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It was the worst summer Jade could remember. Although the late June sun sat lemony in the sky, the air was cool enough to bring goosebumps to the bare skin of her arms. It was the sort of summer’s day that made her question why she lived in England.

Standing outside the main doors to her block of flats, she tied her brown unbrushed waist-length hair into a ponytail. She tapped her phone and opened the playlist ‘Run Jade Run’, letting the first track fill her whole head. But just as she was about to pick up into a jog, she heard a low voice cutting through the music from above.

Turning to look up to her fifties-style balcony, she saw Adam, his sleep-ruffled hair its usual mess of blonde and brown, leaning over the white iron railings, waving a set of keys and mouthing the word ‘Jade!’ theatrically.

Jade yanked out her earphones and stage-whispered back, ‘What, Adam? What?!’

‘Your keys.’ He held them aloft, pointing at them accusingly, his eyes squinting in the light. ‘I’m not going to be here when you get back. I’m going for a coffee with Benny, then I’m meeting Tommo for a few beers later.’

‘Forfucksake,’ she muttered to herself as Adam lobbed the keys with a little too much punch in her direction.

‘You really ought to invest in proper running gear at some point,’ he added once she’d caught them. ‘You look like a teenage boy off to drink cider down the park.’

With that he turned quickly back inside, still in his boxer shorts, his arms wrapped around his bare torso. Jade looked down at her oversized, creased, tie-dye T-shirt. Then down to her legs and the grey tracksuit bottoms that sagged at the knee and ballooned at the ankle. She’d never seen the point in spending extortionate amounts on sleek, elaborately patterned leggings when she was more than comfortable in her favourite tracksuit bottoms. She stood motionless for three long seconds and felt the sting of his words.

Then she started to run. One foot in front of the other, as if each step further from the flat could distance her from her problems. Today she needed the hypnotic flow of water – so she headed for the river. She didn’t want to think about Adam’s reluctance to spend any decent amount of time with her, or his regular slights and put-downs. And she really didn’t want to think back to their incredibly irritating conversation in bed last night. She winced and shook her head.

Picking up her pace, she could feel her hair splaying out like knotted tentacles behind her as gravity pulled her down the length of the hill. She let her legs pick up momentum and move in cyclones. Swinging her body, she took a right down River Lane, past the impossibly big houses with Georgian windows and trees sculpted into cones. She could see a glimmer ahead – early-morning sunbeams skipping across the grooves in the water. Her breathing and legs settled into an even rhythm, her heart matching the drumbeat in her ears.

The houses that lined the far bank of the river always piqued her curiosity, sending her into a fantasy world of people she didn’t know. Her favourite was a small wooden house that she thought should be in the woods of Yosemite National Park. Jade could almost smell moss, smoke and cedar just looking at its porch and decking that overlooked the river. But, despite the meditative state she could slip into when running, Adam’s words still rang in her head. When had it all started to go so wrong? More and more hairline cracks were appearing in their relationship. And still she found herself trying to replace her worries with memories of better times. Maybe everything would be OK. Maybe she could glue the cracks back together.

Letting her shoulders drop, Jade allowed her mind to meander back to the night they met. Sophie had dragged her to the opening of a new exhibition by an artist who painted rotting fruit using natural dye from the very fruits themselves. Jade had thought it sounded extremely pretentious, but they’d rushed straight from work in their paint-splattered overalls, and any excitement Jade had felt about the prospect of free wine and a night out had disappeared in the face of the preened and pampered fine-art crowd. Sophie had floated off to talk to an old friend from art school and Jade had stood awkwardly, feeling out of place and dishevelled, her eyes darting from the crowd to the ground.

She had noticed the veins that ran down the front of his biceps first. Then, daring to glance up at his face, the naturally lighter streaks of hair that twisted messily through the darker shades beneath. He seemed to take up space without effort as he moved around the room, gesticulating as he spoke, his head thrown back with uninhibited laughter. Watching him made her aware of how tightly wound she felt. And, as the evening progressed, her body had gravitated towards his like a magnet. He had said something to her about her dungarees; she had made a quip about his spotless T-shirt.

Now she smiled, remembering the moments that evening when she had felt Adam’s eyes on her, even when she wasn’t looking at him; his half-smile when she stole a glance. Reminiscing about that first night felt like the recovery of something. A safety rope to better times.

From their first meeting she was hooked – and felt herself slowly unravelling at the seams. In those early days, Adam’s confidence and breezy approach to life seemed to be the missing puzzle piece she so desperately needed. His self-assurance rubbed off on her like delicious aftershave. He had turned up when she was mostly made of tears and bowls of cereal for dinner. And she had raced into combining their lives, feeling she could at last breathe. But recently his unruffled demeanour, the space he took up, felt like a block of concrete dragging her down.

But she didn’t want to be single at thirty-two. She didn’t want to feel the surge of pain she knew was sitting just below one thin layer of skin. It would all be OK. It had to be OK.

Reaching Teddington Lock was a relief. She touched a tree with her fingertips as if to mark the halfway point, then turned on her heels to make her way home along the river path. Dodging dog-walkers and bedraggled parents pushing sleeping babies in buggies, she arrived back at the main road which led to her flat at the top of the hill.

