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At thirty-six thousand feet, the world was nothing but a sea of pitch black, completely indifferent to the fact that Chloe Evans’s entire life was being turned upside down. This, Chloe felt, was extremely rude of the world. The least the sky could do, on the worst night of her life, was put on a bit of a show. A shooting star. A dramatic sunset. Literally anything except smug, uninterrupted darkness.

Chloe pressed her forehead against the cool double-plastic of the aeroplane window and glared at the night as if it owed her money. The low, continuous roar of the Boeing 777’s engines vibrated through the cabin floor, creeping up through the soles of her trainers and into her teeth, which she was fairly sure was not meant to happen and was definitely not mentioned in any of the safety leaflets she’d flicked through four times already out of sheer nervous boredom. Below them was the vast, invisible expanse of the African continent. Somewhere down there, shrinking further away with every passing second, was Johannesburg.

She closed her eyes and tried to hold onto the sensory memories of home, terrified they would evaporate the moment she stepped onto British soil. The blinding gold of the highveld sun on the back of her neck at four in the afternoon. The purple explosion of the jacaranda trees that lined her street every October, dropping their petals like confetti onto the pavement until the whole road turned the colour of a bruise, beautiful and tender. The smell of woodsmoke from the neighbourhood braais drifting over the garden walls on a Sunday afternoon, mixed with someone’s dog barking three houses down, mixed with the particular hum of cicadas that never quite stopped, not even at midnight.

But the memories were already losing a fight against the sterile, recycled air of the economy cabin, which smelled faintly of reheated chicken and instant coffee, with the occasional top note of Someone’s Feet three rows back. She tried to hold both smells in her head at once — jacaranda and reheated chicken — and felt something in her chest twist painfully, as if her body already understood that from now on, she would always be holding two things at once, and one of them would usually smell worse than the other.

On the tiny screen set into the back of the seat in front of her, a little digital aeroplane inched its way along a curved white line toward a dot labelled London Heathrow. Time to destination: 8 hours and 42 minutes. Chloe had already watched the little plane for so long that she had started silently narrating its progress like a nature documentary. And here we see the aeroplane, migrating northward, entirely unbothered by the devastation it is causing one specific fourteen-year-old girl.

It felt like a countdown to the end of the world. Or, at least, the end of her world.

“Chloe?”

The small, trembling voice pulled her out of her thoughts. Chloe turned away from the window.

Sitting next to her was her eleven-year-old sister, Amara. Usually, Amara was the serious one — the girl who meticulously colour-coded her school notes and read thick fantasy novels with the focused intensity of a scholar sitting a very important exam that only she knew existed. She was, in fact, the only person Chloe had ever met who filed her Pokémon cards not by rarity or type but by an completely private system involving “vibes,” which she had refused, on principle, to explain to anyone. But right now, Amara looked tiny. Her knees were pulled up to her chest, her knuckles white where she gripped the armrests, and tears were silently pooling in her dark eyes.

“It’s okay, Mars,” Chloe whispered, using her sister’s nickname. She reached across the centre console and placed her hand over Amara’s tight grip. “It’s just the engines humming. We’re perfectly safe. Statistically, you’re in more danger from the trolley.”

“The trolley nearly took my knee off twice,” Amara said, with a small, watery sniff that was almost a laugh.

Across the narrow aisle, their parents were fast asleep — or at least giving an Oscar-worthy performance of being asleep. Mum had a grey travel blanket pulled up to her chin, her noise-cancelling headphones firmly over her ears, and Dad was snoring softly, his head lolling against his neck pillow at an angle that would have alarmed a chiropractor. They had spent the last three months packing up a four-bedroom house into cardboard boxes, selling their cars, and managing endless stacks of immigration paperwork with the manic energy of people building a bunker. They were absolutely exhausted, and Dad, Chloe suspected, could currently sleep through a full-scale alien invasion, provided nobody touched his neck pillow.

“I miss Nanny and Pappa,” Amara whispered, a single tear escaping and charting a path down her cheek. “I didn’t say a proper goodbye. Not really. There were too many people at the airport.”

