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  Also by Julia Green


  One


  It’s the end of August, my last day on the island of St Ailla.


  ‘I’m just going out,’ I call to Evie as I slip out of the back door, on my way to the shed to pick up my wetsuit. ‘One final swim!’


  ‘Keep an eye on the time, Freya,’ she calls back from the kitchen. ‘The ferry leaves at eleven.’


  I run down the lane past the farm to the campsite, turn left through the wooden gate into the field, up the earthy track between flowering gorse bushes that smell like coconut. At the top of Wind Down I stop like I always do at the turf maze; I walk carefully round the ridged path into the middle and back out again. It’s part of my ritual of saying goodbye.


  I turn into the wind and start running over the short grass towards Beady Pool. There’s no one here. I peel off my clothes, wriggle into my wetsuit. The water is freezing even though the sun’s out today, the sea a brilliant turquoise. I swim out, overarm, as far as the end of the line of rock, and then back, more slowly, breaststroke. This is the last time I’ll swim in the sea this year. I turn on to my back and let myself float, arms outstretched, eyes open to the wide blue sky. For a moment I let myself drift, held by the water, surrounded by light.


  


  Finally, when it’s time to go, Evie and Gramps walk me down to the jetty. Spirit, the small island boat, is already waiting to take passengers over to Main Island for the ferry. Evie and Gramps hold me between them for a long goodbye hug.


  ‘Take care, sweetheart,’ Gramps says. ‘Come back to see us soon.’ He wipes his eyes with his sleeve. ‘You’re leaving with the swallows, Freya.’ He points to the row of birds lined up along the telephone wire at the top of the jetty.


  ‘They’re just practising,’ Evie tells him. ‘They’re not going yet. They’re not quite ready for that long journey south.’ She squeezes his hand. ‘And they’ll be back next year, even the young ones. Straight back to the nests where they were born.’


  She hugs me one last time. ‘It’s been so lovely having you here all summer it’s hard to let you go!’ She laughs. ‘But you know what they say: one door shuts and another one opens!’


  I find a seat at the back of the boat, like I always do, so I can watch my grandparents getting smaller and smaller, and the gap of sea between us stretching bigger and wider. I wave until they are tiny dots, and then I turn and I face the other way, looking forward.


  It’s as if I’ve got two lives, my island life, and my normal one, back on the mainland. This is the moment when I cross over, one to the other. It’s always hard. But it’s like Evie says: another door opening. The beginning of something new.


  Two


  The train’s packed. At each station, more people pile in. The luggage racks are spilling over with bags and beach stuff, surfboards propped up at the end of the carriage. The over-breathed air is thick with the smell of suntan lotion on hot skin. I’m pressed in the window seat in Coach A, the quiet carriage at the front of the train, my book open on the table before me unread, just wanting to be home, now. There’s still at least two and a half hours to go.


  A sudden jolt shakes the train, followed by the stink of brakes as the train judders to a long-drawn-out stop. For a moment, everyone is silent. It feels as if the train might tip over. Are we about to crash? I am suddenly deeply afraid, alert to danger even though nothing else happens: the train simply stops. The acrid smell of the too-hard braking seeps through the train.


  The train manager’s voice comes over the intercom: a man’s voice, kind and oddly human, shocked by his own words which come out in a rush and say too much, too soon: ‘Someone’s walked out on to the line!’ before he reverts to the usual train-manager language: ‘There has been a fatality. There will be a severe delay to your journey.’


  A babble of voices. All around me, people start getting their phones out, as if desperate to speak, to tell someone close to them. They repeat the exact same words: someone walked out on to the line . . . fatality . . . delay. The woman opposite me tuts. ‘It’s the driver you feel sorry for.’


  I look out of the window. Because I’m in the front carriage, I can see it all unfold. The train manager struggles into a bright orange vest, talking into his phone at the same time. Another man joins him. The manager steps back on to the train and his voice comes again, over the loudspeaker system: ‘Could the relief driver who is travelling on this train please come forward, and bring two cups of tea for the drivers from the buffet as you come through.’


  The little detail of the cups of tea brings the tragedy horribly into focus. I can imagine everything, of course: the driver, traumatised, needs his sweet tea. He won’t be allowed to drive the train. In my too vivid imagination, already tuned into death and disaster, I’m with him in the front of the train as he sees the person step out, as he applies the brakes, as he closes his eyes, because it takes miles for a train at that speed to stop and there is nothing, nothing he can do . . .