Once she’d left the river behind her, the roar of car engines invaded the silence – and Jade lifted her gaze with mild dread. Jogging back up the hill felt like a battle with gravity. Her lungs pumped as she began her ascent, legs as heavy as steel. Finally she reached the small concrete stairway that ran alongside a row of luxury apartments that overlooked the Thames. It was her favourite view: the expanse of sky, the silky bend of the river that snaked through the trees.

Slowing to a walk, she gulped down cool air and stretched her arms above her head. As she took the first step, she looked down at the fluorescent trainers she knew Adam hated, and then to the random objects that littered the soil either side of the steps: a solitary rubber glove, which took on a sinister edge without its matching pair; a curled crisp packet; a decomposed apple core. She pushed each step away, her thighs twitching with fatigue. A crushed juice carton; a contorted, empty can of beer. So much litter hidden just out of view from the high-earners.

As her right foot hit the penultimate step, her eyes landed on a wad of paper. Compared to the rotting and crumpled litter strewn about, this stack of paper seemed pristine – untouched by human hand. She leaned in closer.

It looked like a script. Not that Jade had seen one since drama club at school. The font looked similar to that of a typewriter, with short stabs of text and names above each section. Shoving her phone into her sports bra, she wrapped the bottom of her baggy T-shirt around her fingers, pincered the sides of the stapled sheets, and picked it up.

Jade turned it over in her hands, inspecting it as if it were a fossil. Maybe a film star was staying in the adjacent apartments while on location. A couple of years ago, Brad Pitt had allegedly stayed down the road in Petersham while filming at Shepperton Studios – although she never did catch a glimpse of him, despite altering her run route to glide past his supposed rental twice a week. Maybe it was for a play? Richmond Theatre often showed small but acclaimed shows that had been touring nationally. Her mum, Sue, had once dragged her to watch Anton Du Beke’s one-man show there. As a huge Strictly fan, Sue had worn a purple sequinned top to try and catch Anton’s eye. At one point, Jade remembered with a grimace, her mother had even waved at him as he jived towards their side of the auditorium, spilling her plastic glass of wine all over Jade’s lap. Jade had then excused herself to spend an inordinate amount of time in the bathroom.

Throwing a look over her shoulder to ensure she was alone, Jade started to read:


JADE



She froze. Scanning the page, she took in very little, but tried to spot more mentions of her name. Her eyes jumped over every other word until they landed on:


ADAM



What? Her eyes ran back up to the top. Above the first line of script, headed with her own name, was a stage direction:

[Jade leans against the kitchen worktop. One of the cupboard doors overhead is wonky, as the top hinge is loose. Jade stares at the floor to avoid eye contact with Adam.]

Jade’s stomach lurched.

Her kitchen cupboard door – the one that stored her ever-growing assortment of mugs – was hanging by loose hinges.

Her eyes flicked to the next chunk of script. Under the stage directions were Jade’s first lines of script:


JADE

Adam, are you sure you need to go to LA? Aren’t long-haul flights quite expensive?



Jade looked up from the page and dug her toes into the ground to steady herself. The trees around her spun.

Last night her boyfriend of three years had casually stated that he ‘probably needed to go abroad for his next work project’. Now Jade finally allowed herself to think back to the irritation she had felt as he had nonchalantly mentioned it in bed, then rolled over to face away from her.

Adam’s clothing line, Good2, had been in business for four years. Initially he had started the brand alongside his day job of styling for an established men’s clothing line. But two years into creating Good2, Miley Cyrus had worn one of his T-shirts on a prime-time chat show in America, and, after a period of press interest and online hype, he had saved enough money to make the leap and quit his styling job. Although the brand still sold in Selfridges as well as on his own website, the yearly turnover had dropped – yet his lifestyle choices often didn’t reflect it. A trip abroad in the midst of a period of low business felt excessive to say the least. Reckless, in fact. Adam’s relaxed approach to anything remotely practical had once calmed Jade’s nerves, but it now rattled her every bone. Whenever she questioned his rate of spending, he would simply blame their rent being too high. Last night, after his mention of a trip abroad, Jade had let her hand linger centimetres from the bedside lamp, while silence engulfed them both.

Jade blinked herself back into the present moment, letting the memory fade and her eyes focus on the page in her hands. The script continued with another stage direction:

[Adam leans against a wall where a brass clock is hung. The clock reads 8:10pm and the weather dial shows sun and cloud.]

The clock. This was Jade’s clock – the most generous and well-thought-out gift presented to her on her thirtieth birthday by her godmother, Belinda. Each time a new weather front moved in, the mechanism would gently whirr and a little picture of a sun peeking out from a cloud, or raindrops, or even thunder and lightning would appear.

This script was a terrifyingly accurate look into a world that felt very much like Jade’s. The names, the clock, the wonky cupboard … Her neck muscles tensed, and she noticed the uncomfortable stitch below her ribs for the first time since she’d left the house. She dared to read on.


ADAM

It’s really important, babe. It’s the right scene. The right vibe. I can’t get that inspiration here. It’s so middle class. I can hardly design an edgy top for young people while walking around high-street chains and the farmers market on a Sunday. As much as I love popping into Whole Foods, it’s about as edgy as a sponge.



