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Venice

As I stand at the window and look across the water, I feel myself waking up.

This is me. I move my hands. I yawn and sense the air hitting my lungs. I close my eyes and breathe slowly. In … out … in … out … in. When I open them, the view, the water, the boats are still there. I have no memory of arriving, but here I am.

Only one place looks like this. I am in the City of –

I speak out loud, testing my voice. ‘Is Venice the City of … Love?’ I don’t expect an answer and when the voice comes from behind it makes me jump.

‘No, babe,’ it says. ‘City of Love is Paris.’

I turn fast, and it’s Phoebe. Phoebe! She’s just standing there, looking at me. We’re in a big room, an apartment. Why can’t I remember how we got here? I must have blacked out or something. I walk over and hug her, and I’ve missed her so much. I’m so glad she’s with me. It’s not just her: Enzo is sitting on a sofa in a nest of sheets. Enzo! Our eyes meet over Phoebe’s head and I can see that, in spite of everything, I’m forgiven. My heart swells with love.

‘Venice should be the City of Love,’ I say, because now I know what love is, and it’s this, and I know what love isn’t. I go back to the window and try to make sense of the fact that I’m here. The sun is shining on the canal. The water is light, the air watery. The elements are bleeding into one another.

Down below on the canal bank I see a man walking past. My heart quickens and I have to check it’s not him. If I’m here, he could be too. It would be easy for him to follow me. In fact, that’s exactly what he would do.

Anxiety blooms like the speeded-up film of a flower unfurling. Its tendrils reach out and colonize every bit of me.

Of course he’s going to find me. He won’t let me go this easily.

But then there’s a hand on my shoulder and Phoebe is calming me. She always makes things make sense and I’ve missed her like crazy. I make an effort with my breathing. I am here, and he’s not. I’m with my friends, my real friends: in spite of everything I’ve done, they were there when I needed them. And now we’re safe.

‘Venice is La Serenissima,’ Enzo says, appearing beside us, hamming up his Italian accent. ‘The most serene.’

I breathe deeply, look again at the man outside. He has disappeared into the crowd. It wasn’t him.

The most serene. That is exactly what I need. It’s why I’m here.
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Somewhere across the water a bell is ringing: I can hear it chiming again and again, one single note. Boats are passing by, and people are walking around. Sunshine is sparkling across the canal and everything is beautiful. There is the gentlest mist on the horizon.

‘This is like being in one of those paintings.’ I lean my head and shoulders out of the window again. I stretch further and further until I feel my centre of gravity shifting, then pull back just before I fall, enjoying the adrenaline rush.

‘Who am I thinking of?’ I turn to Phoebe, who knows this stuff, stuff about art. I lean on the wall, feeling it hard against my shoulder blades. The tiled floor is cold under my bare feet.

‘Canaletto,’ she says. ‘Yeah, I know what you mean.’

I nod and try to focus on Canaletto, practising being normal. A holiday in Venice with my friends: that’s not actually a normal thing to do, but it’s what I seem to be doing. How long did I black out for? What happened in that time? I have no memories of arriving at all.

I look at both of them and turn away when they catch me. I wonder when we’re going to talk about it. Whether we’re going to talk about it at all.

‘Nominative determinism,’ says Enzo, and it takes me a moment to catch up. ‘Canaletto painted canals because his name was Mr Little-Canal.’

‘Surely it was the other way round,’ says Phoebe. ‘I don’t know much about him, but I bet his name was, like, Pedro Smith or whatever, and he got a nickname for being good at paintings of Venice. I’m guessing.’

‘His name wasn’t Pedro, you twat. That’s Spanish.’

Enzo gets on his phone to check, while I am drawn back to the window. It’s still Venice. I watch a boat being moored at the quay and see people getting off. They’re wheeling suitcases: new arrivals. Stepping off the boat, dragging bags, shell-shocked to be here at last. To be in Venice. To arrive in the place you’ve dreamed of for years.

We did that last night. We must have done. I just can’t remember it.

Anyway, I’m here.

My legs are trembling and then I’m sitting on the floor. Phoebe slides down next to me and puts an arm round my shoulders. I lean on her. She’s shorter than me and more substantial. She didn’t used to be.

‘Hey,’ she says. ‘You’re all shaky. Don’t worry, Hazel. It’s OK. We’re here. It’s good. You’re doing great.’

I know I must look like shit, and I know it’s going to take time, but here I am, in what I think must be Enzo’s mum’s studio apartment, wearing white pyjamas that I forgot I had, and my friends are with me. I hold on to Phoebe for longer than I should, and then I look over her head at Enzo, who is making an ‘awwww’ face. When he sees me watching, he changes it into an eyeroll.

‘Ladies,’ he says, ‘enough canoodling. Some of us are hungry.’

‘We’re not canoodling,’ says Phoebe. ‘Christ’s sake, Enzo.’

They want breakfast, but I don’t want to leave the apartment, and I haven’t had breakfast for nearly a year. I’ll just stay behind and look out of the window. I know there are thousands of tourists out there, all wanting to see the Bridge of Sighs and St Mark’s Square, to go on a gondola and to find authentic Italian food at a place that’s not a tourist trap, and I am not ready to be one of them. I just want to check that the door is locked, and look out of the window, and try to remember the things I’ve forgotten and to forget the things I don’t want to have in my head.

