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Dedicated to those who dream big …




Prologue

Sixty seconds. That’s all that’s left of this year, the year I felt like I lost so much. Then I took myself to New York City.

Below the famous Times Square Ball is a big screen counting down the seconds, one by one, moment by moment. And the crowd, who were singing and dancing only minutes ago are now all focused on calling out the descending numbers.

Just like that, the hours of waiting feel like nothing, the ache in my feet has disappeared, the numbness from the frosty air thaws, and I’m caught up in the moment. This is it.

And I’m in the wrong place.

‘Stay. With me.’ His eyes are pleading, lonely. I hate that he’s lonely.

‘I have to go,’ I shout over the noise. ‘Happy New Year.’

I squeeze under arms and through packed torsos. My vision is blurred by the people dancing before me. The crowd in Times Square is pulsing, whooping, a sea of smiles and laughter, and I have to jostle and push through them since none of them can hear my polite requests to pleeeeeease move.

As I duck under a couple who haven’t been able to save their kissing for the stroke of midnight, I’m struck by an almost heart-stopping awe that I’m here. Despite everything I made it to New York, I’m living, I’m breathing, I’m in the moment.

I have thirty seconds to find the one I’m meant to be beside.

I stand on tiptoes to try to spot how far he is from me, and I can’t see him. I can’t see anyone I’d been standing near. I don’t get it – did he leave?

I call his name into the air, my voice a little fish swimming among the tide of numbers being hollered up into the night sky.

Come on, come on, come on, where are you?

Twenty seconds.

I whirl around, searching, calling, my heart choking my words as it rises to my throat.

New York City. They say you never sleep, but I wholly believe I’m about to make some new dreams here with you.

Starting at midnight.




Chapter 1

‘Ashling, you’ve got your head in the clouds again.’

‘Leave her be – she takes after me.’

This gentle exchange between my mum and my gran floats into my head every day I do my job, probably because I heard it so often growing up that it could have been one of those family mantras, perhaps written in curvy calligraphy and framed above a household toilet.

I was that kid who was always bumping into things while I was staring up at the sky. Always falling off swings as I tried to loop right up above the threshold. Always lying on my back on summer grass lost in daydreams and creating cloud animals, leaving friends and games and the rest of the world to happen around me.

I always had focus. It’s just that my focus landed, well, not on land.

Right now, my focus, and my head, is far, far above the clouds. In fact, through the cockpit window, as I reach cruising altitude, I’m looking down onto a panoramic vista of peach, sun-coated white duvet.

As first officer of this aircraft, I can confidently say, conditions are perfect.

‘Ready to spot a UFO today?’ I ask my captain, Rebecca, who sits beside me.

‘Today’s the day!’ She laughs, and the cockpit door opens, revealing our flight’s purser, Alex, carrying two cups of steaming coffee for us.

‘You two say the same thing every day,’ he comments.

‘One day it’s going to happen,’ I sing out, swigging my drink, already enjoying today’s easy flight of four hours to sunny Athens. It’s early June and the happy holidaymakers are en route to try out their new swimsuits for the start of the summer season.

This is the best part of my job. Of my life. Sitting above the clouds, eyes on the horizons I’m chasing, a panorama of colours. I’m keeping a plane-full of passengers safe, I’m monitoring and checking and tweaking to keep them comfortable during my operating sector, and I’m doing it all with views that are, literally, out of this world.

Some pilots love take-off, some love landing, some love layovers, some love witnessing a dazzling Northern Lights show, some just love sleeping back in their own beds. I love this. This is where I’m completely in control, completely calm.

I roll my neck from side to side. Oof. ‘Do you want to know something really ridiculous?’ I ask Rebecca.

‘Always,’ she answers.

‘I was playing baseball the other day—’

‘You play baseball?’

‘No.’ I shake my head. ‘But it’s so hot out this summer already that my friend, Flo, and I decided to A League of their Own-it and try a bit of pitching and batting in the park. Turns out, I’m great at batting, not so great at pitching, and I somehow absolutely yanked my shoulder out.’

‘Ugh! Are you okay?’

‘I thought I was: the next day it seemed totally fine. But actually, I can feel it again right now.’ I roll my shoulder a little and wince.

‘Those UFOs only want fine specimens so I guess they’ll just take me,’ Rebecca quips.

I laugh and my eyes trail the skies, reaching up to adjust a couple of the dials in the overhead panel, and that’s when a pain shoots through me, from my shoulder all the way down my arm.

A few swears spill out while Rebecca takes over my duties and alerts Alex to come back into the cockpit.

‘What happened?’ she asks. ‘Are you all right to keep flying?’

My eyes meet hers. ‘Yes. But something’s wrong.’




Chapter 2

Nearly five months later …

‘I’ll take a treat, please,’ I croak out and laugh at my own joke, since nobody else does. ‘Because it’s … you know …’ I point down at myself. ‘And this all has to be a trick?’

Betty, from HR, scans me from head to toe and I find the pity in her eyes, and the confusion as she tries to figure out my costume.