Chloe’s heart ached. Leaving their grandparents at O.R. Tambo International Airport had been the hardest part. The frantic hugs, the damp cheeks, the final wave before passing through the security gates. Their grandmother had pressed a small tin of homemade koeksisters into Chloe’s hands at the very last second, syrup already leaking faintly through the foil, and said only, Eat these before they go soft, my girl. Don’t let them go to waste on my account. As if the tragedy of the moment could be measured in pastry. Which, Chloe privately thought, was a very Nanny thing to believe, and possibly not utterly wrong.

“They know,” Chloe reassured her, keeping her voice soft so as not to wake the sleeping passengers around them. “And we’re going to FaceTime her the second Dad figures out how to set up the Wi-Fi in the new flat. Which, given his track record with the universal remote back home, might be sometime around Amara’s thirtieth birthday. Probably on Sunday, though. You can show her your new room.”

“I don’t want a new room,” Amara sniffled. “I want my old room.”

“Fair,” Chloe said. “Although your old room did have that damp patch shaped like a rabbit that you were convinced was haunted.”

“He had a name,” Amara said, with quiet dignity. “Gary.”

“Gary the Haunted Rabbit Damp Patch will be fine without you,” Chloe said. “He’s very independent.”

Before Chloe could offer another word of comfort, the little digital plane on her screen crossed an invisible line on the map. The Equator.

Suddenly, the Boeing 777 dropped.

It wasn’t a gentle dip. It was a stomach-lurching, rollercoaster plunge that left Chloe’s insides hovering somewhere near her collarbones, wondering what exactly they’d done to deserve this. The overhead bins rattled aggressively, and someone a few rows back let out a sharp gasp, followed almost immediately by the unmistakable crinkle of an emergency sick bag being deployed with impressive speed.

Ding.

The cabin illuminated with the harsh orange glow of the Fasten Seatbelt signs. A moment later, the intercom crackled to life.

“Ladies and gentlemen, this is the flight deck. We’re just hitting some rough air as we cross the Intertropical Convergence Zone. Please return to your seats and ensure your seatbelts are securely fastened. Cabin crew, take your seats.”

The plane shuddered violently, shaking side to side like a toy in the jaws of a very large, very enthusiastic dog.

Amara let out a choked sob, her eyes wide with absolute terror. “Chloe! We’re falling!”

“We’re not falling, we’re just flying through clouds,” Chloe said, her voice shaking slightly despite her best efforts. She tugged at Amara’s seatbelt to make sure it was tight. “It’s just like going over a pothole in Dad’s car. Just a big, invisible pothole. The kind that swallowed Dad’s entire hubcap that one time outside the Spar.”

“That hubcap is still down there,” Amara said, somewhere between a wail and a giggle. “Is that what’s happening to us? Are we going to end up somewhere permanently, like the hubcap?”

“The hubcap chose its own path,” Chloe said solemnly. “We are not the hubcap.”

Another massive jolt rattled her teeth. Across the aisle, Dad woke up with a start, his eyes darting immediately to the girls. He reached out a hand across the aisle, but the plane bucked again, forcing him to grip his own armrests. He mouthed, Are you okay?

Chloe gave him a stiff thumbs-up, but inside, her own panic was rising. The cabin was dark, the shaking was relentless, and the sheer claustrophobia of being trapped in a metal tube miles above the earth was suddenly overwhelming. She was supposed to be the brave older sister. She was supposed to be fourteen, mature, and capable. But right now, she just wanted to cry as much as Amara did, and possibly also locate the person who had packed her emotional support koeksisters into checked luggage instead of hand luggage, which, in hindsight, had been a catastrophic strategic error.

Then, she saw her.

Walking down the aisle, completely defying the violent shaking of the aircraft, was a flight attendant. While everyone else was clinging to their seats for dear life, this woman was gliding gracefully through the cabin, as if the laws of physics had taken one look at her and decided, politely, not to bother. She wore a tailored navy-blue uniform, a crisp white blouse, and a silk neckscarf patterned with the airline’s red and blue logo. Her dark hair was pulled back into a flawless, immaculate bun, and her posture was perfectly straight, as though someone had installed a spirit level directly into her spine.