Someone gripping the tops of my arms. Slapping my face.

Enzo, back in his nest of sheets on the sofa, is triumphant. Again, I have to focus to remember what we were talking about.

‘Incorrect! He was called Giovanni Antonio Canal. That was his name. I wish I was called Giovanni Antonio Canal.’

‘Change your name then,’ says Phoebe.

‘Maybe I will. Let’s trial it.’

I can see my wheely suitcase spilling its contents across the room. I’m the only one who hasn’t bothered to put things away, even though that would normally be Enzo. I start to pick up my clothes and fold them. If I’m not planning to leave this room, I should keep it presentable.

As I do it, however, I identify a strange feeling inside myself. It’s been in the background for months, but I never let myself acknowledge it. This time I do.

‘I’m … hungry,’ I say. ‘Actually. Because you mentioned breakfast, Enz. When you guys go out, could you bring something back for me?’

I sense the two of them looking at each other, and I don’t want them to say that I have to go out with them so I spring into action, picking up a green satin dress from AllSaints that’s too shiny to crease. Green. I decide to pair it with clumpy DM shoes and my spiky necklace, and head into the bathroom to shower and change, unilaterally deciding to go first. They can talk about me while I’m gone.

This bathroom is tiny, but it has the best shower ever. I stand under the water and it’s like being poked by a thousand needles, in a good way. Like watery acupuncture. I turn my face up, feel it massaging my skin and making me new again. I stay there for ages, steam billowing round me. It washes off the bad stuff and leaves a new me behind. I hope it does. I need it to.

‘Sorry.’ I open the door and see them stop talking. ‘I was ages and I used all the hot water.’

‘You know you look gorgeous without that stuff,’ says Phoebe, gesturing at my dress, my eyeliner flicks, my carefully messy clipped-up hair.

I shake my head. I’m not ready to lose my armour, even if I stay inside. If I don’t create myself, I won’t know who I am. I’m wearing green, and that’s an unapproved colour, and it’s a big step.

Phoebe showers quickly and coldly, swearing at me through the door. Enzo says that luckily for me he’s already clean, so he just sprays himself with deodorant and cologne. Then they gather up bags and keys and stand in the doorway, looking at me.

‘I’m staying here.’ My words fall over each other. ‘If you could get me a coffee and some … food, that would be amazing. Thanks, guys.’

‘Hazel,’ says Phoebe.

‘Mate,’ says Enzo. ‘No.’

They wait. I feel the tears pricking the backs of my eyes and tell them not to fall. Apart from the big stuff, I can’t risk my eyeliner flicks. ‘I can watch everything through the window. Baby steps. I don’t need to go out. I don’t think I can go out yet.’

Phoebe comes over and takes my hand. ‘Haze. You can do this. It’s Venice out there. Nothing bad. No one bad. Actual Venice. The place you’ve dreamed about.’ She tries to pull me towards the door. I don’t move.

‘Come on,’ says Enzo. ‘We’ve wanted to do this since we were kids. There’s no way I’m going out without you.’

Phoebe, small and determined, folds her arms.

‘Same,’ she says. ‘If you stay here, we all do. I know you’re scared, but you just have to face it. You can’t hide from this. It’s not scary out there. It’s fabulous and you’re coming. We’re on holiday. It’s going to be fun.’

I look away.

‘Can we go somewhere nearby?’ They nod.

I pick up my bag. ‘You annoying bastards.’
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I hold the handrail all the way down the five flights of stairs and the others keep having to wait on the landings for me to catch up.

‘Ready for this?’ Enzo is standing inside the heavy front door. I shrug. He opens it and, holding Phoebe’s hand, I step out.

The watery smell and the sun hit me and I feel it around me, touching my skin, the hairs on my arms. It’s on my face, under my feet, surrounding me. It’s Venice. I’m not just looking at it: I’m in it. I’m a part of it. I’m here.

Enzo is chatting to a white-jacketed doorman at the hotel next door. There’s a breakfast menu outside, in a silver frame. Stuck on the wall next to it are a bunch of posters for candlelit concerts, which I think would probably be quite nice. Sitting down, closing my eyes, letting music wash over me.

Enzo is trying to lead us into the hotel.

‘How much is it?’ I say. I must have spent all my savings getting here. I can’t blow whatever’s left on one breakfast.

Phoebe huffs. ‘It’s way too posh for us, Enz,’ she says. ‘Let’s find a cafe. It’s not as if there are no other options.’

‘Nah, let’s go here,’ says Enzo. ‘Hazel needs food now. Don’t worry about the bill, ladies. My treat.’ He nods to the doorman, and gives a rich-person signal of some kind that leads the man to magic up another waiter, who invites us to follow her to a table. ‘Come on. Let’s get you some food, Haze,’ he says. ‘You said it yourself – you’re hungry. And you honestly look like you’re about to keel over.’

‘Serious?’ Pheebs is sceptical, correctly. ‘I mean, yeah, let’s get Hazel a brilliant breakfast nearby, but not here, mate. She needs to be fed up, but if you forget you said you’ll pay, we really will be fed up.’

She looks at me. We high-five at her weak pun. The normality makes my eyes prickle. They’re not angry with me. They should be.

‘I’m paying,’ Enzo says. ‘Promise.’

‘We’re supposed to be doing this cheaply,’ I remind him. I don’t remember that, but of course we are. ‘And this is …’ I check the menu as we walk past it, displayed in the frame like a work of art. ‘Thirty! Thirty euros! Enz – what were you thinking?’

‘Hey.’ He nudges me, our shorthand for support. ‘I’m thinking that we made you come out when you didn’t want to. And this is the nearest place. I’m stoked you’re here. And you’re hungry. Please allow me to do something about that fact.’

A moment later we’re seated by the window, at a table covered by a dark red tablecloth with a smaller white one over the top. The chairs are encased in fabric like the ones at our parents’ embarrassingly elaborate wedding. The menus are hardback coffee-table books. I feel like an imposter, eating among the hotel guests who must be paying hundreds of euros a night to sleep in this building when we’re staying next door for free. Enzo doesn’t. He was born to this stuff. I came into it later, and I’ve never quite settled. I can remember when Mum and I were poor.

‘Have whatever you fancy, ladies,’ he says with a wave of his hand.

Phoebe attempts to order an iced oat chai latte and discovers that she can’t, in fact, have whatever she fancies. We end up with regular coffee (black for me) from the tall pots, and fruit salad, and pastries. Enzo adds scrambled egg and bacon to his order, and makes sure we get fresh orange juice.

I look at the basket of pastries. I start with the fruit salad.

‘This is how we do it,’ says Enzo, sitting back, looking smug. ‘In style.’

The people at the next table are our parents’ age, and I can feel their glances sliding towards us and then away when I try to return them.

‘I don’t remember arriving,’ I admit.

There. It’s out in the world. I look at their faces and this seems OK. I must have been really out of it: they’re not even surprised.

‘I just have this big blank. I try to remember, but there’s nothing. Was I weird?’

Phoebe puts her hand over mine. ‘You were … in a bit of a state,’ she says. ‘Don’t worry. It’s OK. You’re here now, Haze. You’re safe. You can relax and have fun.’

I look into her face. I’ve always been able to read Phoebe and I can see that she’s sincere. After a while, I nod.

‘Does Mum know we’re here?’

They look at each other. ‘Yes,’ says Enzo. ‘It’s fine, Haze. Don’t worry. Everything’s sorted.’

‘And it is Vittoria’s apartment?’

‘You know it. We finally made it.’

Then I feel my face doing a strange thing. The corners of my mouth rise up a bit.

I’m smiling.

Enzo is too. The thing we’ve been planning forever is actually happening. I can’t believe I missed the start of it.

‘Right,’ he says, ‘let the fun times commence. Holiday. We did it.’

I lean back. Being here is miraculous. I sip my coffee. I eat a grape. I think about the girl I used to be, and wonder whether I could ever be her again.
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Kent

Nineteen months earlier

The music was pulsating through me. Somewhere along the way I’d lost my friends and now I was right at the front of the crowd. My hair was sticking to the back of my neck, and I was slick with sweat, surrounded by strangers, my red T-shirt clinging to me. All I could hear was music, and the drums seemed to be located inside my body, beating outwards. I yelled along with the song. Everything was amazing.

All the time I was staring at the drummer, jumping in time with her beats. I knew her name: Lina. I watched her sweating, pounding away, holding the whole thing together, and wondered whether I could ask for a drum kit. It was one of those comedy requests, a joke ‘what I want for my birthday’ item, but I suddenly really wanted one.

Her T-shirt was drenched with sweat. She was the coolest person I’d ever seen: throwing herself into it, using all her energy, lost in the music. I wanted her to look at me, but she didn’t. She was concentrating completely.

I did feel eyes on me, though, and turned my gaze to the lead singer. He couldn’t really have been looking at me, not out of everyone in this crowd, but it felt that way. When my eyes met his, he gave a little smile and nodded at me. Freddie Kennedy, the frontman, was one of those implausibly good-looking guys. Everyone fancied him. He had a perfect face, a smooth, deep voice, and I had to admit that he looked amazing in his jeans and sweaty T-shirt. I watched him drink from a bottle of water, saw his Adam’s apple move as he swallowed. I felt his eyes on me the whole time.

I didn’t break eye contact. He didn’t either.

I heard a voice in my head saying, Look away.

I turned my eyes back to Lina the drummer.

Freddie was strutting round the stage again and the whole weird moment was over. I let the crowd move me around, and I yelled out some words because this band, Kennedy, did a mix of their own songs and covers. Right now it was the Pixies’ ‘Debaser’, and all I wanted was to become the music. I wanted to transform myself into something that travelled in waves through time and space and made everyone feel joy.

Look away. That had been weird. I heard that voice in my head a lot, but it had never intruded this much before.

I stumbled on a discarded plastic cup and grabbed the person next to me. We were at the Old Bakery, a venue close to home, and it was hardly the Brixton Academy. This place only held a few hundred people, so nothing catastrophic was going to happen, but the guy turned and held me up.

‘Hey!’ he yelled into my ear. ‘You OK?’

I nodded and he grinned. Then he leaned in again. ‘Need some water?’

I shook my head because I knew better than to drink anything a strange man might hand me (Mum had drummed that into me). I felt his eyes on me as I went back into my music trance, my gaze firmly back on Lina the drummer. When the song ended, he was there again.

‘You on your own?’

‘Friends.’ I waved a hand behind us.

‘Need a break?’ He motioned with his head, indicating getting out of the zone for a breather. I shook my head. Then I realized I was hot and thirsty and grabbed his arm to change my response to a nod. I followed him out of the crowd, to the bar at the back of the room.

This guy was a bit taller than me, gym-muscular, with very short hair and freckles. He seemed, I thought, nice enough. I looked back at the band, though I could hardly see them through the forest of heads. Freddie was yelling into the microphone again. Lina was hitting the drums, Ollie on guitar. I wondered whether Freddie and Lina were together. I knew that Ollie was his brother. Kennedy were local heroes, poised on the brink of megastardom. That was what everyone said. I’d told Mum this was what going to an early Radiohead gig would have been like for her, and she’d gone all misty-eyed and put on The Bends.

I turned to my new friend.

‘What do you want?’ he said. We still had to shout here, but we didn’t actually have to yell until our throats hurt.

‘Water, thanks.’

I watched the woman behind the bar hand him an intact bottle of water, watched him paying for it and handing it straight to me. I opened it and felt the seal break.

It slipped down my throat. The break from the intensity was actually nice, though I wanted to get back in soon.

He got himself a beer and tipped his bottle against mine.

‘Thanks,’ I said, smiling at him. Our arms touched as we leaned back.

‘I’m Lewis.’

‘Hazel.’

‘Nice name. I don’t know any Hazels.’

I wanted to say I didn’t know any Lewises, but I couldn’t because I knew loads. Instead I said, ‘I don’t know any Linas.’

Where had that come from? I cringed as I saw him take in what I’d said and frown slightly. ‘But I know a few people called Lewis,’ I added.

‘Lina? The drummer?’

I nodded. I looked over at the stage. When the next song started, I said, ‘Thanks for the water,’ and headed back into the crowd and squeezed to the front again.
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Venice

When we step outside the hotel, everything is perfect. There’s a little breeze but the sky is clear. I stand still and breathe it in. This is real and I can’t believe I’m here.

‘You’re right,’ says Enzo. ‘We’re literally in a painting. One of Giovanni Antonio Canal’s. You know, most places don’t live up to the hype. I legit didn’t think this would, but it does. You can practically see the brushstrokes.’

‘How come you haven’t been before?’ asks Phoebe. We start walking, shuffling along with a lot of other people in what I guess is the direction of the main tourist stuff. ‘If I had that studio, I’d live in it forever. I’d never go anywhere else.’

‘Well, that’d be because I don’t have it,’ he says.

‘It’s your mum’s.’

‘Yeah. I knew some old dude had left her a place, but I never met him and you know perfectly well I don’t exactly see her, so it’s not been, like, Oh great, my new home – I’ll move here right now and be a digital nomad.’ He pauses. ‘Now that I’m here, though, I might do that. There’s a uni, you know. We should check it out.’

After Enzo and I watched that horror movie Don’t Look Now inappropriately young, our takeaway, for some reason, was the fact that there were no roads in Venice, that people went everywhere by boat. Enzo called his mum to double-check that there really weren’t any cars, and when she confirmed it we agreed that we would come here one day.

A place without cars feels like a haven, though I’m not quite sure why.

When Vittoria casually mentioned that she’d inherited an apartment, we thought we could go there for one of our birthdays, and then everything went wrong and now, somehow, here we are.

Vittoria is brittle, says darling a lot and lives in Milan. I remember her telling us, once, that if we used the apartment we should call in on her on our way home: I have no idea whether we’re going to do that, and I’m relieved. I never want to make my own decisions ever again because when I do I fuck everything up.

‘I might swim across the canal,’ says Enzo.

‘Go on then.’ Phoebe gestures to the opaque water.

‘Better let my breakfast settle or I’ll get cramp.’

The path towards St Mark’s Square is lined with souvenir sellers, their glass things and T-shirts spread out on stalls and rugs. I know it’s tat, and that these glass trinkets are probably imported rather than handmade, and I walk past – until suddenly I don’t.

Something hooks me: a glass bird, a green and yellow one. I almost feel it looking at me. Its glassy eye swivels round.

It doesn’t. Of course it doesn’t.

I check out the seller, who is sitting down beside the wares he’s spread out on a mat. He’s wearing a dark blue T-shirt with a Doctor Who logo (random) and jeans, and when our eyes meet my legs stop working. I stand there and stare at him, then the bird. It’s not that I fancy him. I’m never going to fancy any man ever again. I feel I know him, even though we can’t possibly have seen each other before. There’s something in his eyes.

I look back at the bird, which is calling to me so hard that it’s almost glowing. I reach down and pick it up, and even though it’s glass it’s hot in the palm of my hand. For a second I think it turns its smooth head to smile at me.

