – but my mother has closed the blinds. 

At the back door Sam drops my arm, and we both sink back against the weathered sun-warmed bricks. 

Sam laughs. “Did that just happen? Kane – the Kane – in your mum’s studio?” He waves his hand at the garden. “Here?”

I nod. “Every day for a week, now.” 

“So you’ve been spying for a week?” He punches my shoulder. “Why didn’t you tell me?” 

I shrug. “I’m not supposed to know. No-one is supposed to know.”

“But—”

“And I haven’t been spying. That’s the first time.”

Sam narrows his eyes and gives me a sarcastic nod. “Sure,” he says. “First time.”

But it’s the truth. I figured out who the mysterious model was on Monday, but I’ve been too scared to go near the studio. 

“It’s taken me this long to dare myself to do it. And then I went and ... oh god.” I hide my blushing cheeks in my hands. “I fell over. He looked at me, and I fell over.” I can feel the floor vanishing under my feet. I can see his smile. His eyes. Heat builds on my skin – I think my whole body is blushing. 

Sam laughs. “Angel eyes, right? One glance is enough to knock you out cold.” He shakes his head. “That was a proper swoon, Mel. Like, movie-level, full-body, you-rocked-my-world drama. You need to work on that – I won’t always be there to catch you. Can’t have you swooning like that every time you see an angel.”

***
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“Wait ...” Sam says, over his glass of fresh lemonade. “This isn’t for that exhibition, is it?”

I try to look innocent, twirling the lemon peel in my glass. I’m not supposed to tell anyone. “What exhibition?”

“It is! It’s for the Queen’s exhibition.” He waves a hand in the air. “The angel celebration thingy.”

I stare at my drink, trying not to react, but I can feel the blush returning. 

“Oh my god, it is!” Sam bounces in his chair, pointing at the studio through the kitchen window. “Your mum’s painting an angel for the Queen!”

‘Queen’ comes out as a squeal, and I can’t help laughing.

He bites his knuckle, a grin growing on his face. 

“Ohmygod ohmygod ohmygod, Mel! Your mum is painting Kane for the Queen!”

I force the smile from my face and watch his reaction. 

“I mean, I knew she was famous ... but this? This is ...” He shakes his head. “This is huge!”

I want to grin with him. I want to squeal and tell him he’s right, but I can’t. No-one can know. 

“Yes, Sam. My mother is a famous painter, and sometimes she has famous people in her studio. They pay her lots of money to recreate them with paint and canvas, and then they leave and we never see them again.” I point at the studio. “Who knows why Kane is here?” I shrug. “Maybe he wants a portrait for his new mansion. Or maybe it’s a present for his mum.”

“Or his lover?” Sam places a hand on his chest and gives me a wistful look before shaking his head. “No. Nope. This one’s for the Queen. I know it.”

“Well, then,” I say, sighing. “You’ll just have to promise not to tell another living soul.”

He grins again, and I find myself smiling back.

“Our secret, Mel,” he says, crossing his heart. “And as a bonus I won’t tell anyone that he swept you off your feet with a single glance.”

I aim a kick at his knee, under the table.

***
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The evening sun paints my bedroom in gold. Kane left hours ago, smuggled out by a member of his staff through the back gate to a waiting car. My mother is still working on her top-secret royal commission, so my father cooked home-grown vegetables for dinner. Sam left to meet Faisal somewhere, and the men of the house are smoking in the garden, my brother paying close attention as they roll their organic leaves into neat paper tubes.

I close the door, shutting myself inside my shrine. 

It takes a moment for me to lift my eyes to the images papering the walls. From a hundred photos, a thousand magazine cuttings, and my own rough sketches, Kane’s eyes gaze back at me. Modelling jeans, shirts, sunglasses, watches. Selling boats, cars, planes, jewellery and aftershave. Posing on red carpets from London to LA, Beijing to Bollywood. Arms around beautiful, muscled men and gorgeous, flawless women. Dressed in everything from shadows (artfully photographed) to dinner jackets, modified with tasteful slashes to show off his wings. 

I touch my fingers to his face on a photo – black and white, very classy – and let my hands drag across the wall. Photos and cuttings pass under my fingertips. An extreme close-up, his eyes an impossible blue. The interview where he explained that his name means ‘gold’, and revealed his favourite albums – all of which became instant bestsellers. The Limited Edition Kane-branded gold eyeshadow and nail varnish advert on the same page – both sold out within a day. His iconic first billboard, towering above a London street. The crowds gathered to see his wings. 

Everyone he’s with – male or female, human or angel – is perfect. Chiselled muscles. Stunning makeup. Designer gowns and impossible heels. 

And everyone is smiling. Enjoying their moment with the world’s most famous angel. 

Kane belongs to no-one, and we must all compete for our moment in his orbit. My stomach sinks as I realise my moment was this afternoon, in the studio. His eyes met mine, and I ... 

... I fell. I stumbled, and fell, and it was over.

Hopeless. Wasted. 

I’m such an idiot. My cheeks catch fire again, just thinking about how I must have looked. How I lost control of my legs, right in front of a man who has actual wings. How my knees gave out, just because he looked at me. How I needed Sam to rescue me. 

A sixteen-year-old schoolgirl forgetting how to walk. Forgetting how to stand.

Idiot.

But I still remember the feeling as his eyes met mine. The ground dissolving as my balance shifted towards him. As he became, just briefly, the centre of my world. 

I’m not stupid. I know there’s no chance for someone like me, with someone like Kane. 

With an angel. 

But I can’t help finding beauty in his golden wings and sculpted face. In the image where I first saw him, as tall as a building and as golden as his name. 

In his eyes as he looked into mine.

And there’s no harm in dreaming. 
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September 2019, Age 16

“Is that the actual Queen?” 

Sam’s whisper distracts me from the glossy programme in my hand. I glance up, catching sight of a sunflower-yellow hat over the heads of the guests queueing in front of the National Gallery. She disappears into a car, and the motorcade idling in the street alongside Trafalgar Square pulls away towards The Mall.

Faisal rolls his eyes. “Of course it’s the actual Queen! Didn’t you get the memo? Royal preview?”

Sam nudges his boyfriend with his shoulder. “Yeah, but ... she was right there, Fai!”

The boys exchange a grin, and Faisal shakes his head. “You are going to lose your shit when you see Kane.”

My fingers tighten on the programme, creasing the expensive paper. 

Kane will be here. Kane is coming to see his portrait. 

And I am my mother’s guest of honour.

The gallery gave her three extra tickets. One for me, one for my father, and one for my grandfather. My brother is too young to be trusted around priceless art, my communist father refuses to attend a royal event on principle, and my grandfather offered to take them both to the cinema instead. So here I am, pretending to be grown up enough to represent my mother’s family at the most important exhibition of her career. 

The Queen has completed her viewing of the paintings she commissioned. In a moment it will be our turn.

Around us, the families and plus-ones of the other artists straighten their jackets and ties, and sneak final glimpses of their makeup in pocket mirrors and phone cameras. I tug on the snug short sleeves of my mother’s second-favourite dress and arrange the dark blue pashmina around my shoulders. Faisal straightens Sam’s tie, putting out his hand to stop Sam from pulling it loose again. I check my gold nail varnish and tap nervously at my hair, piled on top of my head in a posh messy bun, and set in place with enough bobby pins and hair spray to stop a bullet. 

“Looking good, Mel.” Faisal gives me a wink. I nod, nerves beginning to flutter in my stomach. Both boys look so much older than their sixteen years, and I feel like a fraud next to them. Faisal’s olive skin glows golden under the spotlights in front of the gallery, and Sam’s white shirt shows off his dark complexion. They look amazing, like models in a magazine. They look as if they belong here. 

I’m starting to sweat into the vintage saree-fabric floor-length gown, and I can only hope that the midnight blue silk will be enough to disguise the damp patches under my arms. I fan my face with the programme, trying to ignore the heat on my skin. 

Kane is inside. Kane is with my mother, and her portrait. There’s no way our paths won’t cross this evening. 

I try to remember to breathe. 