  The driver climbs down from the cab, and the manager moves over to stand beside him. Two of the three men light cigarettes. A man holding two paper cups of tea walks slowly through our carriage and everyone goes quiet again, watching. He joins the men at the side of the track. The drivers sip tea. They’ve got their backs to the train; I can’t see their faces.


  We wait. People talk. A girl on the other side of the train carriage says she saw something fly past the window; she’d thought it was just a piece of wood, but now she thinks it was a shoe, or something . . .


  Another announcement. ‘We apologise for the severe delay to your journey this afternoon. British Transport Police have now arrived.’


  I text Mum to say my train’s going to be really late. I don’t tell her why. She texts me back. Can you get a taxi from the station? Dad and I have to go out. Sorry. See u later. Love Mum xx


  A policeman turns up. He writes things down in a notebook, nodding. I take in more details of the driver; grey hair, a beard, middle-aged, blue short-sleeved shirt, railway uniform. The other men seem to be looking after him, in their particularly male way: cigarettes, a joke, even; standing very close without actually touching.


  The policeman pulls on latex gloves. He walks away, and I imagine him picking things up . . . pieces up . . . my mind shuts down then. I’m trying not to think about what might be left, scattered along the track or caught under the wheels . . .


  ‘We have nothing further to report. We apologise for the severe delay to your journey. Engineers are still inspecting the train for any damage caused by the incident.’


  The idea that the train might be damaged . . . My brain reels.


  Even as it happens, I see what I’m doing. It’s as if I’m noting everything down, committing the details to memory, as if I might be called upon as a witness, later. Or is it my own way of keeping the real truths at a distance, so I don’t feel anything?


  Eventually – an hour, maybe an hour and a half later – the train limps slowly into the next station. We all have to get off. The platform’s crowded with people: trains delayed in either direction; no one going anywhere.


  I stand, almost dizzy, on the platform with my bag, and I do not mean to, but I do see the front of the train, and the huge dent. I hug myself and weep.


  


  I suppose I am attuned to death, and grief, and the tragic moment that splits the world in two. It happened in my own family, when my brother, Joe, died in a boating accident at the island I’ve just travelled from. Bit by bit, we’ve pieced our lives together again, and that’s not what I want to write about now, because I did all that two years ago, when I was fourteen, and that’s all over. But I suppose, thinking about it now, it’s why the death of an unknown person under the wheels of the train I just happened to be travelling on, wouldn’t leave me alone. I kept thinking about it, and wondering why, and wondering who.


  Three


  The house feels empty, as if nothing has disturbed the air for hours. The table is tidy, the draining board clean, the polished wooden floor swept. Through the back window the garden is green and gold in the late evening sunlight. It’s taken me almost nine hours to get home. I pick up the note on the table. Dear Freya . . . We’ve gone out for dinner but look forward to seeing you tonight when we get back, or in the morning if you’ve already gone to bed . . .


  Maybe it’s better like this. I won’t go blurting out what happened, now. There’s no point raking up old sadness, which is what happens whenever you mention another horrible thing. Mum still can’t watch certain things on telly. She won’t watch the news, because it is too likely to bring up awful tragic events: children dying, random acts of unbelievable cruelty. Dad’s different: he has put all his energy into making our new house really beautiful. It’s almost finished: polished wooden floors, huge windows, open-plan kitchen/dining/sitting room, full of light.


  I’m too exhausted to cook anything for my supper. I go upstairs and run a bath. I lie in the water watching the light drain from the sky as the sun sets. The silence of the house soothes me, little by little. In my bedroom, I find my bed made up with a clean white sheet, white duvet cover, white pillowcases. Someone – Mum, I guess – has placed a jug of pink and cream roses from the garden on the bedside table. I don’t unpack.


  Some time later, the sound of the front door opening startles me awake. I listen to their voices drifting upstairs, but I’m too drowsy to get up. The familiar noises of my parents getting ready for bed, running a bath, lull me back towards sleep. At one point, footsteps pad along the landing and I know Mum’s standing outside my room, looking through the small gap in the barely open door, checking I’m safe. She stays a while, and then, satisfied, she pads back again.


  I’m breathing deeply, steadily, like you do when you’re almost asleep. And then, just as I’m drifting off properly, I feel again the jolt in my body, like on the train, except it’s as if it’s me, falling.


  The moment of impact.


  Solid train meeting soft flesh.