‘Quanto costa?’ I ask self-consciously, aware of my bilingual stepbrother at my side.

The stallholder gives me a long look. Then he nods and says, ‘Five euros,’ in English.

I open my purse, pleased to see I have some money in there. I hand him a five-euro note and close my hand round the bird. It’s so small: it fits perfectly.

‘Can’t believe you paid five euros for that piece of crap,’ says Enzo as we continue walking.

I ignore him. ‘What’s Italian for bird?’

‘Uccello.’

‘Then that’s my bird’s name. Cello for short.’ I glance at him, then away. ‘I know it’s crap, but it’s a symbol, Enz. You know? It’s kinda – freedom and all that.’

He doesn’t answer. He bumps me with his shoulder, and that’s all I need. I put Uccello into the inside pocket of my tote bag.

We move with the flow of tourists. I note that I am out in the world, and managing. Then Phoebe touches my arm.

‘Let’s bail on following the crowd,’ she says. ‘I know there are things we want to see, but I’m sure we can find them this way.’

She leads me to a tiny alleyway and, as my plan is to make no decisions, I follow. Enzo’s behind us.

‘What’s in here?’ he says. ‘Stinks!’

‘No idea. That’s the point.’

Phoebe sets off, heading away from the Riva degli Schiavoni. I walk fast to keep up and to get through the stench as quickly as possible. It smells of piss, basically, and of damp that comes up through paving stones and never dries out. The walls are high on either side of us. It’s silent, apart from our footsteps, and for a second I think we could come out anywhere in the world.

But actually the alley leads us to a square with tall buildings and windows all around it. It’s busy, but less so than where we were before.

Now that we know you can get away from the crowds by walking down a random path, we embrace it. I’m full of breakfast, fuller than I have been for over a year, and I find I have energy. I’m walking fast to burn it off, but also I’m walking fast because, for once, I can. My body is working. I can make it strong again.

We duck down the least likely path at every point, finding that some of them lead to dead ends, either in courtyards with no other exit or at the bank of a canal with no path. The air is warm on my face and, even though the sun is hot, the breeze from the water makes it all perfect.

At one of our dead ends, there’s a little boat just moored up to a post. I look at the side of it. It’s called Uccello, like my bird. I reach into my bag and feel it smooth in my hand.

‘Brilliant,’ says Enzo, and he starts to climb in. ‘Definitely a sign that it’s for us since we’ve just been talking about uccelli.’ It’s a speedboat, and it does look tempting, but still.

‘Nice,’ says Phoebe, and she follows.

‘You can’t!’ I move away. ‘It’s someone’s boat! You can’t just get in it.’ I have no idea what they’re doing. I take another step back, and then another.

‘Chill, Haze,’ says Enzo.

‘They might be watching from one of those windows. They’ll call the canal police! Please don’t.’

‘We won’t steal it. We just want to sit in a boat, and this one is all tucked away,’ says Phoebe, and I catch her giving Enzo a little look, the two of them commenting wordlessly on my anxiety. I sit down and hug my knees.

‘We need to get a selfie,’ says Enzo. ‘Going in a boat was one of our things to do today.’

I look up. ‘A gondola! Not someone’s actual private boat. It’s like getting into somebody’s car parked on a street.’

I can’t stop them, so retreat back into myself while they giggle in the boat, making it rock from side to side. They take a million selfies, pouting into the camera, the water behind them. I’m in the background of some until they tell me to move because I’m killing the vibe. Nobody shouts from a window. The canal police don’t turn up.

I take Cello out of my bag and hold her in the palm of my hand. She comforts me: I miss my mum. I miss my dad. I only have a glass bird on my side.

I try to summon my dad’s voice in my head. This doesn’t often work any more, but maybe now it will.

Why have I forgotten the journey? I say. Why can’t I remember coming here? He doesn’t answer.

I shift up, away from them and look across the narrow canal. There’s a blank wall there, creamish, with a watermark above the current water level. Higher up there’s a little window. It’s dark and blank.

Then it’s not.

There are eyes looking back at me. A face.

It comes into focus. It’s a girl, about my age, I think. She has short black hair and she’s staring right at me.

Phoebe and Enzo are climbing out of the boat. I see them in my peripheral vision, but I don’t turn my gaze away from the girl. It’s like our eye contact is the only thing there is. She looks at me and I look at her, and then everything that’s around me disappears.

Her face fades away.

There is only the blue of the sky, going darker, darker, darker and then pulsing.

My feet aren’t on the ground any more. I’m somewhere else.

I hold Cello tightly. I try to breathe and count.
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Venice has gone. I feel myself hanging in the air. Time stretches on and I can’t stay like this, but here I am. Suspended.

An explosion? Did a bomb go off?

Have I fainted? If I’ve blacked out again, I hope the others catch me before I fall in the canal.

I hear my name, from far away. Hazel? Gentle. A new voice.

I don’t know how the word can come from nowhere and everywhere.

I hang in the air, waiting for gravity to kick in. I look for the others, but I can’t see them; everything around me is bright and blue and there’s nothing. No shapes, no people, no heat, no sound. I can move my eyes, but not my head. I do my best to stretch out, but there’s nothing solid. The air is almost tactile around me. I try to do the numbered breathing, but I don’t think I’m breathing at all.