Jade’s eyes widened. Her large cup of pre-run coffee pulsed through her veins. She needed anchoring. Letting her thighs smack onto the step below, she sat down and read on.

Another stage direction:

[Jade keeps her head tilted down and her gaze on her feet.]


JADE

I just think that flights are, like, well over £500 to get there and back. Where would you stay?

ADAM

I don’t know. With a friend.

JADE

You have friends in LA? Who?

ADAM

I don’t know. People I’ve met over the years. I’ll work it out.

JADE

So, you really need to go and do this?

ADAM

Babe, yes. I’ve told you. You want to see my brand expand, right? This is an important part of my creativity. I’m probably going to go next Tuesday.



[Jade continues to look at the floor and kicks a clump of granola by her toes.]


ADAM

It’s an important trip. I’m sure flights won’t be too bad.

JADE

OK. It’s just …



This was not a conversation that they’d had, but the script bore an uncanny resemblance to a typical conversation between them – and not only because of the storyline. It was as if the script was transcribed from her mind. It was typical Adam, typical her. Adam making light of a huge decision which impacted Jade; Jade unable to find the right words. Her throat had become the pit-stop for all the expletives she didn’t dare shout, the questions she was too scared to ask, the no’s she never felt brave enough to say.

Jade closed her eyes and let her head flop back, face to the sky, before her eyes flashed back down to the page. She hoped to see more text under her name – questioning Adam’s trip, saying a vehement no, the right words to wrap the conversation up tightly.


ADAM

I’m probably going to stay in West Hollywood. There are some good flea markets there. I think they call them Swap Meets or Meet Swaps or something. I’m already feeling inspired. I’m going to bring more of a skater feel to the line, but only subtly. It’s still got to look classy, clean, and continue with the brand’s core feel that I’ve established.

JADE

Sounds good.

ADAM

Right, I’m having a bath and getting an early one.



Jade gulped, freeing her fingers from her scrunched-up T-shirt as they fumbled to turn the page, the whole wad of paper falling to the ground. She grabbed at it, scooping it back up into her arms, then pinched at the pages and turned to continue reading, but there was nothing. The rest of the pages were blank. She tried again, working her way from the page she had just read and rubbing at it to ensure she hadn’t missed anything. Nothing. Glaring white emptiness staring back at her. Heart racing, she rolled the pages into a tube and slid them down into the waistband of her joggers.

She walked home, her head spinning. One foot, the next foot, one more step, every now and then tapping the side of her waist to check the rolled-up script was still in place. As she approached the main door to their block of flats, her neighbour Mr Merry was leaving.

‘Morning, Jade. Bit nippy out today, isn’t it?’ said Mr Merry as he tipped his flat cap towards her.

Mr Merry was indeed always merry – which had led to Adam secretly calling him ‘Mr Men’ behind his back. Always with endearment, as both Jade and Adam were very fond of their brief yet sunny corridor chats.

‘Oh hi. Morning, Mr Men,’ Jade blurted out. ‘Er, er, Mr Merry, Mr MERRY,’ she clarified. ‘Have a lovely, lovely walk.’

Flustered, cheeks burning red, she rushed past him and ran up the stairs to her first-floor flat. She fumbled for the keys she’d shoved down her bra and ripped them out, scratching her chest as she did. Thrusting the key into the lock, she pushed through the door and fell to her knees in the hallway, pulled the paper from her joggers, and lay on her back staring at the ceiling.

What the hell was she going to do now? Call Sophie? Definitely not her mum, that would only create more drama. Maybe she should tell Adam – yet, somehow, that felt entirely wrong. Jade sat up and crossed her legs, letting her head hang towards the curled script on the floor. She was so consumed by the feeling of anxiety in her chest that it took her a whole minute to notice that Adam had walked mud across the carpet of the hallway on his way out.

Picking the script back up, she stared at the words and read them over and over. Who wrote this? How did they know such intimate details about her flat and relationship? She lay back on the floor, letting the adrenaline slide off her skin, leaving her numb and quiet.
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Jade’s thighs always went flamingo pink when she got out of the bath. It was one of the things Adam used to say he loved about her. He would call her his little dragon and rub her flaming thighs beneath her towel. Now, padding down the hallway from the bathroom, the script from this morning’s run still playing on a loop in her mind, she couldn’t remember the last time he had called her anything but ‘Jade’. Before they met, she had simply felt ordinary, with her hazel eyes – not light enough to be green, not dark enough to be mysterious – and her brown hair – not rich and brunette but not sun-kissed either. Her body was not firm enough to be athletic, not soft enough to be voluptuous. She had always felt as if she were the midpoint to everything. Growing up next to her sister, Lily, only accentuated it. Yet Adam, for a brief time in the early days of their relationship, had made her feel far from average.

She sat on the end of their bed and let the sweat drip down her face onto her pink thighs. She didn’t see the point in a bath or shower that was anything other than boiling. She wanted to feel like it was doing something – moving stuff on, sweating stuff out, burning off whatever she had picked up throughout her day. She closed her eyes and let the heat suck the last drops of adrenaline from her bones. It was still light outside, but the comfort of her bed pulled her nearer towards sleep.