  


  Next morning, after breakfast together, me telling the story of my island summer, answering questions about Gramps and Evie, after all that, and once Mum and Dad have both left for work, I turn on my computer. I check emails.


  I flick through local news items, to see if there’s anything about yesterday’s accident. Nothing. But as soon as I type the two words train suicides into the search engine, a whole load of references come up: far too many. I’m suddenly sickened by the whole business, can’t bear to read any of them.


  I make coffee, instead, and take it with me into the garden, to the place we’ve made for remembering Joe. I sit on the bench, under the cream roses, and I doodle in my sketchbook for a while. I flip back through the last few pages, full of six weeks’ worth of drawings: summer on St Ailla. Boats at the jetty; the old lighthouse; the beach at Beady Pool; Danny fishing for mackerel off the rocks. Danny’s my friend who I first met three summers ago when he was staying with his family at the farm campsite, down the lane from Evie and Gramps’ house. I’ve seen him each summer since. Except this year, because it rained so much, they went home early.


  I send him a quick text. Back home now :( You missed the best days. Sunny all this week! Fx


  In a week’s time I shall be starting college. I’m going to be doing my A levels at the further education college in town: Art, English and Biology. Miranda will be there, too. Miranda and I have been best friends for ever.


  I phone her. She doesn’t answer, so I text her instead. I’m back! Want 2 meet up 2day? I’m going to swim at the weir. See you there at 2? Bring a picnic.


  It’s the lazy end of summer, just before everything changes. Sometimes it’s a sad time of year for us (Joe died in late August) but this year I’m ready for change, for a new beginning. It’s been a wetter than usual summer, but the last week has been fine and sunny: what Dad calls an Indian summer. One that comes late and unexpectedly.


  


  The field next to the river where you can swim above the weir is the closest thing we’ve got to a beach in this landlocked city. On hot days, local kids cycle there along the towpath that runs next to the canal. Families come too.


  I haven’t ridden my bike all summer. I find it at the back of the garage, covered in dust and spiders’ webs and with a flat tyre. It takes me ages to find a bike pump. I can’t be bothered to mend a puncture now so I just pump up the tyre and hope for the best. I put the bike pump in the bag with the picnic food, just in case.


  It’s easier cycling once I’m off the road and on to the level towpath. I’ve forgotten how good it feels, spinning along past the moored-up boats, past the backs of houses and long gardens, ducking under the stone bridges that cross the canal. It doesn’t take long before I’ve left the city way behind and the houses have given way to fields. I reach the place where you have to come off the path and take a track down to a lane and the level crossing over the railway. I lock the bike up against the fence, where there are already loads of other bikes, pick up my bag and push through the wicket gate.


  Wait. Watch. Listen, the wooden sign says. It’s a clear stretch of railway so you can see easily whether there’s a train coming either way, and there’s a proper crossing, wooden boards over the rails, so it’s perfectly safe. Today more than usual I take in the other sign: Danger of Death. It’s totally silent. No humming of the rails, no train remotely in view either direction. I know that the London train comes through every half-hour, and there are slower local trains every so often. Even so, I wait, and listen again, before I walk across. My palms are sweaty by the time I’ve got to the other side, through the gate and across the stile into the field.


  The cows have retreated to the opposite end of the field, mostly lying down at the edge under trees. The sound of splashing water and shouting voices drifts up from the river. I can’t see Miranda. I wander through the groups of people sunbathing on the grass till I see people I recognise from school. Ellie and Tabitha wave at me. I go over to them.


  ‘All right?’ Ellie says.


  ‘Yes. You?’


  She nods, sleepily.


  Tabby gets up and gives me a hug. ‘You look great, Freya! Good summer?’


  ‘Amazing!’ I say. ‘You?’


  She shrugs. ‘Nothing special.’ She looks at my rolled-up towel. ‘You swimming?’


  I nod. ‘You’ll be staying a while? I’ll leave my stuff here.’ I strip off my skirt and top – I’ve got my swimming things on already, underneath – and walk over the grass towards the river. I climb down the steep bank to the water.


  Compared to the sea, the river water’s almost warm. I wade in further and as soon as it’s deep enough, start swimming upstream away from the line of kids splashing at the edge and balancing along the top of the weir. The light is golden, streaming through a canopy of green willow branches, making liquid gold on the surface of the river as it flows downstream. I swim against the current with strong, smooth overarm strokes until I’m far upstream and there’s no one else around.


