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ALSO BY SERA MILANO
This Can Never Not Be Real

‘Told in a bold style, This Can Never Not Be Real is utterly gripping from the first page to the last. It’s a heart-in-mouth,heavy breathing, oh my gosh what’s just happened, compulsive read that you will be racing to get to the end of. In a word, stunning’ – George Lester, author of Boy Queen

‘Heart-rending and utterly gripping’ – Kat Ellis, author of Harrow Lake and Wicked Little Deeds

‘A much-needed novel for our times that shows that no matter what horrors we might have to endure, we will always come out stronger …’ – Mel Darbon, author of Rosie Loves Jack

‘Five urgent voices, five lives dangling by a thread. A heart-in-the-mouth story about fighting for survival, the fragility of life, and finding love in the darkest places’ – Finbar Hawkins
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Content warning

Vile Stars is set in England during the early phases of the Covid-19 pandemic, which casts its shadow over the events of the book. Also casting a shadow is the recent loss of a parent. Content to be aware of in this book includes depictions of gaslighting, the threat of violence, implied suicidal ideation, loss, grief, description of transphobic and homophobic comments and negative body image.




Just before our love got lost you said
‘I am as constant as a northern star’

And I said ‘Constantly in the darkness
Where’s that at?

If you want me, I’ll be in the bar.’

Joni Mitchell, ‘A Case of You’
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To Talia, and Katy, and Rosina, and Nicola, and Madeleine, and Hannah, and Sarah.

The dead parent club isn’t one anyone wants to be part of, but I can’t complain about the company.



ONE

MY NAME IS LUKA: INTRO ‘LIFE GOES ON’

ANITA REDMAN, ASSISTANT STATION MANAGER

Of course, the first priority’s getting the mess off the tracks.

JAMES TABBETH, STATION MANAGER

The first priority’s respectfully dealing with the removal of the body. Transport Police handle it. Call the ambulances and all that. We clear the station and wait. Sometimes they’re not quite dead at first. Sometimes families need to be called. Then the wait’s longer. We’re always respectful.

ANITA

And once that’s done, you need to get the mess off the tracks. There’s a schedule to keep to, and the public can’t be let back until it’s all tidy again. Not sparkling – it’s never sparkling round here. But no mess. Then the trains have to get back on track or there’ll be problems right down the line, and passengers complaining like they do. Shouting and groaning about not getting where they need to. Nobody cares about someone’s personal tragedy if they might be missing their dinner.

ROISIN KELLY, 18, FRIEND

All I really remember is the screaming.

ANITA

All I’m saying is, we have to get the mess off the tracks sharpish. That’s first on the list with a fatality.

ROISIN

When I got Theo’s call that day about finding Luka – he barely said a word, but I could hear everything I’d been afraid of in the tone of his voice. The way it shook. And this sound rose in my throat that I didn’t recognise as being me. As being human. Before I even knew. Before I had any idea just what the reality of it was. Before he could tell me any of it, I remember screaming. And screaming.

ANITA

And then we can get back to normal. That’s the priority with things like this.

Life goes on.




TWO

LETTER FROM LUKA BOOTH

20 OCTOBER 2019

Dear Mom,

It’s one year today, and just so you know, I haven’t forgiven you. I haven’t forgiven you for marrying William. I haven’t forgiven you for up and dragging us all to this stupid country to live in his stupid house. I haven’t forgiven you for trying to make us all fit in with his stupid life.

I want you to know that I still miss Arizona. I miss the strongman silhouettes of Saguaro cacti, and edible Mexican food. Mountains spiking the skyline and coyotes wailing like sirens in the dark. I miss dry heat and hot rain. I want you to know I haven’t forgiven you for making me live somewhere there’s wet heat and wet wet and nothing in between.

Mostly, I haven’t forgiven you for dying. I know it’s not supposed to be your fault but, since we’re being honest here, I still feel like it was a really shitty move.

One year. One year I’ve been breathing and eating and sleeping and miserable pretty much every minute and you haven’t been here for any of it. How many more years are you going to be missing? I’m barely eighteen. Way, way too many.