It lasts longer than it could possibly last.

Then there’s a jolt and I’m back.
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And we’re walking with the crowds. The Grand Canal is over to our left, and everyone, including us, is shuffling towards where I guess the tourist stuff is located.

‘What?’ I stop and look around. I stretch out my hands. Close my eyes and open them. Cello was in my hand and now she’s not. Where is she? I look down. She’s not on the paving stones. I check my bag. Not there.

And anyway what are we doing here? Have I blacked out again? Why are we at the Grand Canal and not by the Uccello boat? There’s Enzo, huffing next to me. There’s Phoebe, looking around, probably for a place that serves iced oat latte.

Is it still morning? Afternoon? Is it the same day?

‘What what?’ asks Enzo, his voice lazy.

‘I mean, what just happened?’

‘Hey,’ says Phoebe. ‘You OK?’ She pauses. ‘We’re in Venice, Haze. Remember? I know you had some memory gaps, but everything’s fine.’

I look around, wanting this to make sense. I touch the back of my head, my bum, my legs, trying to work out whether I fell, but everything’s dry. I didn’t end up in the canal. Nothing is bruised or scraped. Nothing hurts at all.

‘What time is it?’

I search my bag again, but Cello has definitely disappeared. I open my purse and see the five-euro note I used to buy her.

‘Ten-ish,’ says Enzo.

‘Ten thirteen,’ says Phoebe, checking.

‘In the morning?’

Enzo makes a face. ‘Duh.’ He stops, looking at the purse in my hand. ‘You didn’t get robbed?’

‘The opposite. I got money back.’

I stop and look around. The sun is high in the sky. The man who sold me the bird is up ahead. We haven’t got there yet …

I haven’t blacked out. I’ve gone back in time. What?

‘Did I buy a glass bird?’

‘What? What are you talking about, H?’

‘I’m talking about … Oh, I don’t know. Weren’t we here before?’

‘Oh,’ says Phoebe. ‘I get that sometimes. Déjà vu. You feel like you’ve bought a glass bird before? But actually you’ve just imagined doing it?’

‘It’s understandable if you feel a bit weird, Haze,’ says Enzo. ‘A lot has happened.’

I don’t know how to explain, so I just pull the clip out of the back of my hair and let it loose. Did I do that before? No. I walk over to the same guy, who’s wearing his Doctor Who T-shirt, and when he looks at me there’s that recognition in his eyes again.

Phoebe is right: I’m experiencing déjà vu. It happens. I’m half mad anyway, so it shouldn’t be surprising.

‘Hello again,’ he says. I shoot a look at Enzo and Phoebe, but they’re talking about something and haven’t heard.

I stare. Something shivers right through me.

No. He will have heard what we were just saying. He’s heard Phoebe talking about déjà vu and he’s playing along with it.

I hand him the same five-euro note, put the same bird in my pocket and let Phoebe take us down the same alleyway, rationalizing like crazy as I go. This is me cracking up. I thought I saw a girl through a window and then … Anyway, I’m here.

I follow Phoebe and Enzo through the alleys again. Last time we took the narrowest path whenever there was a choice, but this time we pick one randomly. We stop in a square with a curvy-walled church in it. This is new. New to me but old.

‘Where next?’ Enzo is checking out the different exits. There are three, not counting the way we’ve just come. ‘Haze – your turn.’

I look at the paths. I have no idea. I know I’m taking way too long to decide so I point at the middle one.

Half an hour later and we haven’t come to the place with the boat, and nothing weird has happened. I’m starting to rationalize it, even to forget about it. Stress. Brains are weird. That kind of thing. It recedes. It was a moment and, like so many other things, it’s over. There wasn’t a girl at a window or a boat. There wasn’t a blue pulsating sky. I did buy a glass bird. I bought it once. That’s why I have one, not two.

My feet hurt. I’m a bit thirsty. I have a water bottle in my bag and so I take a huge swig from it.

We’re sitting on a bench, looking out at a canal. There’s washing strung across it, all bright white against the strip of pale blue sky. I can smell the water. It’s not horrible, just intense. Water and old stone. Little motorboats keep coming past, and the people smile at us and sometimes wave.

I can’t quite lose the image of Phoebe and Enzo messing around in that boat. Taking selfies. Making me move because I was scowling in the background. It feels as real as this does. I know it happened. They were mucking about and …

‘Pheebs?’ I say. ‘Can I look at your phone?’

‘Why?’

‘I want to check out your photos.’

She gives me a bit of a look, but I don’t care because I’ve just realized I can prove this, one way or another.

‘Knock yourself out.’ She hands it over.

Her most recent pictures are from the breakfast table. Enzo and me clinking our coffee cups. An aerial view of a croissant. The three of us leaning together for a selfie, the people at the table behind visibly disapproving. I scroll back from there, even though there’s no point. Phoebe in the studio bathroom for some reason taking a photo to check her make-up rather than using the huge mirror. The view from the window, across the Grand Canal. Me and Enzo sitting on the sofa, bright-eyed and excited. Venice as some distant lights in the dark. I don’t remember the last two at all.

I hand the phone back. I don’t want to see anything before that. ‘Thanks.’

She takes a photo of me, and then one of Enzo, and then a selfie of the three of us, and puts the phone in her pocket.

‘What time is acceptable for a gelato?’

‘Any time,’ says Enzo. ‘It’s holiday, and it’s Italy. Both those things mean it’s gelato whenever you want.’

‘In that case,’ I say, ‘let’s get one.’ I force myself to enter into the conversation properly, to be normal. ‘But, Pheebs, presumably you’ve found a particular place you want to go to, right?’ She is the queen of research. ‘The best one on Insta? We’re not talking random ice cream, right?’

Phoebe is delighted. ‘Yes! It’s nearby too. Hazel – do you think you might have one?’

I nod, even though I don’t want one at all. I need to get back into the holiday mood.

‘I might,’ I say. I get my own phone out, but there are no messages, thank God. I wonder, though, why Mum hasn’t checked in. Why isn’t there a barrage of messages from her, given we came here at such short notice?

I write her a quick text:


Mum – everything’s fine here. I’m in Italy with E & P and having a great time. Venice is gorgeous.



I attach a photo of a canal to prove that it’s Venice because we both know how much I’ve lied about my location over the past year.

I take a few more photos of my own, so that if I have déjà vu or a weird blackout thing again, I’ll be able to monitor it for myself. I photograph the three of us, together in Venice at last. The building behind us looks like a palace, but it’s probably a house. Flat-fronted, old, its plasterwork stained, windows like rows of blank eyes watching us. For a second I think I see real eyes again, but, when I take a photo and zoom in, the window on the screen is blank.

The city enfolds me again. I find my worries drifting away and focus on walking. I want to be strong again. Alive. Vibrant.

We walk to the gelato place from Instagram. Phoebe buys a Gianduiotto chocolate ice cream because it’s fancy, and Enzo spends ages choosing a dark chocolate with pistachio cream. I take a deep breath and ask for a strawberry sorbet because I like strawberries and partly, secretly, because sorbet is lighter than ice cream. There seems no point eating a load of double cream for no reason. Double cream. The idea suddenly makes me want to vomit.

I stop and frown at myself. Why? It’s only ice cream. It’s famous for being nice. That’s its USP.

And, oh my God, I used to love ice cream. I’d have been trying the most exciting flavours. I’d have gone for anything with salt and sugar in it. For a second I’m back in the kitchen at home, eating salted-caramel ice cream from the tub with Enzo, the night of that first Kennedy gig.

I shake thoughts of that away and we sit on a red bench in a square and watch people going by. The strawberry is cold in my mouth and makes my teeth hurt. I let it melt on my tongue.

I sigh. I let her go, the imaginary stranger with the short black hair. It was nothing at all, something I conjured out of the dust and magic of this city. Italy is full of good-looking strangers and I don’t need to engage with them. I have a boyfrien–

I wince. I don’t have a boyfriend. That’s the whole point. It’s what all this is about.
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Kent

Nineteen months earlier

We were among the last to leave the Kennedy gig because it took us so long to find each other.

‘It was good,’ said Phoebe. ‘I mean, the singer’s hilariously up himself. What a twat. I like the others, though.’

‘He is not up himself!’ I surprised myself at how defensive I was. I thought of him looking at me, giving me a half-smile. ‘He’s amazing.’

She patted my arm. ‘All right there, Mrs Freddie Kennedy,’ she said.

‘Shut up.’

‘Hazel’s in love,’ announced Enzo.

‘Fuck off.’

Fatima came to the conversation late. ‘That guy who bought you a drink? He looked fit. You gonna see him again?’

‘No,’ I said. ‘I mean, yeah, he was nice. He got me a drink because I kind of fell over on him. I think he thought I was drunk.’

‘But actually you were high on life,’ said Enzo.

‘High on Freddie Kennedy, more like,’ said Phoebe, giving me a big grin. ‘Come on, Haze. Let’s get you home.’

‘I tripped,’ I said, ‘and I’m not high on Freddie Kennedy.’ They weren’t listening.

I didn’t want to tell Phoebe that if I was picking a member of Kennedy it would be Lina in a heartbeat. There were a lot of things I was discovering lately that I didn’t quite understand about myself. One was the fact that I hadn’t had a crush on a boy for ages. I loved art, my favourite subject at school, and I kept finding myself drawing girls.

We were standing on the pavement round the corner, our breath huffing into the November night, saying goodbye before we set off in different directions, when a door opened behind us and the band walked out. That was when we realized that we were accidentally waiting at the stage door.

There was actual Lina. Up close her white-blonde hair was dazzling. I stared at her in her tight jeans and sweatshirt and wished I looked like that. Hers were like normal clothes, but somehow more stylish. The cut of the sweatshirt, the way the denim clung to her legs, the boots she was wearing.

I glanced down at myself. We were almost rocking the same style, but she was cooler than anyone I’d ever seen.

I waited for her to look at me. She didn’t.

‘Brilliant gig, Lina!’ said Enzo’s mate Jack.