  Swimming in a river is very different from the sea. The way it moves, and the colour; even the texture of the water is different, like silk, soft against my skin instead of stinging and salty. I keep away from the bank, where the water is shallow and it’s easy to stir up silt with your feet. A kingfisher flashes across in front of me, and disappears again. Suddenly hungry, I tread water and turn, swim back downstream.


  I find Miranda sitting on the weir, her legs dangling over the edge. Her skin is smooth and golden, her hair sun-bleached from two weeks of Spanish sun.


  ‘Hey, you!’


  She turns. ‘Freya!’


  We hug, and she shivers. ‘You’re freezing! How long have you been in the water?’


  ‘Long enough. I’m hungry. Coming out?’


  She walks carefully back along the slippery edge. The weed beneath the water looks like combed green hair. I swim beside her until it’s too shallow, clamber out on to the bank and walk after her, dripping, to my towel. When I’ve dried myself, I spread out the cotton sheet I’ve brought for us to lie on, and we share our picnics.


  The afternoon wears on, a drowsy, hot September day, wasps buzzing lazily round the bags and bottles, Miranda and me catching up on a whole summer apart. Some of the time, we just doze in the sun. Warmed through, contented, I listen to Miranda’s account of summer love in Spain, the hopelessness of holiday romance. Someone called Jamie.


  ‘So I probably won’t see him ever again!’ She sighs.


  ‘Where does he live?’


  ‘Edinburgh. Well, that’s where he’s studying.’


  ‘You could fly,’ I say. ‘From Bristol.’


  ‘It wouldn’t be the same, though,’ Miranda says. ‘It only worked because of where we were.’


  ‘Well then.’


  ‘Perhaps I’ll meet someone at college. There might be boys we don’t know.’


  ‘Of course there will. Loads of new people.’


  ‘And Danny? How did that go?’ Miranda asks me.


  ‘Good. Only I didn’t see much of him. They left early. It was wet almost all the time he was there.’


  ‘And?’


  ‘Nothing else. Nothing to report.’


  Miranda narrows her eyes. ‘Are you sure?’


  ‘Promise.’


  ‘OK. I believe you. I think.’


  I laugh. Miranda’s always trying to matchmake. It’s her main occupation. She’s never even met Danny, but she’s convinced he’d be perfect for me, if only he was about a year older. At our age, she says, girls are sooo much more mature than boys. Danny’s sixteen, like me.


  


  By seven, most of the families have packed up and gone home and a new load of people arrive, with barbecues and beer and music. Swallows swoop low over the field, catching flies. As the sun goes down, the sky turns pink and golden and then a deep turquoise blue. We’re both chilled from sitting still so long. The cows that were grazing at the far end of the field move closer towards the river, chomping the dampening grass as they go.


  I stand up and stretch. ‘Better go back. I haven’t got proper lights on my bike.’


  We pack up the picnic things, and say goodbye to the people we know from school, and traipse back up the path to the railway crossing. There aren’t so many bikes piled up now. We unlock ours and disentangle them.


  By the time we start cycling back, side by side along the canal towpath, the boat people are sitting in groups round small fires along the grass at the edge of the path, lanterns hanging on the low tree branches, and the summer night smells of wood smoke and roll-ups and charred meat.


  ‘Would you like to live like that?’ Miranda asks. ‘On one of those narrowboats?’


  ‘I wouldn’t mind,’ I say, ‘in summer. Except, if I had a boat, I’d want to be able to go places. Not just on the canal, up and down.’


  And that makes me think of my brother, who was going to go places too. And then that reminds me of the train incident, so I tell Miranda about what happened, and it changes the mood of the evening, but not in a good way.


  Miranda looks at me. ‘You want to be careful,’ she says. ‘It was just a random thing. It didn’t mean anything. Don’t go brooding about it.’


  ‘No,’ I agree.


  But of course I do. I just don’t tell her about it any more.


  Four


  We’re into the third week of college. It’s mid-September, and the Indian summer is still with us: one sunny day after another. It’s a waste, having to be inside so much. But at least college is different from school: you don’t have registration with your tutor in the morning, or have to stay on the premises at breaks; you’re free to come and go, and they treat you like you’re grown up. Because the college is right in the middle of town, we can go off for coffees and lunch, and to the park, whenever we don’t have lessons.