I just don’t understand. I don’t understand where you are now. Why you’re not in the next room waiting for me. Why it still feels like you should be even when the rational part of my brain whispers impossible at the same time as the hopeful part holds its breath.

Where are you?

Do you know that I’ve googled ‘how do you bring dead people back’ enough times that it comes up as soon as I click into the search bar, and now I can’t let anyone else use my laptop so they won’t think I’ve flipped? Missing you makes me feel insane. I’m not insane. I don’t think I’m insane, but I don’t think I’m whole either. You were such a big part of my life that now you’re gone it’s like trying to get around with a missing limb. One that most people don’t even notice isn’t there.

But it’s not there, and I’m off balance all the time.

I haven’t forgiven you.

I haven’t forgiven me for not being enough for you to stay for. Why couldn’t you have stayed for me and Alec and Allegra? We needed you. I haven’t forgiven cancer, obviously, but it still feels like we should have been able to save you. Loving us should have been enough to help you recover. We should have been able to do something more than watch.

Anything.

Anyway.

Since you’re dead, and since perfectly well-intentioned people keep telling me you’re watching over me, like that’s supposed to fix the fact that you’re not here, I figure I get to make some requests for this next year. Year Two of no you.

If I have to survive it, I’d like a chance to feel like I’m living again, at least a little bit. So:


	I want to not think about you every second of the day.

	I want to not feel guilty for not thinking about you during the seconds when I don’t.

	I want William to stop asking me if I’m okay. In fact, if he could stop speaking to me at all ever, that would also be great.

	I want to get through school. If I can get through school with the set of perfect grades I’ve been predicted, then that would be ideal, but for now survival’s enough.

	A boyfriend would be nice. Shallow, but it’s like everyone in my year is suddenly turning up with one and I missed the memo, or the giveaway or something. I know, it’s a dumb thing to care about. I’d just like to have someone, I think. I think it might help.

	I want to be happy, Mom. I want to remember what that feels like.



That’s it. If I have any more requests I’ll be in touch, but it seems like enough to work on for now. There’s some kind of star-gazing party tomorrow. If you can call it a party, since we’re going with the school. Maybe I’ll find a star to wish on too.

Anyway, unhappy anniversary, Mommy. I miss you.

I haven’t forgiven you.

I love you so much.

Love,

Luka



THREE

MY NAME IS LUKA: EPISODE 1
AUGUST 2020
‘WHEREVER YOU THINK IT ALL BEGAN’

ALEC BOOTH, 17, BROTHER

Okay, it’s recording. You can go.

ROISIN

Where do you want me to start then? It’s just that I’ve never been much good at telling stories. Just look at my English results. And it still feels wrong somehow, talking about Luka without her here.

ALEC

Right, but not talking about her, and what was happening with her, was always half the problem. We all kept our own parts of the story to ourselves. That’s the whole point of doing this. I know none of us want to go through it all again, but I think maybe we need to. Maybe after we’ve gone through it all, put it on the record, we’ll see what we missed. What we could have done.

THEO APFEL, 17, FRIEND

It might help some of us figure out that sometimes there wasn’t anything we could have done.

ALEC

I guess that’s also possible. And I’m doing it this way – recording it, turning it into a podcast – because it means we have to go through everything. We can’t be gentle on ourselves, or on her. We can’t skip parts, or the story won’t make sense. And we’ve got her letters – her voice is going to be as much a part of it as anyone’s. But mostly I’m recording it because maybe someone else who needs it will listen to the podcast and find their voice. I think that would be enough for me.

THEO

You can start where you want, Ro. Wherever you think it all began.

ROISIN

So that would be, I suppose, the night we went to that astrology thingy.

THEO

Astronomy.

ROISIN

Theo, really, if they wanted people to care about the difference, they’d have changed more than one letter. And anyway, you were there too. Both of you were sitting on the bed with us before we left. I was taking my time, as usual, and just then she hadn’t any patience for it.

THEO

She kept asking what was taking so long. Everyone was ready, dressed, and waiting. And waiting.