She was checking the overhead bins, gently pushing them shut to make sure the latches were secure, and glancing at passengers’ seatbelts, all with the calm efficiency of someone tidying a slightly messy kitchen rather than someone walking through what felt, to Chloe, exactly like the end of days.

When the plane took another sharp dip, the flight attendant didn’t stumble. She simply placed a steadying hand on the back of an aisle seat, waited a fraction of a second, and kept walking. She looked like a dancer who had memorised the choreography of the turbulence and was, frankly, a little bored by it.

She reached their row and paused, her eyes locking onto Amara’s tear-stained face.

The flight attendant knelt down right there in the aisle, bringing herself to eye level with the eleven-year-old. Her name badge, pinned neatly over her heart, read Sarah.

“Hello there,” Sarah said. Her voice was like honey — calm, melodic, with a soft London accent that cut through the low roar of the engines. “Not a fan of the bumpy bits, are we?”

Amara shook her head frantically, unable to speak.

Sarah smiled. It wasn’t a forced, plastic customer-service smile. It was genuine and warm. “I know it feels scary. But do you know what turbulence actually is? It’s just jelly.”

Amara blinked, her tears pausing momentarily. “Jelly?”

“Exactly,” Sarah said, leaning in slightly as if sharing a secret. “Imagine this huge aeroplane is a little piece of fruit suspended in a massive bowl of jelly. When the jelly wiggles, the fruit wiggles. We can’t fall out of the jelly. The air around us is thick and heavy, and it’s holding us right up. We’re just having a bit of a wiggle.”

“What flavour jelly?” Amara asked, with the sudden, deadly seriousness of a person who needed this detail confirmed before she could fully commit to believing anything.

Sarah considered this with the gravity it deserved. “Strawberry. Definitely strawberry. Nobody panics about strawberry jelly.”

Amara looked at Chloe, then back at Sarah, clearly processing the logic of the jelly theory, and finding, on balance, that it held up.

Sarah reached into the deep pocket of her uniform apron. “I have something that helps with the wiggles. I usually save these for my absolute bravest passengers.”

She pulled out a small, shiny pair of silver plastic wings with a pin on the back. She gently reached over and clipped it onto the collar of Amara’s oversized travelling jumper.

“There,” Sarah said softly. “Honorary cabin crew. Your job is to keep an eye on those wings. As long as they stay shiny, we’re perfectly fine.”

Amara looked down at the plastic wings. Her breathing began to slow, the terrifying panic subsiding into rhythmic, manageable breaths. She ran her thumb over the smooth silver surface.

Sarah stood up, her hand resting briefly on Amara’s shoulder, before turning her attention to Chloe.

Chloe felt entirely seen. She felt that Sarah could look right through her tough-older-sister facade — a facade currently held together with roughly the same structural integrity as a wet paper towel — and see the terrified teenager underneath, the girl who was mourning her home and dreading the unknown grey country waiting for her at the end of this flight.

“Moving is hard,” Sarah said quietly, directly to Chloe.

Chloe swallowed the lump in her throat. “Is it that obvious?”

“I’ve flown this route a hundred times,” Sarah smiled gently. “I know the look of a family relocating. It feels like the end of the world right now, doesn’t it?”

Chloe nodded, not trusting herself to speak.

“I moved from Jamaica to London when I was exactly your age,” Sarah told her, holding onto the seatback as the plane gave a final, gentle shudder before smoothing out into calm air. “I thought I’d never survive the winter. I genuinely believed, for about a year, that British people were simply born immune to cold and that I had been issued a faulty body. But let me tell you a secret: it isn’t an ending. It’s just the start of an adventure. You get to decide who you want to be when we land.”

The Fasten Seatbelt sign gave a satisfying ding and switched off. The cabin lighting shifted from deep orange to a soft, calming blue.

“Welcome to the smooth air, ladies,” Sarah said, giving them a brilliant, reassuring wink. “Try to get some sleep. I’ll bring you both some hot chocolate before breakfast. And I promise it’s better than the coffee. The coffee, between us, tastes like it has personally been through the turbulence.”

With a final nod, she turned and continued down the aisle, projecting an aura of absolute safety and control, and possibly the single most enviable posture Chloe had ever witnessed in a real human being.

Chloe watched her go until she disappeared behind the curtain of the galley. Her heart was beating differently now — not with panic, but with something else completely. Fascination.