  The art studios are amazing, much better than the school art rooms, and one of our teachers – we’re supposed to call them lecturers, now, and we can use their first names (Jeanette) – is a proper successful artist who has exhibitions and sells her paintings. So it feels more real, and more as if it’s a proper thing to do, instead of some pipe dream, which is what Dad thinks. One of my assignments is to research artists’ interpretations of the theme of discord, so that’s what I’m doing now, in the learning resources centre. It’s the end of the day, and no one else is here.


  It’s only a few clicks on a search engine to go from Ana Mendieta and Annette Messager to Railway-Related Deaths. I’m searching, again, for something about the train accident.


  I find a list of deaths, in date order. I check the places, and the dates. It’s that simple. The stark details come up on the screen. The date, first, and the place. I find a name. Bridie. Immediately, my heart does a sort of leap. A real person, a girl, and she died. Of course she did. I knew that, didn’t I? How could anyone possibly survive being hit by a train? But knowing the name, knowing it was a girl, makes it all suddenly much more shocking.


  I find another article, from a local newspaper. There’s just been an inquest in Exeter. It gives the date for the funeral, and the place. I look that up, too. I do all this research on autopilot, and I write it down in my notebook, as if it’s part of the Art project. Perhaps in some weird way it is. I don’t tell anyone. Bit by bit, I work out what I’m going to do. I don’t tell anyone about that, either.


  


  Five days later, I’m taking the train westwards again, on a Friday lunchtime. It means I’m skipping an English class, but . . . well, I couldn’t explain to anyone why, but I just know I need to go to the girl’s – Bridie’s – funeral. It’s at some random church in the middle of the city but the train journey is easy enough, and the church is only a short walk away, according to the street map I download.


  It’s the first time I’ve been on a train since it happened. I notice how much more nervous I am; the way I check out the other people in the carriage, and listen out to the different sounds of the engine. I breathe deeply to make myself relax. The train stops three times. A few people get on and off. No one takes any notice of me in my window seat with my notebook on the table in front of me.


  At Exeter I get off the train and make my way out of the station and on to the main road. I check the map. I’ve allowed too much time: there’s ages before I need to be there, so I walk along the main road to find a café. I choose one near the church, push open the door and go in.


  I take in the black-and-white lino floor and a random collection of old wooden tables. I sit down at a sewing machine trestle table with metal legs. The café walls are papered with music sheets – pages of them from old books. I order tea. I do my usual thing of watching everyone come in and out. I draw; quick pen and ink sketches, and the sounds of the busy café waft over me: the hiss of the milk steamer; the clatter of cups and saucers; people chatting. I make my tea last a long time. I make up stories in my head about who people are, and why they’re here. A mother and daughter: shopping trip. Three students, having a late lunch, planning some music event. An older man with a younger one – his son, who he hardly ever sees? I watch a middle-aged man and a woman leaning across the table to be closer, so rapt and intent on each other I guess they are new lovers. Not married. Perhaps it is the beginning of an affair . . .


  The bell on the door jangles as a whole bunch of people come in. All part of one big family, I guess: the parents, then two grown-up daughters, two teenage boys and two babies. Apart from the babies, they’re all dressed up really smartly, in black suits and polished black shoes, and the women have hats and even gloves and handbags, all black. They look totally out of place. But they come in anyway and people move chairs so they can all get round one table, and they’re all laughing. I can’t take my eyes off them.


  I look down at my own clothes: jeans, a white shirt with little pearl buttons, short black jacket.


  The family order coffees and cakes, and the babies – toddlers, really – squirm and whine, and one of the boys – he looks about eighteen – entertains them by folding paper serviettes to create animals: paper frogs that hop. The boy looks vaguely familiar, with his fair curly hair, and blue eyes, and hands with fine, long fingers. When he smiles, his face glows. At one point he looks directly at me, and I turn away, quickly. I bury myself in my drawings, shading in the background, adding a detail to the chair.


  I check the time. Five more minutes.


  The church is an ugly modern building. A small group of people are waiting outside. Everyone looks a bit shabby, and disconnected, as if they don’t know each other. I hover, not knowing what to do now I’m here. I don’t want to speak to anyone, or draw attention to myself. I’d expected just to slide into a pew at the back of the church. But when I’d imagined it, I suppose I was thinking of the sort of packed church we had for my brother, not this sparse gathering. And I feel a fraud, far worse than gatecrashing a party. A hanger-on, an intruder at someone else’s tragedy.