ROISIN

I was doing my face still. ‘You’re fine, Ro,’ she said, and I shook my head at my reflection in the little mirror she was holding up for me.

‘And since when has fine been anybody’s aim? No, give me five more minutes. I want my eyebrows to be so strong they look like they could walk off my face and kick you in yours.’

ALEC

I remember that. I raised my eyebrows. ‘She’s right. None of us should be leaving the house without assault-brows. It’s not about what’s hot, it’s a matter of self-defence. Pass the pencil – I need to power up my body hair.’ I tried to grab for it, while Theo laughed and tackled me round the waist.

ROISIN

Luka groaned beside me and said we were never going to go out if you two got started. She was antsy, that night – it was almost like she was waiting for something. And she looked amazing despite a total lack of effort, the way she always bloody did and never believed was true. She was just in black jeans and a band shirt she’d cut the neckline out of, with that pendant hanging at her throat.

ALEC

Mom’s locket. There’s a little curl of her hair braided with Mom’s clasped inside the two halves of the heart. She never took it off.

ROISIN

No makeup, even. It was so unfair. That’s why she never got why I like to put enough paint on you could hang me in a gallery. It’s just how I am. I feel better that way. And it takes time to achieve greatness, naturally, but she was over it by then, dropping the mirror in her lap. ‘It’s going to be dark, Rosh. No one’s going to know whether your eyebrows are dancing the Cha-Cha Slide. If we’ve got to go to this shooting-star thing, can we just go?’

THEO

‘Meteor shower,’ I put in, from somewhere under Alec, and I felt everyone turn and look at me, which always makes me tense up somehow. ‘The Orionids. They’re not actual shooting stars. It’s the falling sediment from a comet’s tail.’

‘Oh, well, that sounds much more romantic.’ Rosh was busy tucking brushes and powders into a little bag. I didn’t take the sniping personally.

ROISIN

Wait, hold on a minute. Are we supposed to be talking about each other like we’re not all in the same room, now?

ALEC

Please? For the recording. We’re trying to tell a story. If everyone just uses ‘you’ all the time it’s going to be really confusing listening back. Just … treat it like you’re telling a stranger how it went. That’s exactly what this is, really.

ROISIN

This is so weird, Alec. Fine. So Theo cracked on with his scintillating description.

THEO

Hey –

ROISIN

Hush, I’m telling a story to a stranger.

‘There’s a comet in the sky right now too,’ he said. ‘I don’t think it’s visible to the naked eye, but we might be able to see it if we can get to one of the telescopes. Comet ASASSN.’

‘Comet Assassin?’ I said. ‘Again, that sounds romantic.’ ‘Why are we expecting a party being put on by an observatory to be romantic exactly?’ Alec chipped in. ‘Pretty sure the school’s only requiring attendance because they’re expecting it to be fully chaste. The only people turned on by comets are science nerds like Theo.’

Theo tackled him again. I waited for Luka to chime in with a fresh round of exasperation.

ALEC

‘Comets are vile stars,’ she said instead, reading something off her phone. ‘According to this. According to some ancient Chinese astronomer. Every time they appear … something happens to wipe out the old and establish the new.’

THEO

She stood and picked up her bag.

ROISIN

‘Well, I’m ready for that,’ she said. ‘Let’s go.’



FOUR

ALEC

The Observatory courtyard was packed, despite how late it was. Mostly school groups like ours, from what I could tell, but the evening was open to the public too, so there was a nice mix of hipsters, first dates and kids out way past their bedtimes being shepherded by their grandparents.

ROISIN

The walk up the murderously steep hill in Greenwich Park to get there almost wiped me out, so I couldn’t believe how many old people there were in attendance I don’t know how anyone without the legs of a gazelle would survive.

Obviously, for any of us who go to school in the vicinity, Greenwich Royal Observatory’s old news. If it’s not the obligatory school trip, then your parents are taking you for ‘educational fun’ looking at a collection of old clocks. I couldn’t tell you why something becomes educational just because it’s old. If you’ve had an iPhone more than five minutes it’s old news, but a clock somebody made five hundred years ago is supposed to be fascinating.