When finally each limb was relaxed and her mind was losing its grip on the day, she heard a key in the door, then two heavy stomps on the doormat. Jade’s body shot into an upright position.

‘For fuck’s sake, who’s walked mud all over the carpet?’ boomed Adam through the bedroom wall.

Jade wiped the sweat off her face with the towel. She hadn’t been anticipating his return for hours, as a beer with Tommo almost exclusively ended with Adam crashing through the door at gone midnight, and it was only eight o’clock. She inhaled and said in a whispered hush, ‘You! You walked mud over the carpet,’ then raced to put her knickers and a T-shirt on – the possibility of Adam feeling horny after a couple of beers was high, and she really wasn’t in the mood.

‘Hi, how come you’re back?’ Jade shouted. ‘I thought you said you were out with Tommo?’

‘Oh, he promised he would take his mum to the airport at five in the morning tomorrow so he didn’t fancy a big one,’ Adam shouted back nonchalantly.

‘OK. I’m just out of the bath,’ Jade said as she walked into the kitchen, where Adam was sitting on the counter with his shoes still on. She fixed her eyes on the texture of the worktops and tried to steer her brain away from the curled-up script in their bedroom. ‘I was going to get a super-early night but we can just hang out if you fancy instead?’ she asked, moving towards the corner of the counter below the wonky cupboard. Adam’s eyes were on his phone, his fingers scrolling through Instagram, his mind lost in other people’s lives. Jade’s question was left hanging.

‘Reckon you can fix this cupboard soon?’ she continued. ‘It’s driving me mad. It’s like playing a game of Total Wipeout every time I try and make a cup of tea.’ She looked up at him, forcing a small laugh.

‘Jade, I’ve been so busy. But I will, I will. I just haven’t had a second. I’ll get it done before I go away. Anyway, you’re the handy, arty one, can’t you do it?’

Jade swallowed, her throat sandpaper dry. Adam looked up at her for the first time.

‘You look pretty. All flushed and pink.’ One side of his mouth curled up, then his eyes drifted back down to his phone.

The unexpected compliment took the electricity out of her nerves. She gazed down at her bare pink legs and coyly crossed them, feeling her damp thighs stick together.

‘I was chatting about the trip with Tommo. I’m thinking LA.’ Adam kept his eyes on his phone.

‘Adam, are you sure you need to go to LA? Aren’t long-haul flights quite expensive?’

The words fell out of her mouth, each one landing quietly at Adam’s feet. She noticed a clump of granola on the floor, and as she kicked it out of the way a wave of déjà vu hit her …

Adam continued to stare down at his phone, scrolling while answering her quiet question.

‘It’s really important, babe. It’s the right scene. The right vibe. I can’t get that inspiration here. It’s so middle class. I can hardly design an edgy top for young people while walking around high-street chains and the farmers market on a Sunday. As much as I love popping into Whole Foods, it’s about as edgy as a sponge.’

That word. Sponge. Sponge. Why was that word kicking her in the gut? It was the line in the script! She replayed Adam’s last sentence in her head and matched it with the script she had now almost memorised verbatim: Whole Foods, sponge, farmers market. She heard ringing in her right ear and leaned back to steady herself on the counter beneath the weather clock; glancing up, she could see the reflection of it in the window, the clouds moving in to cover the sun, the hands sitting at 8:10pm.

The urge to leave the room, or eat something very salty, or do both at the same time, moved Jade towards the snack cupboard. Crisps could annihilate thoughts one at a time. Thick peanut butter spread on crackers and stuck to the roof of her mouth could melt away worries. She lurched forward to grab a packet of Kettle chips, but something pulled her back to where she’d been stood beneath the clock and before she could process what was happening her mouth opened.

‘I just think that flights are, like, well over £500 to get there and back. Where would you stay?’

She felt her pupils dilate. Those words. They belonged to her, but also to the page.

Adam kept his eyes locked on his phone screen. He pushed one trainer off with the other foot, letting dry mud shatter on the kitchen floor as it hit the deck. The next shoe followed. He didn’t look up. ‘I don’t know. With a friend.’

The room took on a surreal form, like Jade was looking through a fish-eye lens.

‘You have friends in LA? Who?’

Adam put his phone beside him on the counter and looked at Jade with a furrowed brow. ‘I don’t know. People I’ve met over the years. I’ll work it out.’

He simply couldn’t give a shit. She could see it in every muscle in his body. For every tight neck muscle Jade felt, he had one so relaxed it was almost falling off the bone. Even his hair looked chilled out; dark blonde streaks flopping carelessly over his eyes. Salt. She needed salt.

‘So, you really need to go and do this?’ she asked.

Adam jumped down from the counter and opened the snack cupboard, looked it up and down, then shut it again.

‘Babe, yes. I’ve told you. You want to see my brand expand, right? This is an important part of my creativity. I’m probably going to go next Tuesday.’

Jade kicked the piece of granola harder this time. It ricocheted off the opposite cupboard and scattered. This small breakfast cluster seemed to take on a new meaning. Her world felt like it was scattering too – pieces moving in all directions, untethered, chaotic, no sense to any of it.