  The priest comes to the door and invites people in. I follow. I can’t sit at the back now: there are so few people it would look even more obvious. So I slip in at the end of a row near two older women. It’s horrible that there are so few people here, and terribly sad. The music starts, and then there’s a sudden flurry of activity – more people arriving – and I look round to see that same family, the one from the café, file in to the pews behind me. The smart black clothes make sense, now. But they look out of place even here in church, because no one else is dressed in black, or even half as smart. It’s a mystery, what connection they have with everyone else, or with the short life the priest is talking about, in his droning, churchy voice. Our sister, he calls her, but she isn’t anyone’s real sister as far as I can see.


  What was I hoping to find out? Something about Bridie, I suppose, that might help me understand why she did what she did. But I don’t find anything out from the priest’s speech, which is bland, and general, as if he’s never met the girl. He probably hasn’t. There’s no one at the front of the church who seems as if they might be her parents. Or friends. No one young, even, apart from me and the family in black. Most of the others might as well be random people off the street. I wonder, briefly, if the two women near me are social workers, or something like that.


  As soon as the last prayer is over, I think, I’ll leave the church.


  The boy in the pew behind me watches me as I get up. He half smiles, as if he recognises me, too, from somewhere. He’s holding one of the babies on his lap, and something about that touches my heart for a second.


  It’s a relief to get into fresh air, daylight. What did I think was going to happen? Some revelation, perhaps. Or a way to close the door on the incident that caught me up, involuntarily and at random. If anything is ever random, that is.


  I walk back along the high street towards the station, past the café, past the run-down shops and market. Amidst all the normal busy city life, Bridie’s death, her funeral and burial goes unnoticed and unmarked. The sky is tight stretched, a solid grey cloud above the streets and houses, but the air is sticky and warm. I take off the black jacket. I notice each tiny thing, and think: Bridie, whoever she was, will never see any of it, feel it, touch it, hear it or anything, ever again.


  On the train back, I open my sketchbook and look again at the drawings I did in the café. An image of that family keeps coming to me: all ages, all talking and laughing and quarrelling and being a normal big family. And against that, thrown into stark relief, the solitary figure of the girl. Bridie.


  Images of discord, I think. Just a project, for Art. That’s all.


  


  Mum’s having a cup of tea at the kitchen table; she looks up from her magazine as I come in. ‘Freya! Had a good day? You’re later than usual.’


  ‘OK. Tiring.’ I pour myself an orange juice, take it out to the garden.


  Mum follows, cup of tea in hand. She flops down in a deckchair. ‘It’s the weather, making you tired. The air pressure’s building up for a storm. See all the thunderflies?’


  ‘How was your day?’ I ask her.


  ‘Fine. Busy. I’m glad it’s Friday. Got any plans for the weekend?’


  ‘Miranda and me’ll go out tonight, I expect. I’ll phone her later.’


  I don’t tell Mum where I’ve been. She’d be cross. Upset. I have to keep so many things from her these days and it makes us distant. I hate it but I don’t know what to do to change it. To get back to how we were before Joe died. I’m starting to realise how lonely it makes me feel.


  I text Miranda. We arrange to meet at Back to Mine, at nine thirty. She’s hoping Charlie, from her Geography class, will be there. I don’t tell her why I wasn’t at English and she doesn’t ask.


  Upstairs, I lie on my bed and stare out of the window at the top of the tree. Birds – swifts – fly high, swooping for flies, screaming their shrill high cries. I find an email from Danny, inviting me to London for a weekend.


  Five


  I’m just coming out of the studios the following Monday when I see the boy with the curly hair. I’m sure it’s him. The one from the funeral, with his family. So that’s why he looked familiar. I look again, to make sure. It’s definitely him.


  ‘Hi!’ He nods at me as I go past.


  Does he remember me, from the church?


  At break, I go back to the studios to get my jacket and he’s still there, working on some big colourful painting. His name’s pinned on the board, marking out his studio space: Gabriel Fielding.


  He sees me looking, and I blush, but neither of us says anything. I find my jacket on the back of a chair, and I walk out again. I’m meeting Miranda for coffee before we go to English together. He watches me go. I can feel his eyes on me.


  After that, I keep seeing him – not just at college, but in town, too. We go to the same places, I guess. It’s hardly surprising. It’s not exactly a big city. I like the way he looks, and I like his artwork, too. But what am I going to say if he asks me about why I was at that funeral? I’ll just look weird.


  


  ‘Who is that guy?’ Miranda says. We’re having lunch outside at the Boston café on Friday afternoon. ‘He keeps looking at you.’