All the stuff about the stars is better, though. Even I can admit it’s a little more interesting than looking at someone’s elderly Casio collection.

ALEC

We skipped past the gang of tourists getting their pictures taken straddling the prime meridian – which I always think of as the split at the centre of the world. Theo glanced around, and just as I turned my head to see what he was looking for, I felt him reach for my hand.

THEO

Just a quick arsehole check. Always necessary when you want to be affectionate with your boyfriend in public.

I’d been to loads of events at the Royal Observatory. As Rosh ably observes, I can be something of a cosmology nerd, and we live in a part of London that is, quite honestly, nerd heaven. There are regular evenings where they bring astronomers on-site to chat with the public and answer questions. They have the usual Planetarium shows, and if you’re willing to wait, they’ll let you look through the gigantic Victorian telescope housed under the observatory dome. I get shivers every time.

That night was madly busy, though, far more than usual.

ALEC

It wasn’t quite my idea of a party, but then the parties I go to don’t tend to hire a string quartet. They were set up on a little podium in the middle of the courtyard, playing something that was pretty, but sounded like a hymn.

THEO

‘Jupiter’ from The Planets. Around the base of the podium an elderly couple were twirling each other to the music, and a small gang of children had gathered to do the same.

Most of the people our age had migrated to the edges of the courtyard or gone back down on to the hill, ignoring the occasional announcement that a new talk or Planetarium session was starting inside to gossip in the dark.

Tiny string lights flecked the trees and climbed the railings at the edges of the courtyard, and there were staff on hand giving out hot drinks and little tubs of roast chestnuts, glistening with sugar. It was busy but beautiful.

ROISIN

Luka tipped her head back as we headed through the courtyard, frowning. ‘Why don’t they turn the lights off? I can’t see a single falling star.’

ALEC

Theo, my patron saint of infinite patience, smiled at her. ‘It’s not peak time for the meteor shower yet. The event’s not really about seeing anything, just learning about the stars. We can go down into the park afterwards to stargaze, or get in the queue for the telescope. That’s probably the only way anyone’s catching a glimpse of the comet.’

THEO

I have a bit of a love affair with the Great Equatorial Telescope. It’s the largest in the UK, and sits in a room full of ladders and struts under the dome at the top of the observatory tower. From the outside it looks like somewhere Dr Frankenstein might raise his monster. Inside, it looks more like a storeroom. But there’s a whole universe in it.

ALEC

Theo’s taken me to look at it before. ‘The universe’. The thing is, you don’t realise how much of it there is. Look up at the night sky and the dark looks endless, nothing but black with a pinprick scatter of brighter spots.

But through the telescope it’s more like someone’s spilt sugar on a black tablecloth. There’s so much light out there. So many stars, on and on forever in different colours, hazy or sharp, making patterns that your brain wants to solve.

After you see that, you can’t really think of the sky as darkness any more. It’s just a thin veil to all that hidden light.

‘You have to try the telescope.’ I gave Luka’s shoulder a little shove. ‘Go and get in line early. Theo wants to watch the Planetarium show for the billionth time.’

ROISIN

‘Theo wants to snuggle up in the dark,’ I put in. Naturally, I’d be staying with Luka. Nobody wants to be the third wheel to a collective nerdgasm.

THEO

‘They bring in guest astronomers for these evenings! I want to hear from someone new!’

ALEC

Theo totally wanted to snuggle up in the dark.

ROISIN

We watched the boys walk off, getting more tangled in each other before they had to pull apart to get through the door. Luka had the smile on her face she keeps for when she thinks people aren’t looking. ‘You look like a proud –’

I almost said ‘mother’. Of course I did – it’s how the expression goes, but it caught against my teeth just as my brain cottoned on to the insensitivity of that one. By then, of course, the sudden silence had been as obvious as if I’d held up a neon sign and performed a Broadway tap dance number about it.

‘Well, a proud sister. Like you are.’

I’m a bloody idiot, but there are so many words you have to watch when someone’s mother’s died. The ‘your mum’ jokes in our class vanished for a few weeks after Luka came back to school, but then started to creep in again, and you should see how much a tough lad can wilt when he realises what he’s just said to someone without a mother to joke about.

I try to be more careful, even though Luka always said it was fine, that the word mom didn’t stop existing just because she didn’t have one. At any rate, that night she just smiled and forgave me with her eyes, then glossed straight over it as she replied, ‘I know how much it took for them to get together. And now at least I think Alec’s happy. That’s all I want.’

She paused. And then the flinch that should have come earlier tugged at her mouth.

‘Someone should be.’

ALEC

I can’t help wishing we hadn’t gone inside. When I replay all this – when I’m looking for moments where I could have changed things, it feels like the only spot where one different decision would have altered the future without anyone getting hurt.

ROISIN

We missed the telescope and its view of the infinite universe. After weighing up the pros and cons of spending an hour lining up to see something you can just download as a background for your phone, the decision was made to get drinks instead. They had hot cocoa and mulled apple juice, like it was Christmas, and I had a little bottle of something warmer, if you know what I mean …

I mean alcohol, of course. I’d brought some vodka. It tasted mad mixed in with the chocolate. And we ducked through the crowds towards the edge of the courtyard, trying to balance our drinks and our phones.

ALEC

One different choice. I could have stayed. I could have got in line with her for the telescope. I could have caught her phone.

ROISIN

Some heavy-handed dickhead shouldered into us, and Luka’s phone went right over the railings.

THEO

You couldn’t have known, Alec. None of us could have known.

ROISIN

We looked down after it. And there was this boy, looking up.

ALEC

And that was it.



FIVE

LETTER FROM LUKA

23 OCTOBER 2019

Dear Mom,

His name is Cosmo.

ROISIN

‘His name’s Cosmo!’ Luka called up to me, laughing. I was still picking my way down towards them, trying not to break a heel, but I could see her with her phone in her hands, turning it over to check for new cracks to the screen and then smiling up at him. ‘I don’t believe you. Cosmo like “cosmic”? Like the cosmos?’

LETTER FROM LUKA

I’m still not sure I believe him. It was too coincidental. Like I went to see a meteor shower and a boy dropped right out of the heavens just to catch my phone. Cosmo.

ROISIN

‘Like a … cosmet?’ I tried, catching them up. I know – terrible, but she’d been through all the good ones. His eyes flickered briefly over me, then back to Luka, as if I was just an object in orbit around her bright sun. Not flattering but still, it gave me a minute to look him over. And I have to say for the record: he wasn’t bad to look at. Close cropped hair, dark eyes you couldn’t quite tell the colour of in the night. Tall, broad. Skin pale save for a flecking of stubble. He had a bit of a nose on him, but it worked well with the hard angles of his face.

LETTER FROM LUKA

He smiled (it was a great smile, Mom) and said, ‘Like Cosmo. It’s just a name. Are you American?’

And I grinned like he’d just guessed my birthday or pulled my chosen card from a pack. As if my accent is hard to pick up on. I’ve kept it stubbornly for the seven years I’ve been here, refusing to soften it to something transatlantic like Alec’s and getting frustrated with Allegra for never developing one at all. I’ve always considered it one of the only interesting things about me. And something that connected me to you.

ROISIN

Obviously she was American. It was one of the things we connected over when we first met. When I first started at the school everyone made a fuss over my accent, because Londoners don’t count any of the dozen or so they hear every day as being difficult to understand at all but Irish? Somehow incomprehensible. Anyway there she was: American, everyone thinking she was so cool. And there I was: Irish, being asked to repeat every second word I said.

A couple of days after we first met, after a long, long day of being asked to say ‘thirty-three and a third’ by numerous overgrown infants from our year, she leaned over to me and said, ‘Never lose it. Who wants to sound like them?’

So yes, she was clearly American. As she pushed a hand back through her hair and replied ‘Sure. Arizona transplant,’ I discreetly rolled my eyes.

‘That’s cool,’ he said. He was much taller than the both of us, though I’ve a few inches on Luka, especially in heels. He craned his head in to speak to her, his attention a spotlight that left me out of its focus entirely.

‘I know a lot of people find American accents really annoying, but yours sounds good to me.’

Bit of a weird compliment, but she seemed to take it as flattering. Ah, I don’t know, maybe his cheekbones were doing the real talking.

I have to admit, the bone structure was on point.

LETTER FROM LUKA

We couldn’t chat too much with Roisin standing right there. I love her but she’s less a gooseberry than a whole fruit pie sometimes. She was hovering around like a hired chaperone. But you know when you meet someone and there’s just an electric connection between you? Like they’re a power socket and you’re a metal fork? Well, I never knew what that was like before, but I do now.

Talking to him, I felt electrified.

ROISIN

It wasn’t anything special. The usual boring small talk you’d get from anyone who came up to you on a night out. What’s your name? What school do you go to? and all that.

He didn’t go to school. He was nineteen, he said, and taking a year out before starting university to decide if three years unfettered drinking would be worth all the debt. He said he didn’t think he’d bother going, really.

Now, the thing is, Luka’s had plans to take History at Bristol for basically ever. I held her hand through all the form filling when she applied. She’s always had this plan to do History, then a master’s in International Relations, and then work for a charity or go into politics. One way or another she’d change the world.

So when she laughed and looked down and said, ‘No, I don’t know if I’ll bother, either’ that’s when I had to walk away for a minute.

LETTER FROM LUKA

But when we finally had a few moments we had so much in common. We’ve seen the same bands. We were even both at Adamantium festival last year. Isn’t that crazy? Three days in the same big field and it takes a year to for us circle round and run in to each other. Maybe the timing hadn’t been right back then. We needed to wait until the stars aligned.

He asked if I was there to see the meteors, and I told him my brother’s boyfriend wouldn’t let us leave until we had. Then I got bold enough to ask if he wanted to come down the hill with us. And he said –

ROISIN

He said, ‘How am I supposed to see any meteors when you’re outshining everything round here?’

I’d stepped away, but it didn’t mean I wasn’t listening. And a line like that tends to silence everything around it. I fully expected her to reply the way I would: And I heard the moon was made of cheese, but it turns out that’s just you.

But I looked round, and he had a hand on her arm, while she had a blush going like a beacon in the dark.

He may have just called her human light pollution but, despite myself, at the sight of that I couldn’t help smiling too.

LETTER FROM LUKA

Then he asked for my number and I put it in his phone. He put his in mine, too, but I scrolled through later and couldn’t find it under C.

I ran down the list and, finally, it was there. He’d entered his name as Like Cosmic.

Mom, I think this boy’s going to be a problem.

ROISIN

The Planetarium must have finally kicked out its romantic little show, because up in the courtyard I could hear Alec hollering both our names, like a cow that had got bored of the same old lines. ‘Loooooooka? Roooooooosh?’

‘That’s us,’ I said, inserting myself into Luka’s line of sight to see if I could break the romantic trance. It was Cosmo who looked at me first, snapping his head round, a little line of irritation threaded between his eyebrows. I smiled sweetly. ‘With a few less vowels, more consonants. This is Luka.’ I gestured at her, then at myself. ‘I’m Roisin.’

I let the not that you’ve asked sit on the end of my tongue, but I think he heard it.

‘Sorry, yeah. Nice to meet you too, Roisin.’

He butchered my name, which takes talent given I’d just said it. But ‘Russian’ instead of ‘Ro-sheen’ isn’t the worst attempt I’ve heard. I get called ‘Raisin’ all the time. It really makes you feel for the Caoimhes and Saiorses of this world.

Anyway, I had called him Cosmet, so I let it go.

Alec yelled again and I called down ‘Here!’ and Luka gave me such a look.

LETTER FROM LUKA

I mean, I’d barely spoken to him for fifteen minutes and I didn’t want to stop. I hadn’t felt energised in so long. It was like every deadened nerve ending had come alive. Sometimes it seems like I stopped feeling anything when you died but there it was, suddenly: sensation.

ROISIN

‘There you are – how was gazing into eternity?’ Alec strolled across the grass, his arm looped round Theo’s shoulders. I looked round to see his expression grow curious, and Theo step out from his hold. He always does that when meeting someone new. ‘Who’s this?’

ALEC

I couldn’t see much of him on account of the shadows he stood in. A pale face in the dark, straightening up and stepping back from my sister. He held up his hands as if I’d accused him of a crime and he wanted to protest innocence.

ROISIN

‘Just a bold rescuer of phones that get flung at me from a great height,’ Cosmo said.

Luka laughed, and I smiled too. He was sharp, but there was something a little charming about him. At least in the way he spoke to her.

‘Anyway, happy to help but I really need to take off. Enjoy the night, Starshine.’

He gave a nod to Alec and Theo, apparently forgot I was there, again, and pushed his hands into the pockets of his jeans as he walked away.

‘Well, that was weird.’ Theo came up and tucked his chin into the dip of my shoulder until I laughed and shoved him off. ‘Was he bothering you?’

ALEC

Luka looked spectacularly insulted. ‘He saved my phone.’ She waved the object in question around like she might injure someone with it. She’d been smiling a moment ago. But that was my sister since Mom died. Moods that changed a mile-a-minute. ‘He was just being helpful.’

I nodded. ‘Sure. Well, at least you don’t have to try to get the insurance to pay out on it for a third time this year. I’m terrified of the day someone lets you get a car.’

THEO

She made an insulted choking sound, but you could see her relenting. Alec has this way with people. Almost no one can stay angry at a smile like his. Although I’ve tried, once or twice.

But that’s not important. He hooked his arm into Luka’s elbow, leaning in to peer at her phone. ‘Oooh, did you get his number? Fast worker, but really, that guy?’

ROISIN

‘What’s wrong with that guy?’ she asked, shooting him a glance so scornful it could have seared on contact.

‘He was wearing plaid,’ Theo put in, quietly mind-reading. ‘Alec has a personal campaign against the fabric as a whole. He thinks it makes people look like they parked their tractor down the street.’

THEO

‘He’d best watch that.’ Roisin tutted. ‘The village where my gran lives is wall-to-wall tractors. Half of them registered in the family name.’

ALEC

‘It’s not the tractors – it’s the aesthetic. Plaid doesn’t suit anybody.’

‘It suited him!’ And with that, Luka totally gave herself away. And I thought well, good. It’s good if she likes somebody. It’s good for her to like something.

Of course, I wasn’t going to say that out loud.

‘Fine, keep daydreaming about your knight in shining farmer. Ready to go down to the hill?’

ROISIN

Wait – I just want to stop this for a minute. I want to ask something. I know that you two only met him for a few seconds that night, barely long enough to make an impression. But I just want to know, from the way he was, and the way she acted after, was there anything at all that made you think it could have gone the way it did?

THEO

Nothing.

ALEC

Nothing.

ROISIN

No. It kills me, but there was nothing at all.

LETTER FROM LUKA

We spent hours that night lying on our backs on the hillside, with Theo pointing out constellations and retelling the stories he’d heard in the Planetarium while we waited for shooting stars. When they came – tiny streaks of white so faint that you could think you saw one if you just turned your head too fast – you could hear murmurs from all around. People kept ruining the moment with a phone camera flash.

To me they looked too small and insignificant to wish on, but I was hardly watching. Too busy thinking about the wishes I’d already made in my last letter.

Is there really some magic to asking favours from the dead? Should I have started asking you for miracles a year ago, and if I had would I be living in a mansion right now, wondering what to spend my lottery winnings on next?

I don’t think so. Honestly, I don’t even know if he’ll call. But he might.

Alec gave me a hard time about missing the telescope but I don’t care. So maybe I didn’t gaze into infinity that night, but it feels like I might have glimpsed a small part of the future that I can actually reach out and touch.

Something warm, when everything’s been cold for too long.

We never saw the comet. Theo said we wouldn’t with the naked eye, and eventually we got up and stretched out our stiff limbs to walk home.

But as we walked, I looked up and I swear Mom, I saw something crossing the sky. Bright and strange. More than just part of the meteor shower. Some streak of shining, unknowable promise.

Something to wipe out the old and establish the new.

I hope so.

I love you.

Luka
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