She looked at her sister. Amara was already leaning her head back against the seat, her fingers still gently touching the plastic wings on her collar, her eyes drifting shut. Sarah hadn’t just handed out a toy; she had changed the entire atmosphere of their row. She had brought calm to chaos, using nothing but jelly-based science and a truly excellent bun. She was a guardian of the sky, suspended thousands of feet in the air, ensuring everyone beneath her wings felt safe.

You get to decide who you want to be when we land.

Chloe opened her backpack by her feet and pulled out the blank notebook she had bought specifically for the trip. She clicked her pen, stared at the blank first page, and wrote:

THE PLAN.

She didn’t know what the plan was yet, exactly, but she knew where it ended. It ended up here, in the clouds, ideally with slightly better posture than she currently had.

Somewhere over the Sahara, hours later, she woke briefly to darkness and the faint hum of the engines, and found that someone — Sarah, she assumed, or one of her colleagues — had draped a spare blanket over her and Amara both. She didn’t remember falling asleep. She only remembered, in that half-conscious moment before sleep pulled her back down, thinking: maybe it isn’t an ending. And then nothing, until the cabin lights rose again for the descent, and a very small child three rows up began, for reasons never explained, to sing the entire theme tune to a cartoon Chloe didn’t recognise, twice, at full volume, which felt like a wholly appropriate way to be welcomed to a new life.
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Nine hours later, London Heathrow welcomed them not with a warm embrace, but with a wall of damp, freezing mist, delivered with all the enthusiasm of someone opening a fridge door directly into your face.

As the family dragged their heavily overpacked suitcases through the arrivals terminal — one of which had a wheel that had apparently given up on life somewhere over the English Channel and now simply refused to turn, forcing Dad to drag it sideways like a reluctant dog on a lead — Chloe felt like she had stepped onto another planet. Everything was different. The air smelled of cold rain and exhaust fumes. The carpets in the airport were a dizzying purple pattern that looked, Amara observed, “like something threw up a Quality Street tin.” The sky outside the massive glass windows was a relentless, uniform shade of iron grey — not a single cloud distinguishable from any other, as if someone had painted over the whole sky with a single flat brushstroke and then, out of spite, added a light drizzle on top for texture.

“Right, troops,” Dad said, attempting a cheerful voice that cracked slightly with exhaustion, and hauling the traitor suitcase onto his trolley with the grim determination of a man who had accepted his fate. His breath pluming in the cold air as the automatic doors slid open. “Welcome to jolly old England! Let’s find the taxi rank.”

They stood on the kerb, shivering in the coats they had bought in South Africa — thin, optimistic coats, purchased in a shop where the assistant had cheerfully assured them “this’ll do you fine for London, hey” — which suddenly felt woefully inadequate against the biting British chill. Chloe was fairly sure her coat had been designed primarily to protect against the concept of coldness rather than any actual cold.

The taxi ride to their new home was a blur of grey motorways, endless lines of red brick terraced houses with identical tiny front gardens, and rain lashing against the windows. Chloe pressed her face to the glass, watching the strange new world blur past. It felt cramped. In Johannesburg, there was always sky — vast, blue, open space, the horizon stretching out flat and endless past the jacarandas and the tin roofs. Here, the clouds seemed to sit low, pressing down on the roofs of the houses like a lid on a pot that was slightly too small, simmering away at a very low, very grey heat.

“Everything looks like it’s the same house, just repeated,” Amara whispered, pressing her nose to the opposite window. “Like someone found one house they liked and just kept copying and pasting it. Badly.”

“I think that’s called architecture, Mars.”

“I think that’s called lazy,” Amara said, and Chloe had to bite the inside of her cheek to stop herself laughing at the sheer, unimpressed authority in her sister’s voice.

Finally, the taxi pulled up to a small, two-storey brick building on a quiet, narrow street in a town in Surrey.

“Here we are,” Mum said, her voice tight with forced optimism as she paid the driver. “Home sweet home.”

They hauled their luggage up the concrete path to the front door. Dad fumbled with a ring of unfamiliar keys, dropping them once with a metallic clatter on the wet step — twice, actually, though the second time he pretended it hadn’t happened and simply picked them up with the brisk efficiency of a man rewriting history in real time — before finally managing to turn the lock.