‘I’m the bridge from the TV show The Bridge,’ I tell her. ‘One half of it, anyway. Rebecca is the other half. I’m Sweden, she’s Denmark, that’s why I have a torso and she has the legs.’

‘I haven’t seen it …’ says Betty.

‘You should, it’s really good.’

I’m feeling a little self-conscious in my Halloween costume now, to be honest, especially with a papier-mâché face looking up at me. Every year my airline puts on an informal costume contest on this day, for those not on shift. With me being off work, I went full steam with my costume, and it’s only now occurring to me how awkward I am to have worn this to this meeting.

In front of a rain-drenched window, Betty shuffles her papers and I know it’s not good news. Nobody shuffles papers before saying, ‘Congratulations, all is well!’ So when she says, ‘We had the medical assessment back, Ashling,’ I think I know what’s coming next.

It’s been almost five months since I buggered my shoulder playing baseball, five months since my last flight and my licence having to be suspended, and three months since I had surgery to try and fix things.

‘And?’ I gulp.

‘I’m sorry,’ she whispers, her eyes on mine, and I know she means it. She clears her throat and says it more clearly. ‘I’m sorry, but, even after your surgery, even after all the work you’ve been putting in with your physio, we can’t clear you to fly.’

I knew, of course I knew. When I was up in the air that day, my seemingly mild injury magnified into a large rotator cuff tear. It was agony, and I was recommended for surgery but even with all their amazing help, they couldn’t fix the permanent damage I’d caused. Now I don’t have the full range of motion I once had, and that I need for my job. But day to day my shoulder doesn’t cause me many problems any more, now the pain is finally, slowly, slightly, beginning to subside. So a part of me prayed it could all still be okay. ‘For how long?’ A hot sweat floods my body. Do NOT cry, Ashling.

Betty and my management team are the most supportive airline leaders Living In The Air could ever ask for. I know in my soul they’d be doing everything they could to get me back up in the skies, which is why I don’t need her to say out loud what I already know to be true.

‘Is it really over?’ I say, a tear escaping.

‘At this point in time, under the advice of the medical experts, we can’t clear you to fly. The flight simulation you took part in showed you wouldn’t be able to perform your duties in an emergency. And it’s not looking likely that anything will change.’

‘But it’s just a little shoulder injury, it’s going to get better. It’s so much better than it was – it doesn’t even hurt now unless I reach upwards.’

Betty shakes her head. ‘You know it’s more serious than that. But I hope you know how gutted we are for you.’

I hear what she says for the rest of the meeting, a lot of words about reassessing in three months and finding me a new position if there’s no improvement, but Betty is stressing that, honestly, realistically, it’s the end of the line for me flying commercial planes. At the same time, I’ve checked out, my eyes unseeing, my brain thumping, my stomach hollow. My world just faded to grey and, even at the end when I stand and accept a hug, as she bends around my ridiculous costume, I am numb.




Chapter 3

The first thing I do when I get back to my home in Sunbury-on-Thames is punch my stupid pumpkin right in the face. With my good arm.

Well, that showed him.

With an ice pack for my hand, I walk through my kitchen, the whole house silent except for my footsteps, like I’m not welcome here at this time of the day. Like it’s busy sleeping and I’m supposed to be out, living life. My house likes to come alive at night, creaking and groaning and clanging pipes as if it’s auditioning for the role of a haunted house.

But now, it’s quiet, and I’m alone. I sigh into the silence.

Sliding open the back door that leads to my tiny garden, I sit down on the step and wince as the ice touches the skin of my hand. Stupid pumpkin. I thought it would be softer since he was all hollowed out, but nooooo. Hard as a rock. I guess I’ll have to add busted-up knuckles to my failed medical record now.

The weight of reality pushes against my back, hunching me over, curving my spine until I’m a ball, my face between my knees, my eyes on the bronzed leaves that paper over my grass.

Shit shit shit shit shit. This can’t be real. It can’t be true. I can’t not be a pilot any more, it’s me, it’s everything I’ve worked for, everything I’ve dreamed of. My mind races as though I’m seeing an Instagram Reel of my own life, one-second clips that montage the years of training, the expense, the hours and the flights and the joy and the pain and the fear and the fun. Being a pilot was my dream, it’s part of me. I am a pilot.

Oh my god, but I’m not any more. I am not a pilot.

So, who am I?

I sit on the step for a while, tears dropping onto the leaves below, the chilly October wind finding its way through the holes in my crochet jumper, my bridge costume a sorry heap on the mulchy ground.

‘All right,’ I whisper to the leaves before lifting my head and taking a big sniffle. ‘So one dream has gone to shit. It’s not the end of the world, and I’m bloody well going to be okay.’

I stand, all stiff legs and tense back, but as I reach my patio doors, a thought hits me, a thought that causes a lightning bolt of panic in my chest, a wave of sickness in my stomach, and I have to hold the doorframe.

No. No, that can’t be right. I have to check something, right now.