  ‘He’s one of the Art Foundation students,’ I say. I don’t look up.


  Miranda smiles. ‘And very good-looking. And clearly interested, Freya!’


  ‘He’s so not,’ I say. ‘He’s never said more than hi to me.’


  ‘That’s a start,’ Miranda says. ‘Hi.’


  I laugh. ‘Not everyone’s like you, so fixated on relationships. There’s more to life than love and sex, you know.’


  She laughs too. ‘Is there? Really? Like what, for instance?’


  ‘Friends. Finding out what you really want to do. Being creative. Having fun. Swimming. Saving the planet. Making a difference to the world. Want me to go on?’


  ‘Not really. Anyway, you can do all that and be in love. Everyone needs love.’


  ‘How’s it going with Charlie?’ I ask. ‘Seeing as we’re talking love.’


  ‘OK. He invited me to watch him play at the Bell at the weekend.’


  ‘That’s progress.’


  ‘Well, he asked lots of people. Not just me.’


  ‘Ah.’


  ‘Exactly.’ Miranda sighs. ‘I’m just one of the crowd.’


  I glance over at Gabriel, sitting with a small group of other art students at one of the tables under a sun umbrella. White cotton shirt, sleeves rolled up. Jeans. Flip-flops. Nice. There are three girls in the group, but they all just seem like good friends. He’s almost always in a group of people. I think again about that big family – his family, I presume. He’s at ease with people.


  ‘You could come,’ Miranda says.


  ‘Where?’


  ‘To the pub, on Saturday night.’


  ‘You have to be eighteen,’ I say. ‘They always check. You won’t get in, either.’


  Miranda checks her phone. ‘I’m going to be late for Geography if I don’t go now,’ she says.


  ‘I’ll stay and finish my coffee,’ I say. ‘And see you later, yes?’


  Miranda picks up her bag. She leans over and whispers in my ear. ‘He’s still there, and still looking. Play your cards right and you’re in.’


  ‘Stop it! Have fun in Geography. Say hello to Charlie from me.’


  Two of the girls from the group at Gabriel’s table get up to leave. They each hug Gabriel as they go past his chair. I get my notebook out, and start drawing. I try to draw the market stall opposite, and the Polish man selling strawberries. I’m still no good at doing people. I’ve got Life Drawing next term, so I need to get better. It’s hard to get the proportions right, and my people look flat: surface decoration rather than three-dimensional figures. I draw the pigeons that are picking scraps out of the gutter near the corner shop. It’s less busy now: end of lunch hour. People go back to their offices, college classes, wherever.


  I’m conscious of a figure standing next to me. I look up, and it’s him: Gabriel, carrying an empty glass.


  ‘Want another coffee?’ he says. ‘I’m getting myself one.’


  ‘Thanks!’ I’ve gone hot. Bright red, probably. ‘A cappuccino, please.’


  He comes back with the two cups and he sits down at my table as if that’s a perfectly natural thing to do. I glance over to where he was sitting before. The people he was with have all left.


  I don’t know why I’ve suddenly gone so self-conscious. It’s like when I had that crush on Matt, years ago. Izzy’s boyfriend. Maybe it’s because Gabriel reminds me of him a bit: the fair hair, blue eyes. Confident.


  ‘I’m Gabes,’ he says.


  ‘Freya.’


  ‘You doing Art A level?’


  I nod.


  ‘It’s a good course,’ he says. ‘I did it last year. Fun. Now I’m doing the Art Foundation.’


  I sip my coffee.


  ‘I’ve seen you somewhere else,’ he says. ‘Haven’t I? In Exeter. A funeral. It was you, wasn’t it?’


  I nod.


  ‘How come you knew Bridie?’


  ‘I didn’t.’


  He frowns. ‘I don’t get it. What were you doing there, then?’


  I take a deep breath. ‘It’s very complicated.’


  He looks at me. ‘So, tell me.’


  ‘Something awful happened.’


  I tell him about the train.


  He listens. At one point he winces, though he doesn’t interrupt. ‘It must have been really shocking,’ he says when I’ve finished. ‘I can kind of understand why you wanted to find out who it was. It’s like . . . seeing something through. Anyone would be a bit curious, wouldn’t they?’


  ‘Would they?’ I’m not so sure. Most people would just want to forget the whole thing. It happens a lot, apparently. The train people try to cover up how often, exactly.


  ‘And you? Did you . . . I mean, how did you know her?’ I ask.