The door swung open, and the four of them stepped inside.

The flat was… small. The hallway was narrow, leading into a living room where a small, beige sofa sat opposite a tiny radiator that looked, frankly, decorative rather than functional. The air inside felt damp and smelled faintly of old dust and pine-scented cleaning product, the specific combination of which Chloe would later come to associate, for the rest of her life, with the precise emotional sensation of Being Somewhere New And Slightly Regretting It. There was a small window looking out onto a paved backyard that was currently glistening with rain, and contained, as far as Chloe could tell, one extremely damp garden gnome that had come with the property and appeared to be judging them.

Nobody spoke. The silence in the flat was heavy, thick with the unsaid realisation of what they had given up to come here. The contrast between their sunlit, spacious house in South Africa and this chilly, cramped UK flat was violently stark.

Mum let out a long breath, dropping her handbag onto the small kitchen counter. “Well. It just needs a bit of love, that’s all. A lick of paint, some of our photos on the walls… it’ll feel like us in no time.”

She said it with such determined brightness that Chloe almost believed her. Almost.

“It’s freezing,” Amara whispered, her teeth literally chattering, in a way that seemed almost theatrical, though Chloe suspected it wasn’t.

“I’ll figure out the boiler,” Dad said quickly, already marching into the kitchen to inspect a complicated-looking white box on the wall with the wary respect of a man approaching an unexploded bomb. He pressed a few buttons. Nothing happened. He pressed them again, harder, as if the machine simply hadn’t heard him the first time. Still nothing.

“Maybe it needs a special… boiler word,” Amara suggested from the doorway, only half joking. “Like a password. Say ‘please.’”

“Please,” Dad said to the boiler, with complete sincerity. Nothing happened. “Well, that’s disappointing. I really thought manners would work on this continent.”

“It needs a good talking-to,” Dad muttered, crouching down to squint at a small dial. “There’s a pilot light thing. I read about this online before we left. You hold this button and press this other button, and it’s meant to click.”

He held the button. He pressed the other button. It did not click.

He tried again, this time adding a stern, disappointed-headteacher voice. “There’s a pilot light thing,” he informed the boiler, “and I read about this online. You are meant to click.” It did not click.

“In the meantime,” Dad said, standing up and dusting off his knees with as much dignity as he could manage, “who wants a proper British welcome? I saw a fish and chip shop at the end of the road. I’m going to go get us some dinner, before this boiler and I need to be formally introduced by a family therapist.”

While he was gone, Mum tried to make the living room feel less like a stranger’s waiting room. She unpacked a single box — the one marked PHOTOS, FRAGILE in thick black marker — and began pulling out framed pictures, propping them along the mantelpiece since there was, as yet, nowhere to hang them.

Chloe picked one up. It was a photograph of the whole family standing in front of their old house, squinting into the highveld sun, Amara missing a front tooth, their old dog Biscuit sitting obediently at their feet, looking, as he always did in photographs, deeply unimpressed by the whole business of being photographed. She ran her thumb over the glass.

“We’re keeping Biscuit’s collar somewhere safe, right?” Amara asked, appearing at her elbow. Their neighbours back home had taken the old dog in — he was too elderly for the flight, the vet had said, the stress of it might have killed him — and it had been one of the smaller, quieter griefs of the whole move, tucked in behind the bigger ones.

“Somewhere safe,” Chloe promised, though she truly had no idea which box it was in, and made a private, silent vow that if Biscuit’s collar had been accidentally left behind in a South African skip, she would personally never sleep again.

They ventured out to the small, cramped kitchen to see what could be salvaged for a snack while they waited for Dad. The fridge held nothing yet — they hadn’t shopped — but there was a corner shop two streets over, according to the estate agent’s welcome pack left on the counter.

“Let’s go look,” Chloe said, mostly to give herself something to do with her hands.

The corner shop was small, brightly lit, and completely disorienting. Chloe stood in front of a wall of biscuits — an entire wall, dozens of brightly coloured packets, none of them familiar — and felt a wave of dizziness that had nothing to do with jet lag. She picked up a packet that looked vaguely like the ones from home. It wasn’t. The name was close but not quite right, the packaging a different colour entirely, and when she flipped it over the price was in a currency her brain hadn’t yet learned to convert without doing the maths twice.

“This is stupid,” she muttered under her breath. “It’s just biscuits.”

“Everything is stupid,” Amara said matter-of-factly, staring at a shelf of what appeared to be an entire specialised category of baked beans. “There’s four kinds of baked beans, Chlo. Four. Who needs four kinds of baked beans? What is happening in this country that requires this level of bean-based decision-making?”

“Maybe they’re very indecisive.”

“Or maybe,” Amara said, deeply serious, holding up two nearly identical tins, “they’re just messing with us.”

Despite herself, Chloe laughed — a small, surprised huff of air that felt like the first real laugh since they’d left Johannesburg. She grabbed a random packet of biscuits, a pint of milk, and a jar of something labelled Marmite that Amara insisted, with grim scientific curiosity, they needed to try, purely, she said, “for the data.”

Dad returned twenty minutes later, triumphant, four steaming parcels of fish and chips balanced precariously in his arms, and — miraculously — the boiler clicking to life behind him just as he walked through the door, as if it had simply been waiting for an audience.

“I did NOT do that,” Dad announced proudly, setting the parcels down. “But I am completely going to take credit for it. In fact, I would like it noted, for the historical record, that this boiler and I have reached an understanding, and that understanding is that I am now in charge.”

Forty-five minutes later, the Evans family sat in a circle on the beige carpet of their new living room, the central heating finally hissing to life behind them, sounding, Amara noted, “exactly like Gary the Haunted Rabbit Damp Patch’s evil twin.” In the centre of the circle were four massive parcels wrapped in thick white paper, steaming hot and smelling intensely of salt and vinegar.

“They don’t do regular chips here,” Dad explained, holding up a thick, golden potato wedge with the reverence of a man displaying a religious relic. “They’re chunky. And they wrap them in paper. Brilliant, isn’t it?”

Chloe took a bite. The chips were hot, greasy, and undeniably comforting. She looked around the circle. Her dad had dark bags under his eyes but was smiling as he ate. Her mum looked pale and exhausted, her shoulders slumped beneath her thick jumper. And Amara was eating quietly, still wearing the silver plastic wings Sarah had given her on the plane.

Chloe met Amara’s eyes across the paper parcels.

They shared a silent, profound look. It was a look that communicated everything they couldn’t say out loud in front of their parents: This is terrifying. Everything is grey. We don’t fit in here. We are completely out of place. Also there is a haunted damp patch in the boiler now, apparently, and nobody else seems concerned about this.

But as Chloe chewed her chips, she thought about Sarah. She thought about the jelly, the turbulence, and the calm voice in the dark. It isn’t an ending. It’s just the start of an adventure.

She looked past her sister, out the small living room window. High above the grey, drizzly clouds that blanketed the UK, hidden completely from view, she knew the sky was still blue.

Six weeks later, on a Wednesday afternoon that had grown dark by half past four — a fact Amara found so personally offensive that she had taken to announcing the time of sunset each day like a doom-laden weather forecaster — the flat smelled of pine needles and cinnamon, and a small, slightly lopsided artificial Christmas tree stood in the corner of the living room, glittering with a mismatched collection of decorations from the local supermarket, including, inexplicably, one bauble shaped like a fried egg that nobody could remember buying and nobody was willing to remove.

“We are keeping the egg,” Amara had declared, the first time it appeared, and that had apparently settled the matter permanently.

It was, Chloe understood without anyone having to say it out loud, an attempt.

“It’s not the same as a real one,” Mum said, fussing with a string of lights that refused to sit evenly along the branches, muttering something about British electrical engineering under her breath. “But real trees here cost an absolute fortune, and I wasn’t having pine needles ground into this carpet for the next six months when we’re only renting.”

“It’s fine, Mum,” Chloe said, though privately she agreed — it wasn’t the same. Christmas in Johannesburg had always meant the whole extended family crammed onto the patio, the smell of meat on the braai thick in the hot December air, her cousins running through the sprinkler in their good clothes until someone’s mother shouted at them to stop, the sun still blazing at seven in the evening. Christmas had never, in Chloe’s entire life, involved darkness falling in the middle of the afternoon, nor had it ever involved a fried-egg bauble.

On the day itself, the four of them exchanged a small, careful number of presents — money was tighter than anyone said out loud, between the move and the deposit on the flat — and then sat down to a roast dinner that Mum had attempted from a recipe printed off the internet, since none of them had ever cooked a full British Christmas roast before.

The turkey came out slightly dry. The gravy was, by Dad’s own admission, “an act of faith rather than a sauce.” Nobody minded, although Amara did quietly slide an extra Yorkshire pudding onto her plate “for insurance.”

“To new traditions,” Dad said, raising his glass of sparkling apple juice with more enthusiasm than the toast strictly warranted, given that the turkey was, structurally, closer to jerky.

“To Nanny and Pappa,” Amara added quietly, raising her own glass. “Even though they’re not here. And to the egg bauble, for its service.”

“To Nanny and Pappa,” the rest of them echoed. Nobody toasted the egg, but nobody objected either.

They FaceTimed the grandparents that evening, the screen propped against the fruit bowl so everyone could crowd into frame. It was already past ten at night in Johannesburg, the call catching them mid-braai-cleanup, the sound of cicadas audible faintly in the background of the call even through the tinny laptop speakers — a sound Chloe hadn’t heard in six weeks and hadn’t realised, until that exact moment, that she’d been quietly missing every single day.

“Look at you all, huddled up like penguins,” her grandmother laughed, the video slightly pixelated, her face lit orange by the last of the braai coals behind her. “Are you managing? Is it as cold as they say?”

“It’s colder,” Amara said solemnly. “There’s frost on the inside of my window some mornings, Nanny. Actual frost. Inside.”

“Inside,” her grandmother repeated, scandalised, delighted. “Well. You’ll survive it. Evans women always do.”

“There’s also a bauble shaped like a fried egg,” Amara added, holding it up to the camera with great ceremony. “Nobody knows where it came from. We think it might be sentient.”

“That,” her grandmother said, after a pause, “is the strangest thing you’ve told me since you landed, and you once told me about the four kinds of baked beans.”

After the call ended, Chloe sat by the small window for a long time after everyone else had gone to bed, watching her breath fog faintly against the cold glass, thinking about cicadas and frost and the strange, sideways way a single evening could hold both a great deal of sadness and a great deal of warmth without either one cancelling the other out. And also, somewhat, about the egg.

Before she finally climbed into bed, she padded quietly back into the living room and switched the fairy lights on one last time, just to look at the small, lopsided tree glowing in the dark. In the dim light, the fried-egg bauble caught the glow and seemed, for a moment, to wink at her. She left it exactly where it was, switched the lights back off, and went to bed smiling, already half-composing the message she’d send Maya and Megan in the morning about it, certain, somehow, that they would understand completely.
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The scratchy polyester of the Westbridge High School blazer was, in Chloe’s opinion, a form of low-level torture specifically engineered by people who had never had to wear it themselves. It was stiff, it smelled faintly of chemical dye, and the dark maroon colour made her look permanently washed out under the fluorescent lights of the corridors, like a photograph left too long in the sun and then, out of spite, put back in a drawer.

But the blazer wasn’t the most exhausting part of her new life in the UK. The most exhausting part was opening her mouth.

“Sorry, what was that?” the dinner lady asked, leaning over the stainless-steel counter of the school canteen. Her forehead creased in confusion, as though Chloe had addressed her in fluent Klingon.

“A bottle of water, please,” Chloe repeated, trying to flatten her vowels, softening the clipped, bouncy rhythm of her South African accent.

“Water?” the lady asked, still looking puzzled. “Oh! Wa’er. Right you are, love.”

Chloe took the plastic bottle, her cheeks burning as a few Year 10 boys in the queue behind her sniggered. It was a daily occurrence. The constant repeating. The blank stares. The inevitable question: Are you Australian? followed by her having to explain, No, South African, and then having to explain where exactly in South Africa she was from to people who thought Africa was a single country, roughly the size of Luxembourg, with lions casually strolling down the high street. She called
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