Adam walked out of the kitchen and towards the bathroom.

‘It’s an important trip. I’m sure flights won’t be too bad,’ he said over his shoulder. Then the bathroom door slammed shut.

Jade felt rage crystallise in her jaw. ‘OK. It’s just …’

The bath taps were now running fiercely. She was sure he could barely hear her.

She stared out the window. Why couldn’t she say the words that were spinning around her head?

The bathroom door clicked open, breaking Jade’s train of thought. Adam poked his head around the door.

‘I’m probably going to stay in West Hollywood,’ he said. ‘There are some good flea markets there. I think they call them Swap Meets or Meet Swaps or something. I’m already feeling inspired. I’m going to bring more of a skater feel to the line, but only subtly. It’s still got to look classy, clean, and continue with the brand’s core feel that I’ve established.’

His usual move. Having to have the last word. His final manifesto to seal the deal and keep Jade silent. The words ‘core’ and ‘feel’ made her cringe.

Jade smiled and nodded her head. ‘Sounds good.’ Every ounce of energy drained from her.

Adam closed the door again and shouted above the noise of the running water, ‘Right, I’m having a bath and getting an early one.’

Jade turned and slowly shuffled to the cupboard, her hand moving automatically towards the family-size bag of crisps. She shuffled back into the corner of the counter, beneath the clock. She was safe here. She knew how the counter felt on her back; the salt on her tongue; the numbness gradually moving up her body.

Slowly and without noticing, Jade’s hand moved from packet to mouth, from packet to mouth, until her lips turned the colour of milk from the salt. She stopped when her fingers could feel only crumbs and grains of salt at the bottom of the bag. She needed to get into bed and somehow fall asleep before Adam clambered in. Her foot stomped on the bin peddle and she threw in the empty packet, then scurried to the sanctuary of her bedroom before the self-loathing kicked in.

What was going on? Was she being watched, spied on? Was somebody playing a trick on her? Her forehead pulsated with it all. She craved blankness and oblivion. No more talking tonight. No more thinking. Without bothering to clean her teeth, she slid under the covers and let her tongue pick the remnants of crisps out of her molars. She gave a deep sigh, letting her long damp hair press into the pillow. No more words.
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The sound of the alarm clock centimetres from Jade’s head made her chest heave. She sat up quickly, flapping her left arm to find the stop button. She knew she had exactly thirty seconds to grab her phone off the bedside cabinet before that alarm went off next. Desperately trying not to wake Adam, she slipped off the bed as if her body were lubricated. A slat beneath the mattress creaked and she froze. Adam turned on his side.

‘Jade, seriously,’ he said with closed eyes, ‘I’m exhausted, can you try and not be so bloody noisy.’ He rolled back over and pulled the duvet over to his side.

She watched his back muscles slide over his shoulder blades as a flush of foolishness blotted her cheeks. It had been five days since their stilted discussion about his trip. A whole five days of wondering if she had imagined the script and was losing her mind. True to his word, Adam had booked his LA flight for the following week. And each morning since, she had gone to her sock drawer where she was hiding the script and slipped it into her backpack to take to work. It would be inexplicable if it was discovered by Adam. But she also had the overwhelming compulsion to keep reading over the words to try and figure out what was going on. How had the exact script on the page predicted their conversation? It felt implausible. Impossible.

Within seconds the kettle was on, and minutes later warm strong coffee was sliding down her throat. Jade always left her work clothes in the bathroom so that she could shower and dress without waking Adam before she left the flat. Today she pulled her paint-splattered dungarees on, covered her long, unbrushed hair with her favourite purple hat, then, after putting on her Doc Martens, looked at herself in the hallway mirror and half smiled.

Outside, she hopped on her bike, and soon the cool morning air was skimming past her cheeks, blowing the stress away. Every day Jade felt grateful for her bike and the freedom and movement it gave her. It was pink, but not Barbie-pink; Jade always thought it was like the colour of the inside of a grapefruit. Even on days when she sat on her bike alongside rush-hour traffic, she’d be glad to be out in the world and pity those trapped in cars, sedentary and frustrated, their faces screwed up, necks craning to see what the hold-up was, then glancing down at hidden phones in laps as they tried to kill precious time.

The unseasonably bad weather had continued, and as she cycled down congested roads the grey clouds felt so low she could almost touch them. She had barely said two words to Adam since that night, choosing instead to stay at work late each day. He, meanwhile, had gone out most nights. The lack of communication had left her feeling empty.

A little before 8am, she reached the warehouse in Acton and slid the large wooden doors open to an already bustling scene. The speakers were blaring out nineties music and Lethabo, Sophie and Jackson were crouched down fixing strips of cloth to wooden boards. Lethabo, today in pink dungarees to match his hair, moved to the music as he worked, while Jackson crouched, long legs in tight black jeans pulled close to his chest, barely moving at all. They were yin and yang, Lethabo a dancing rainbow, his movements somewhere between a cat and Liza Minnelli. Jackson, meanwhile, was always dressed in black and barely moved all day, his long limbs only active when he had a paintbrush in hand.

Home. This truly felt like home to Jade. The smell of paint, irregular splodges of colour like birthmarks dotting the floor, her mates in full creative flow.

Sophie looked up, the nose ring hanging from her septum glinting in the overhead lighting. ‘Morning, Jadey,’ she chirped, waving with her free hand. Lethabo and Jackson echoed the good mornings while they carried on with the tasks at hand.

‘Morning, gang. All good?’ Jade raised her voice over the music.

Sophie stood up. ‘Fancy a fag?’ Knowing full well Jade didn’t smoke, this daily joke was a ritual in their friendship. Jade lowered her eyebrows in fake disgust and followed her mate outside.

Jade had never felt so comfortable with another human. Prior to Sophie, she had never felt at ease hugging someone for more than two seconds; Sophie’s average hug lasted at least five. They stood outside the large sliding doors, Sophie drawing in smoke from her roll-up, a ray of faint sunshine breaking through the clouds to illuminate their faces.

‘You alright, mate?’ Sophie said between drags.

‘Mmm, I’m OK,’ Jade said, chewing the side of her mouth.

Sophie cocked her head to one side. ‘No you’re not. What’s going on?’

‘I dunno, Soph. It’s been a weird week.’ She considered telling Sophie about the script, as she had the day before, and the day before that. She wanted to. She just wasn’t sure how.

Sophie blew out a stream of smoke that flitted past her neat strawberry-blonde bob. ‘Weird in what way?’ Her lips curled back around her cigarette.

‘Adam wants to go away again. Next Tuesday. You know, like last time, when he went to Morocco for an “inspiration trip”?’ Jade rolled her eyes as she spoke.

‘Oh yeah? That seems a bit extra. Why does he have to keep going away? Is his clothing line doing much at the moment?’

‘I’m not sure. He constantly tells me it’s on the up again, but all of these expensive trips abroad seem excessive. I also just get the feeling he has lost all respect for me, the way he talks to me, you know.’

‘Have you spoken to him about it?’ Sophie asked.

Jade scrunched her face up. ‘Well, I sort of go to try and say something and then the words don’t come out. I know that if I say what I’m really thinking it’ll all be over. We’ll have one big row and that’ll be it.’

Sophie, playing devil’s advocate, said, ‘And how would you feel about that?’

Jade winced. ‘Erm, sad, I guess, but also probably a little relieved if I’m honest.’

‘Well, what’s stopping you, mate? Seriously, Jade, you need to free yourself.’

‘Yeah, but … well, for starters, who’ll pay the other half of the rent?’

‘Could you cover it for a month or two while you find a roommate? I’d move myself in if it wasn’t for Shania Twain.’

‘Oh Soph, I wish I wasn’t allergic to cats. Shania would just have me sneezing and wheezing if we lived together.’

‘I know. Shania doesn’t want to make your life any harder, babe. Could you move in with your mum for a bit?’

Jade’s face fell.

‘Even if it were just for a short amount of time?’

‘I don’t know. It just seems too overwhelming to even contemplate. We’ve been together three years now. I guess I’m nervous of change. And all the hassle that would come with a break-up. Like him moving all his stuff out and—’

‘—which would give you more space! So that one is a plus. Go on.’ She rolled her freckled hand in a motion encouraging Jade to continue.

‘Well, Mum would make my life so hard worrying about how I’ll cope and what will become of me as a single woman in my thirties.’

It was Sophie’s turn to roll her eyes. ‘Oh come on, Jade. Your mum? She’ll give you shit whatever. Also, we are not in the 1950s. Next …’

‘Um, I have my sister’s hellish wedding to go to in six weeks and I can’t even imagine going alone.’

‘Mate, I’ll go with you. Next.’

‘Well I—god, Soph, this sounds pathetic to say out loud, but I kind of hoped Adam was the one. I think because things ended so badly with Navi I wanted to prove to everyone and myself that I could make a relationship work.’

Jade’s voice was a faint whisper as she landed on Navi’s name. This was why she never mentioned him. A curdle of sorrow, shame and worry sat in her tummy.

Sophie leaned in and lowered her voice to match Jade’s. ‘Well, that’s not entirely up to you, babe. You can’t shoulder all of that pressure. It takes two to tango.’ A spiral of smoke streamed up from Sophie’s mouth. ‘Also, Navi was yonks ago. That whole chapter of your life is in the past.’ She smiled softly, her whole face like the sun.

‘This might sound odd, Soph, and perhaps I’m saying this aloud for the first time, but I have this fear that because of how things ended with Navi … I’m now doomed for ever.’ Jade overdramatised in an attempt to add humour to a situation she actually felt pretty miserable about.

‘I don’t think you’re doomed, babe,’ Sophie said, flicking the butt of her roll-up to the floor. ‘If you think Adam is the one then maybe you just need to get that spark back? Do you need a good old shag-fest of a weekend away perhaps? Get you out of the monotony of living together in the flat? Maybe you need cocktails, Parisian views, and to wear anything that’s not dungarees covered in paint.’

Jade shrugged her shoulders, letting them land heavily. Sophie put her arm around her. ‘Come on, we’ve got woodchip to paint. This set ain’t gonna make itself.’

She guided Jade back into the warehouse, her arm still draped over Jade’s shoulder. Jade could smell the smoke caught on Sophie’s baggy turquoise cardigan. Maybe she was right. Maybe these fears were just matters of the mind. Maybe she and Adam just needed to have some fun. She and Sophie bent down next to Lethabo and Jackson, picking up paintbrushes simultaneously.

The current job was a little less exciting than their last. Throughout May, the four of them had painted and created the set for a big new British comedy on Netflix. They’d got to spend most of the month on set while the show was being filmed. The director constantly wanted corridors painted different shades of yellow, then changed her mind to blue after the job was done. The work itself wasn’t the most creative – but they got to meet Jack Whitehall and Morgana Robinson, who had Jade in fits of laughter in between takes.

This new project involved constructing the set for an escape room in East London, a Victorian sitting room with artefacts and movable props. There was lots of making ornate furniture from scratch and restoring old objects, but it was done mostly from the confines of their company’s slightly damp warehouse. Today, Jade was due to continue making eighty faux leather-bound books that were empty inside. Some opened up into boxes where clues would be stored, and each had to be adorned with a book title and author along the spine. It was a long and slightly arduous task, during which Jade mainly worried about the onset of carpal tunnel. But she had not once felt bored in the seven years she had worked for Big Brush Set Design. When she went home every evening, the paint under her nails reminded her how design and creativity was part of her; sometimes she wondered if it was all of her.

‘Jade!’ Lethabo shouted over Baby D’s ‘Let Me Be Your Fantasy’.

Jade looked up and dropped her Stanley knife.

‘Have you got any gold leaf? I’m trying to make this bloody clock look ornate and it’s so fucking fiddly.’ Lethabo threw his hands in the air dramatically, the smallest fingernail on each hand glittering candyfloss.

Jade stood up, stretched out her legs and replied, ‘I’ll get some for you, dearest,’ with a fond smile. She interlaced her fingers and pushed them over her head to elongate her back. A satisfying pop and her shoulder seemingly went back to where it was anatomically supposed to sit.

The back room, a small space cordoned off by low plywood walls, was home to a trestle table that held their communal kettle, two tins of assorted biscuits, Sophie’s roll-up papers, and a tiny fridge for milk. Directly in front of the makeshift kitchen were rows and rows of shelves packed with sheets of coloured paper, planks of every shade of wood, tins of varying tones of paint, brushes in every size and length, turps, bolts, old tin cans, a mannequin’s leg, papier-mâché animal heads – an Aladdin’s cave of craft. But Jade knew exactly where the gold leaf was. It was one of her favourite materials. The way it gently collapsed onto a surface, its surrender creating perfectly uneven flecks of light … it felt like magic every time she used it.

She bent down and tucked herself into one of the deep shelves, reaching for the back wall where the precious gold leaf was kept. But instead of feeling the soft, wispy sheets her fingers hit a solid pile of paper.

Lying flat, she stretched her body deeper into the shelves so her fingers could slide the paper towards her. She brought it out of the depths of the shadows and into the light. She froze, looking down at the confusing familiarity. The typeface, the spacing – and a name she knew.
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The heady bass of the music from the warehouse seemed to fade away altogether. Peering down at the script in her hands, Jade became as still and silent as possible. How was this happening again? Her heart raced; her thoughts crashed against one another like cymbals.

‘Jade?’ Another call from Lethabo. ‘You alright back there?’

‘Yup! Give me a minute, Thabs, for Christ’s sake,’ Jade spluttered.

Her heart thumped. She looked down at the words on the page but felt too panicked to make sense of them.

She closed her eyes and breathed in, attempting to keep the fear at bay, then peered down at the script with her back pressed into the shelves.


LILY



‘Help,’ Jade said aloud to no one. The Adam situation was one thing, but Lily was almost always impossible. Jade felt a wave of dread just imagining what nightmarish words might sit beneath her sister’s name.

Jade was due to visit her after work to discuss wedding looks. She could think of nothing worse. Happy in her dungarees and Doc Martens, she could only hazard a guess at what pastel monstrosity Lily had in mind for her bridesmaid’s dress. Not only did Jade feel resentment at having to go to another of Lily’s weddings, she also felt pain at the idea of attending a wedding full stop after how things had ended with Navi. She sighed and let her eyes move to the dialogue on the page.


LILY

So, sis, I’m going to need you to help me out here. I’ve envisaged an archway for the ceremony and it’s very classic, very simple, but also striking. I want it to be mainly silk roses trailing up the archway and then hanging silk ribbons with those tiny fairy lights that you can’t really see until they’re turned on. You know I’m on a tight budget, Birdy, so I’m going to need you to do this as a favour, yeah? I’m sure you’ll find it fun and you can ask those mates of yours … Sophie and Labo.



Oh god. So many things. Why did she always get Lethabo’s name wrong? And why did she still insist on using Jade’s childhood nickname, Birdy? She was thirty-two, for crying out loud.

This new script was utterly accurate in ways that only Jade would understand. Lily constantly asked for Jade’s help and never returned the favour. Her demands got bigger and grander each time without ever thanking her or acknowledging her effort. Jade read on:

[Jade stands in Lily’s kitchen stroking a grey cat.]


JADE

Mmm, OK. Well, logistically I would have to build most of that on the morning of the wedding as the marquee is outside, right? If there is wind overnight, it would tear it down so how will I have time to get ready?

LILY

Oh, there’ll be time. I don’t think it’ll take you long. So, cool? Get the brief? Classic, cool, but also striking. Oh, wait. The dresses. I haven’t even shown you your dress.



[Lily thrusts a tablet towards Jade with a Pinterest board open and five dresses lined up.]


JADE

It’s brown.

LILY

Yes. Brown was the colour to watch for weddings in Vogue last month. It’s very chic and will complement my dress perfectly.

JADE

Mmm. Right.

LILY

Birdy, I know you can deliver this archway for me. If you don’t do it the whole vibe will be kind of off-kilter. I’ve told Mum you’re doing it, and she’s so relieved as it’s one less thing for her to worry about.

JADE

Yup. Cool.



Jade placed the script back on the shelf and momentarily pressed her fingertips into her eyelids. After three long seconds she opened her eyes, outlines of her fingertips still imprinted on her vision. Everything about this conversation riled her. There was not a shred of her that wanted to make a floral arch on the day of the wedding, but even more irritating was the sense that her sister’s guilt-tripping was once again at play. It was so transparent. But a sudden sting of realisation pinched between Jade’s shoulder blades: she always did say yes in the end.

‘Babes! Seriously, what are you doing back here?’

Jade snapped out of her daze.

‘Sorry, Thabs, I was deciding whether to have a tea or a coffee,’ she said faintly.

‘In another time zone? You’ve been back here like ten minutes.’

‘Soz, I’m on it. I think we’re out of gold leaf anyway, so I need to call Colin,’ she said uncomfortably.

‘Oh no, he’s going to blame me, I know it. It’s always my bloody fault. He said he’s coming in today anyway as he wants to check on our progress,’ Lethabo said, mouth animatedly downturned.

‘It’s alright, I’ll handle it. Leave it to me.’ She smiled and walked towards the kettle. Lethabo slowly skulked away, a single footstep to every two beats of the song playing on the speakers.

What was this sick joke and who was playing it on her? She rewound her brain to all the people she could have possibly pissed off. The only person she could think of was one of her old school friends, Erica, who still held a grudge because Jade hadn’t turned up to her thirtieth birthday – a banging headache had stopped her from going. But it was over two years ago and Erica wouldn’t have access to this level of detail. Jade’s temples pulsed. She clicked the kettle on and reached for the glass biscuit tin. Under the Jenga tower of custard creams sat one lonesome Bourbon. She dug deep and brought it to her lips with urgency. Two bites and it was gone, taking with it some of the sharpness she felt in her bones. The kettle hummed and gurgled while Jade stared at the coffee pot, motionless. Everything felt like a huge effort. Even the thought of constructing her usual instant coffee with one sugar felt overwhelming. She moved the empty mug away and rolled the script into a tube. Walking at pace to her backpack, she pushed the pages deep inside with the other script.

Back out in the warehouse, Jade sat down beside Jackson, feeling unplugged from everything going on around her.

‘Hey, how are the books going?’ Jackson looked up from beneath his floppy dark brown hair that fell over both eyes, making his work ten times more challenging. He wiped a paint-covered hand across his oversized black Ramones T-shirt, the new paint stain now leaving only ‘The Ram’.

‘What books?’ Jade replied as she crouched on the floor, discombobulated both from the shock of the new script and from Jackson asking her a question. He rarely spoke, let alone asked Jade anything.

‘The eighty-odd books you’re in the middle of making.’ Jackson spoke with almost a whisper, his shyness softening the edges of each word.

‘Oh, shit, yeah. I mean, yeah, good, they’re going good.’

‘I’m not sure what’s more boring, the books or this sodding clock that is taking me for ever,’ said Lethabo, stretching out every syllable.

‘God, this project is quite fiddly, isn’t it?’ said Sophie. ‘I almost wish we were back on that Netflix set. I mean, the director drove me up the wall but at least we got to have a laugh with the actors, and the catering on set was excellent.’

‘Oh, do you remember the coronation chicken baguettes? I could eat one of those right now,’ Lethabo interjected.

‘And proper coffee, not the instant stuff we have to deal with here. You can really tell how classy a place is by the state of its coffee,’ Sophie said wistfully.

‘Do you reckon Colin will bother coming in later? I desperately want to get out of here early and go and eat Mexican food and drink a margarita and not think about restoring faux-Victorian artefacts,’ Lethabo said.

Sophie beamed. ‘Oh, me too. Shall we? I know he said, but he never comes in on a Friday. I reckon we could finish just before 5pm and he would never know. We’re in tomorrow morning anyway to finish up. I need a margarita.’

Jackson flicked his hair out of his eyes and said, ‘I’m in.’

‘Jade?’

‘I have to go to my sister’s,’ Jade said miserably. ‘It’s bridesmaid-dress day. Please pray for me.’

‘Just get her to text you a photo of it,’ said Lethabo, wagging a finger in disapproval.

‘She wants me to try it on and go through some other wedding details.’

‘Isn’t it mad how, because somebody chooses to get married, everybody else has to do so much. Awful hen do’s and expensive wedding gifts that they’ve chosen for you to buy from
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