She gave us a huge smile. ‘Cheers, guys. Thanks for coming. God, it’s freezing, isn’t it?’

‘Freezing,’ I echoed, too quietly.

Then Ollie Kennedy was there, beer bottle in one hand, guitar strung over his back. I half heard the others talking to him, heard him replying, but I wasn’t really listening: I was watching Lina talking to Fatima. A van pulled up on the double yellow lines. A teenage girl, a bit older than us, jumped out and opened the sliding back door.

I felt a hand on my shoulder. It pressed down, light and heavy at the same time.

‘Hey,’ said a voice close to my ear. ‘I saw you in the crowd tonight.’

Freddie Kennedy was talking to me, touching me, and somehow, even though Phoebe was right and he was up himself, he made my heart beat faster. I tried to think of something smart to say. I realized I was grinning like an idiot.

‘Yeah.’

That was all I could manage. He was talking to me. Just me, up close. He remembered me. He made everything in my body feel different. It was a chemical thing, not a choice.

‘Well, thanks for coming,’ he said, and I pulled myself together and found my voice.

‘The gig was amazing,’ I told him. ‘So cool. You guys are awesome.’

‘That’s very kind. Look, I don’t know what you’re up to right now, but do you guys fancy coming along to the –?’

Lina spoke sharply. ‘Fred, they can’t be more than sixteen.’

His eyes lingered on me and I felt myself change under the beam of his attention. ‘Right, yeah. Thanks for coming tonight, guys. Means a lot to us to have support from a home crowd.’ He turned to Lina and Ollie and patted himself down. ‘Left my keys. Give me a sec.’

The girl who was waiting at the van said, ‘Freddie?’

‘One sec!’ he called to her. She had long dark hair and a tight dress, and she climbed back inside the van.

We stood on the pavement while he dashed inside. I half wanted to tell him that I wasn’t sixteen yet, that my birthday was still a few weeks away. I listened to my friends asking Lina and Ollie where they were playing next.

‘Hoxton Underbelly in a couple of weeks,’ said Ollie. ‘If you fancy coming along, we could probably get you tickets.’ He looked at Lina. ‘Right?’

Freddie was back.

‘Sure,’ Lina said. ‘Message Pete. Our manager. His number’s on the website. Say I told you to.’

Freddie didn’t look at me, but I felt his hand take mine. He put something in my palm and closed my fingers round it.

The thrill of the warmth of his hand on mine went through me, touching every cell inside my body, a warm electric shock. As soon as he’d moved away, I shoved the tiny piece of paper into my back pocket. The band climbed into the van and then they were gone.

When Enzo and I got home, all the lights were on and there was music playing. It was ‘I Will Survive’, and that meant one thing. ‘I Will Survive’ was Mum’s break-up song. She had activated it often lately. The song was a cliché in the first place and now it had become the most stressful, unsettling sound in the world. Every note of it made me want to run and hide.

We stopped on the pavement and looked at each other.

My mum and Greg had been together since Enzo and I were ten. They were delighted when the two of us, both only children living with a single parent, slipped into a sibling relationship straight away: it turned out that each of us had always half wished for a twin, and we found everything we needed in each other. One of the first things I said to Enzo, as a nervous child who was sure this new boy was going to hate me, was, ‘We both have a Z.’ He’d grinned and fist-bumped me, which I’d misinterpreted, and so the Zed Club and its complex handshake had been born.

I felt I’d known Enzo all my life, as if we actually were twins and had been separated at birth. We even quizzed our parents about it, despite the two-month age gap, and they gave each other fond looks and told us not to be so silly, but that there were lots of different ways of having a family and this was one of them.

Mum and I had lived in a second-floor flat at the top of a Victorian house, with sloping ceilings and tiny rooms. Enzo and Greg had a huge town house, our current home, because Greg was a banker. Since both our parents were workaholics, Enzo and I had become inseparable almost at once. We made up our own little worlds, shorthands, in-jokes. Hazel and Enzo. Enzo and Hazel. The Zed Club soon had a ‘logo’:

[image: HAZEL, ENZO]
We started with blanket dens and make-believe, and moved through TV, unsuitable movies, friends, crushes, rarely arguing and swiftly making up when we did. Enzo was closer to me than anyone in the world. Greg adopted me when he and Mum got married, so he was officially my dad too. We thought that made us half-siblings as well as step ones.

Greg, however, was not my dad.

My dad was Morris Angelopoulos. I heard his voice in my head, glimpsed him from the corner of my eye. I didn’t entirely believe he wasn’t still around somewhere. I saw him in crowds watching me from a distance. I mean, I knew he was dead, but a part of me still thought that one day I’d see him again.

Now Enzo and I were standing outside our house, listening for the sound of shouting voices, which weren’t there unless you counted Gloria Gaynor’s. We communicated by facial expression that we needed to go in and see what was happening, our breath huffing in the cold air. As we walked up to the front door, I was so nervous that I forgot about the fact that we were freezing, that we’d been to a gig, that Freddie Kennedy had handed me a piece of paper that was in my back pocket right now.

I unlocked the heavy door and we stepped in, closing it behind us. The house felt empty, but I knew it wasn’t.

Mum
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