Stumbling through the kitchen, I leave the back door open and allow any heat inside the house to dance free. I crash up my stairs, falling at one point with a thump, and into my bedroom, where I yank open my desk drawer, and dump onto the floor an absolute hoard of hairy hairbands, my birth certificate, an eyeliner cap, the half-read copy of Dracula I keep meaning to finish, a string of expired condoms, a phone-charging cable from the mobile I had seven years ago and, eventually, uncover the thing I’m looking for.

My Dreams I’ve written on the cover of the journal, in twirling marker above an illustration of a flamingo. Flamingo print seemed to be really big when I was nineteen.

It was ten years ago now that I bought this in a summer stationery sale at the airport bookshop. I was on my way to New York City for a long weekend, whisked away by my gran who saw I was in serious need of a bit of inspiring, as I had zero clue what I wanted to do with my life. All my friends were at uni or already had jobs, and I was milling about like an undecided, unanchored jellyfish.

You could say, my head was in the clouds. I knew I had big dreams inside me – my name even means ‘dream’, and was suggested by my gran who, too, was a big dreamer. But I needed to go somewhere big to unlock them, get out of my hometown, out from the shadows of life plans being made by those around me.

While in New York, I filled the pages of this journal with everything I wanted to do, to be, all those ideas and ambitions and wants and needs, and by the end of the trip I narrowed them down to five dreams. Five big life goals.

I remember the moment it all clicked into place. I spent days prioritising, re-prioritising, de-prioritising my list. In between sightseeing with my gran, who’d spent time in New York as a ‘young un’, I’d sat in cafés and diners, poring over my journal pages. I read them aloud to a bored but kind Swedish girl in our hostel lobby to see what she thought I should do. Then on our last day, my gran sent me out to be on my own. Finally, up there it felt so clear, as clear as the dawn’s cloudless sky. I knew what I wanted for my life.

And just like that, I was no longer the lost nomad of a friend, the head-in-the-clouds girlfriend, the drifting daughter. I had a structure, a purpose, a plan.

Now, as I flick the thin pages of the journal to the last entry, scanning past-me observations about life and bullet-pointed lists of all the languages I intended to learn and hairstyles I wanted to try out, sketches and doodles of the things my eyes viewed a decade ago, my heart thuds loudly. It sounds particularly ominous to my ears inside my silent bedroom.

My list. My finalised list – there in black and white. Well, blue biro and off-white paper. I know this list by heart. It is in my heart. I just haven’t thought to look at it for years. At least not as a full collection, as this anthology of dreams. But it was my compass, my life summed up into those five goals. My ultimate to-do list. I might as well have laminated it.

Grabbing a red Sharpie from a pot on my desk, I sink down beside the foot of my bed, and read.


1: Get accepted on the Young Artists’ Residency.

2: Marry Hugh.

3: Take Gran on her own trip of a lifetime.

4: Move to New York City.

5: Be a pilot.



That last one – that was my biggest dream of all. Nothing has felt more right than when I accepted that was what I was meant to do.

I first felt the pull to be a pilot when I was seven and my mum and gran took me to a fairground and I rode a big wheel. I don’t think I blinked the whole ride, and my heart soared as we rose into the air. But I kept pushing the idea aside: it felt unrealistic, too hard, too expensive, too out-there, and it wasn’t until New York, at nineteen, that morning on the top of the world, that I stopped fighting myself.

For the next few years my whole world became about the sky. I earned and then trained alongside earning, and built up my flying hours, and took tests, and got licences, and eventually, a long time and a lot of money later, I qualified. Then I just wanted to fly all the time, and thankfully I was taken under the wing, as it were, by the beloved commercial airline, Living In The Air. I’ve been there for nearly five years now, flying short-haul all over Europe, and it’s everything I ever wanted, even before I quite knew it.

Until today, and now it’s over.

Taking the lid from my Sharpie, I draw neat red lines through my dreams, one at a time, the reality of my situation settling over me.

I cross out my dream of getting a place on the Young Artists’ Residency. I cross out marrying Hugh. I cross out taking Gran on her own trip of a lifetime. I cross out being a pilot, a tear dripping onto the page and smudging the decade-old lettering.

Every single one of my goals has collapsed, apart from the one about New York, I suppose. But I’d always figured that would happen far, far down the line. I thought that perhaps I’d change airlines one day, work for a US carrier, or even a private airline based out of America, and then with their help I could get the necessary work visas and sponsorship and make my transatlantic move. I was enamoured with New York from the moment I stepped out of the airport shuttle bus into Manhattan. And when the city inspired me to map out my life in just a long weekend, I knew it was the place to go if you wanted to think big and be something. But there was no rush. I had a whole lifetime.

Only now, with my thirtieth birthday barely three months away, it doesn’t feel that way. This list was a promise I made to a younger me, and I haven’t been able to give her a single win in ten years. How quickly will another decade slip by?

My mind zooms about, clutching at fading images of my future that disappear like cloud mist. What the hell am I going to do with myself now? And how can I grip hold of this final goal before it, too, slips from my grasp?
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