***
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The exhibition space is underground, in the Sainsbury Wing. Museum staff check our invitations at the door, and we drift down the stairs with the other guests towards the murmur of voices and the notes of a string quartet. I have to stop Sam from taking the champagne on offer at the door, and ask for three sparkling elderflower cordials instead. No alcohol, my mother had said as she pinned my hair in place. And no messing around. Tonight, you’re grown-ups. It’s not as if anyone can tell – the drinks look the same in the glasses. 

We follow the other guests into the gallery, and immediately my breath catches. Spaced across the whitewashed walls, the paintings of the Royal Angel Exhibition glow under their spotlights. Each picture is different, catching each subject in a unique pose, but all with their wings outstretched. All with their glimmering feathers dominating the canvas, like icons in a cathedral. 

All breathtaking. 

There are oils, watercolours, photographic projects, detailed collage, and minimalist charcoal sketches. More than one artist has chosen to show the angel in shades of grey, but recreated their wings in bright, eye-catching colours. Every picture tells a story, offering a personal insight into the subject’s life. Among the sports stars, media personalities, and famous musicians, some of the artists have captured doctors, teachers, craftspeople – angels without a public profile who have been brave enough to bare their wings and show who they really are. 

And at the far end of the room, dominating the space, is my mother’s portrait of Kane.

I’ve seen the completed painting in her studio, but here, in this spotlit, church-like space it has become something magical. 

In the image, Kane stands as I saw him from the doorway. Wings spread, his naked chest centred on the giant canvas, his eyes burning out of the frame and gazing straight at his audience. In a nod to his history-making billboard, he wears low-slung jeans and combat boots, untied at the top. A beaded bracelet circles one wrist, and on the other he wears a watch that glints in the light. 

My mother has captured him in shades of bronze acrylic paint and picked out his wings in gold, her bold brushstrokes suggesting the constant shimmer of his feathers.

His eyes are blue, like sapphires. 

I can’t look away.

***
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“Steady,” Sam whispers from behind me. “Keep your feet on the floor.”

I stifle a laugh as we make our way past the other paintings to where my mother stands, answering questions from journalists and posing for photos with her creation. Her green silk dress catches the light as she moves, and I feel utterly out of my depth here, surrounded by famous artists and their glamorous guests. I might be rocking the poshest outfit I’ve ever worn, with hair and makeup that wouldn’t look out of place on the cover of a magazine, but I feel like a fraud. Knowing my friend is behind me gives confidence to my steps. 

“Catch me?” I whisper back, over my shoulder. I can feel my knees shaking already, and I’m mentally awarding myself adulting points for choosing shoes with flat heels. Sam wraps his hand round my arm.

“I’ve got you,” he says.

I feel the rush of air from Kane’s wings before I realise he’s right beside us, striding towards his painting with a glass of bubbly in each hand. Sam’s fingers tighten and for a moment he’s the only thing holding me up. Gravity swims, and the air feels like a hurricane. I’m close enough to reach out and touch the angel’s feathers, and he doesn’t even know I’m here.

Sam slips an arm around my waist. I didn’t realise I’d stopped walking. I’m standing, eyes tight shut in the middle of the gallery, swaying as I try to feel the floor under my feet. 

“Hey,” Sam says in my ear. “Queen of the dramatic swoon.” I nod, eyes still closed. “Are you done now?”

I make myself breathe, centring my weight over both feet. 

He’s just a model. He’s beautiful, and fit, but he’s just a model. He doesn’t save lives, or paint pictures, or write heartbreaking songs. I’ve been head-over-heels in love with him since I was five years old, but he’s an angel, and I’m ... me. I’m ordinary. 

But I’ve spent those eleven years dreaming of Kane, and now ...

Sam’s arm shifts at my waist, and I take a calming breath. 

“Can I let go?” He whispers, “Or is this a full falling-over routine? If so I’m going to have to confiscate your drink.”

His concern is enough to break Kane’s spell, and I open my eyes, lifting my glass out of his reach.

“You’re good?” His voice is soft, and I’m so pleased he’s here. I give him a quick smile, my face warming under my makeup. 

He smiles. “Then let’s go meet your angel.”

***
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My mother spots us, waving over the shoulder of the journalist she’s talking to, and we’re trapped. I can’t walk away from her. I can’t turn my back on Kane and his painting. I feel Sam’s hand on the small of my back – a gentle push to make sure I’m moving – and I make myself put one foot in front of the other.

The journalist sees he’s outnumbered, and excuses himself, leaving us facing my mother, and Kane. The angel whose face stares out from a hundred photos on my bedroom wall, whose wings took my breath away when I first saw him on the iconic billboard, is standing in front of me, and smiling. 

My mother is introducing me, but I can’t hear anything past the rushing of my blood and my shallow breathing. 

He’s wearing white trousers with black combat boots, and there’s a sheen of gold body glitter across his arms and chest. No top, no jacket, and I can see his wings flexing, scattering shards of gold under the gallery spotlights as he turns to me. 

His eyes catch mine, and it doesn’t matter how many photos I’ve pinned to my wall, or how many times I’ve watched his red-carpet appearances on YouTube. This isn’t a photo. This isn’t a carefully crafted video moment. This is raw and real, and I’m losing myself in sapphire blue, framed with mascara and golden eyeshadow. 

He’s even more beautiful in real life. 

And his eyeshadow matches my own. I almost laugh at the realisation, and that’s enough to keep me on my feet. 

“Melodie,” he says, glancing back at my mother. “From the studio! I remember.” His smile is enough to light up the entire gallery. “Lovely to meet you properly.”

I can feel every pin in my elaborate hairstyle, pressing against my scalp. Every place where my dress touches my skin feels like sandpaper. My shoes pinch against my toes. The glass in my hand is icy cold.

Time isn’t working.

“And you,” I hear myself say. I think I’m smiling, but my face feels numb.

“What do you do, Melodie?” He asks. “Are you an artist like your mother, or do you have other miraculous skills?”

His full attention is on me, and I feel like one of the paintings. Something to be gazed at and admired, caught in his personal spotlight. I feel unreal, like a ghost of myself. As if I shouldn’t be breathing. 

And suddenly I need him to think I’m older. I can’t imagine telling Kane I’m a sixth-former and watching his interest fall away as he realises he’s talking to a schoolgirl. The drink in my glass looks like champagne, and I’m wearing my mother’s dress. With my hair up and the make-up to match I know I can get away with stretching the truth.

I messed up our first meeting, and he’s giving me another chance.

“I’m studying art,” I say, surprising myself. It’s true, and I’m definitely going to take art at university, but my lungs feel too small as the half-truth escapes. My skin is burning, and I hope he doesn’t ask me anything else. 

I wish I could disappear, before I screw up this perfect conversation. Before I do something stupid in front of Kane.

I grip my glass with both hands, trying to stop them from shaking. My dress feels damp under my armpits, and I hope no one can see how much I’m sweating. 

“Ah,” he nods at my mother. “Like Alice!” He smiles. “Good for you.” He looks around the room, at all the gorgeous artworks. “What’s your medium, Melodie?” He asks. “Does a talent for painting run in the family?”

My mouth is dry, and I have to concentrate to take a breath. 

“I paint. Oils and acrylics, mostly.” I glance at my mother and she gives me an encouraging nod. “But I’m learning a bit of everything at the moment. Pen and ink, sculpture, collage, photography. I might get to make a video piece next year.”

“And are you studying here in London?”

I nod. Another half-truth.

“Then I hope you’ll invite me to your next exhibition.” He lifts a hand and points to the paintings around us. “It’s intoxicating, this place. So many talented people. So much beauty in one room.”

All I can do is nod as he reaches for my hand. I can’t take a breath, and I can’t feel the floor under my feet. 

Sam is beside me, but all I can think about is Kane, watching me as he talks about beauty and art.

I peel my fingers away from the glass and hold my hand out for him to shake, but he has other ideas. His blue eyes stay fixed on mine as he raises my hand to his lips, and places a gentle kiss against my knuckles. 

My cheeks flare with heat. My skin prickles. I swear I’m floating in the middle of the room. 

Kane is kissing my hand. 

He glances at my gold-painted fingernails and his eyebrows rise. 

“Very nice,” he says. “Is that a deliberate reference?”

“To your interview? Yes. Of course.” The words rush out of me before I can stop. “I have the magazine cutting on my bedroom wall.”

He lifts my hand and admires the colour before letting my fingers fall. 

“A true fan,” he says, smiling, and I have nothing left to say. 
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“These are family friends, Sam and Faisal.” My mother waves a hand at the boys as she introduces them, and I take a step back. I make myself breathe, grateful that Kane’s attention is shifting away from me. I can’t believe I told him about the interview. After trying to sound sophisticated and mature, I had to give myself away as nothing more than an adoring fangirl. 

My hands are shaking. I think my makeup is melting off my face, and I don’t want to think about what I’m doing to this dress. The air feels hot and thick as I concentrate on breathing. I really am an idiot.

The angel gives the boys a warm smile. 

“Sam,” he says, reaching out to shake my friend’s hand. “Thank you for coming, and supporting the woman who captured my soul on her canvas.”

My mother beams, and Sam shakes his hand. My effortlessly handsome friend has to clear his throat before he can reply, and I’m relieved to find that I’m not the only one struggling to form simple words. 

“It’s a pleasure,” he says, as Kane turns to Faisal. 

“It’s an honour to meet you, sir.” Faisal is talking before Kane can speak, and I realise he’s is going to start babbling. He’s having no problem finding words, and I wonder whether we’ll have to stop him. I watch, holding my breath as he dips his head in a bow. “Can I say, you’re looking ...” he shakes his head as he looks Kane up and down, then presses his fingers together in the shape of a heart. Somehow he manages to make his fangirl reaction look cool, and Kane smiles. 

“Thank you,” he says, nodding at Faisal’s sharp suit and artfully tousled hair. “You’re looking pretty hot yourself.”

Faisal clutches his jacket against his heart, and Sam reaches out to put a hand on his arm. 

“Boyfriend,” he says, loud enough for Kane to hear. “No swooning.”

Kane laughs. “You’re a lucky man,” he says, winking at Faisal. Sam grins, and I swear Faisal is glowing. 

Now that the attention is no longer on me, I know how he feels.
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Chapter 5
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We take our drinks and wander the gallery. My mother has more journalists to speak to, and there’s a growing crowd of people who want to meet Kane, and shake the hand of the angel who changed everything.

We must all compete for our moment in his orbit. 

I’m still breathless from our conversation. Casually chatting to Kane about art – it feels impossible. Dreamlike. 

I don’t want to wake up.

“Stannis!” 

Faisal pulls me out of my daydream, catching my arm and dragging me to a life-size photo of a man with ebony skin, neat dreadlocks, and silver wings. The image is printed in shades of grey and blue, and overlaid with sketches of red football shirts, players in motion, and the bright green grass of a stadium. Over his heart he holds an eye-catching full-colour photo of a young girl in a neon-pink dress, long cornrows trailing over her shoulders, her own wings flared behind her outstretched arms.

“Legend,” Sam breathes as he gazes at the image. The first angel to play openly in the Premier League smiles back at him from the photo. 

Faisal glances round the room. “Do you think he’s ...”

I check my programme. Nolan Stannis is unable to attend the Royal Preview. 

“Sorry, Fai,” I say, showing him the page, and his shoulders slump. Sam drapes an arm round his shoulder. 

“I think I’m OK with that,” he says, waving a hand at the artwork. “I’m not sure you’d ever look at me again if you met Stannis in person.”

Faisal shrugs and grins, moving on to the next painting.

Something on the programme page catches my eye, and I stop. Alongside the artist’s notes is another photo of the little girl. Stannis’s five-year-old daughter is dressed in a red football shirt, her wings tucked behind her as she watches the artist setting up the lights for the portrait session. She rests her chin on one hand and her elbow on an equipment crate, her attention held by the assistants connecting cables and positioning softboxes. 

Five years old, and showing her wings to the world. The same age I was when I first saw Kane’s billboard. 

I wonder what it would be like to be born an angel. To grow up with wings. To learn to balance with feathers pulling against your shoulder blades. 

Another piece of your body to protect and take care of and keep clean. Another part of yourself that you might be forced to hide if you live in the wrong place, or the wrong time. Another amazing part of your identity, to be assessed and judged by the people around you. 

I stare at the photo, trying to imagine her life. Not just an angel, but the daughter of a famous angel. So much part of his identity that he gave her a place in his artwork. 

She looks happy. She looks completely at ease. 

My dress tugs at my shoulders as I turn to follow Sam, and for a moment I feel the lack of feathers. The absence in my own body. 

I am surrounded by angels, and I am jealous of their extraordinary wings. 
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When I catch up with my friends, they are staring at a simple sketch. Sweeping pastel lines make up the face of an older woman, the shapes of her wings picked out in bright colours behind her. In one hand she holds a burning candle, and in the other a sky-blue flag with a pair of golden wings in the centre. 

Mila Cornell, the sign next to the picture reads. Angel Activist.

I thumb through the programme until I find Mila’s image.

“One of the first angels to show their wings in public”, I read aloud, and Sam nods. “Just after Kane’s billboard!”

I had no idea there had been other angels revealing themselves in public at the same time as Kane’s first appearance. My surprise makes my voice too loud, and I glance at the people around us. Mila is here, standing with the artist and a group of journalists. I don’t think anyone heard my outburst, but I’m blushing as I turn back to the sketch. So many ways to embarrass myself tonight, even if I don’t fall over in front of Kane. 

And then I realise that Mila’s wings are damaged. The bottom half of one is missing completely, and the other hangs at a sharp angle from her shoulder. The artist has made sure the injuries are visible without detracting from the drama of the image, and when I turn to the group behind me I see that she wears her wings boldly, showing off the unmatched shapes with a plunging asymmetric neckline. 

I scan the page in front of me, and learn what happened. 

The damage is from an assault, around the time Kane’s photo hit the headlines. She unfurled her wings at a demonstration for minority rights. There were people in the crowd looking for trouble, and she found herself under attack. When the thugs were dragged off, the people around her tried to get her to a hospital, but they were turned away. No one knew how to treat wings. No one knew what the risk of infection might be from damaged feathers and shards of wing-bone. 

It took hours, and three emergency departments, before anyone stepped up to help, but by then the damage was too severe. She made headlines for a day, but no one wanted to read about angels. No one wanted to be reminded that people with wings lived around them in secret. No one wanted to feel that her blood, and her injuries, were on their hands. 

My hands are shaking. I had no idea. I’ve been so wrapped up in Kane’s life, and Kane’s image, that I missed this woman’s astonishing bravery. It took a commission from the Queen to bring this beautiful artwork to my attention, along with the story behind it. 

For the second time tonight, I’m breathless. 
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We keep walking, checking out the exhibition and looking for our favourite pictures. Sam picks out a mixed-media collage of a doctor in hospital scrubs, framed by his wings. One is depicted as a scientific anatomical sketch, and the other is a ghostly X-ray image. Smaller anatomical diagrams and scans fill the space around him, and the effect is hypnotic.

“He’s just an ordinary doctor,” Sam says, shaking his head. “He treats everyone, wings or not.”

Faisal’s favourite, after the footballer, is an oil painting of a librarian. She stands in front of a line of bookshelves and holds a pile of books in her arms. The image is half old-fashioned formal portrait, and half joyous laughter. Her clothes are smart but drab and her wings are the dull brown of a female blackbird, but the books erupt in raucous colour all around her as she laughs. One of the books in her pile is Faisal’s favourite – some old cyberpunk adventure – and he decides immediately that this is his guardian angel. 

Mine, not counting Kane, is a Winter Olympic medallist. She took the silver in a ski event in Vancouver in 2010, and surprised everyone at the welcome-home party in London when she took off her jacket and showed off her wings. Her coaching team, some of whom had been hiding their own wings, had sworn
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