  ‘That’s a bit complicated too.’ He stops talking, and for a moment I’m not sure what to do. Is he thinking? Deciding whether to tell me? But he starts up again.


  ‘We knew her a long time ago. When she was little. So when she heard what had happened, Mum wanted us to go. She guessed there wouldn’t be many people there. We all went, the whole family, except for my older brother.’ He smiles at me. ‘We must have looked pretty weird, all of us in that church in our smart clothes.’


  ‘No. I thought – well, I think it’s nice you did that for her. I wish I had a big family like yours.’


  Already, I’ve said too much. He wants to know about my family, and before long I’m telling him about Joe, and my whole life history, almost.


  We’ve both finished our coffees. I look at my watch. We’ve been here over an hour. I’ve missed English.


  ‘I’d better be going back,’ I say.


  ‘I’ll walk with you.’


  By the time we get into college the art studios are empty.


  ‘What’s your project, this term?’ he asks.


  ‘Discord.’


  He laughs.


  ‘Why’s it funny?’


  ‘I don’t know. It’s like, that’s what adults think will engage young people, or something. That we’re all into conflict, and dark stuff; graffiti, street art; rebellion. It makes me laugh. Some ancient examiners will have sat round a table and come up with it as the theme for the exam, and been all excited about what a good idea they’ve had.’


  I frown. ‘I hadn’t thought of it like that. It’s actually quite interesting. Gives us lots of scope. I think it’s a good topic.’


  ‘Sorry. Didn’t mean to come over all cynical. I’m not, usually.’


  ‘So, what’s your work all about, then?’


  ‘Colour. Colour and light.’


  ‘Can I see?’


  He shows me the huge abstract painting he’s working on: luminous greens and yellows, with a splash of dark purple in one corner. Acrylics and oil paints. I leaf through his notebooks, full of pencil sketches of plants, and gardens, and then pastel colour sketches. I can see the way his abstract images emerge from the real-life drawings, so what you end up with is shape, and colour, and something more . . . His painting is full of joy.


  ‘Where did you do the sketches?’ I ask.


  ‘Home, mostly: the garden, and the fields around where I live.’


  ‘In the countryside?’


  ‘Yes, though it’s not that far from town, really.’


  ‘It looks amazing.’


  ‘It’s not really. I mean, the garden’s a kind of jungly mess. It’s not like a perfect garden or anything. But it’s a mass of colour in summer.’


  ‘Sounds nice.’


  ‘It is. You should come and see it some time.’


  ‘I’d love to,’ I say.


  People are spilling out of hot classrooms into the corridor, suddenly. It’s the end of the college day.


  ‘I’m going home now,’ I say.


  ‘Me too. Want a lift?’


  ‘You’ve got a car?’


  He laughs. ‘No. A scooter. Vintage Honda. Very slow, very old.’ He picks up a shiny black helmet from under the table. ‘So?’


  ‘I’m fine walking, thanks!’


  I look back, once, and he’s still standing there, at the college entrance, the helmet dangling from his hand, watching me. I wave.


  


  Miranda catches me up at the end of the road. ‘What happened?’


  ‘We had coffee. We talked. He showed me his studio space.’


  She grins. ‘Not bad. Worth missing English for?’


  ‘Definitely. What did I miss, exactly?’


  ‘New book: by George Eliot, who is a woman not a man. The Mill on the Floss. We’re supposed to read as much of it as we can over the weekend. It’s really old fashioned. Heavy going. But Nigel says it’s worth it. Now, tell me more about Gabriel. When are you seeing him next?’


  ‘I don’t know. We didn’t arrange anything specific.’


  ‘Honestly, Freya! You are so totally hopeless! Did you swap mobile numbers?’


  ‘No, course not.’


  ‘I’ll find out his for you. Charlie might know.’


  ‘You just want an excuse to talk to Charlie.’


  ‘Of course!’


  We’ve got to the corner of my street. We both stop, hug.


  ‘OK, see ya! Call me later, yes?’ Miranda carries on up the main road.


  I walk down our hill, not walking on the cracks between the paving stones, like we used to do, Joe and I, when we were little. Lines from a song flit into my head. Something Mum used to sing. Carly Simon? Joni Mitchell?


  She’ll be waiting for me, wanting to hear about my day. I prepare myself. I won’t mention Gabes.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/Images/embim1.jpg
ringng-
o Dl

JULIA,
GREEN





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg





