


[image: Possibility by Sareeta Domingo. Against a purple background with pink flowers is a photo of a Black man and woman touching. The woman looks out from the cover, the man faces away. A tagline says: What would you change about your life if you could click your fingers?]





Sareeta Domingo is the author of The Three of Us (previously published as The Nearness of You), and creator, editor and contributing writer of romantic fiction anthology Who’s Loving You. Her novel If I Don’t Have You was longlisted for the Diverse Book Awards 2021. Her books for Young Adults are published under S.A. Domingo, including Love on the Main Stage, shortlisted for the Lancashire Book of the Year 2021. She lives in southeast London, and works in publishing.




Also by Sareeta Domingo

The Three of Us
(originally published as The Nearness of You)

If I Don’t Have You

Who’s Loving You: Love Stories by Women of Colour
 (as Editor)




POSSIBILITY

SAREETA DOMINGO

[image: Renegade Books logo.]
www.dialoguebooks.co.uk




Copyright

RENEGADE BOOKS

First published in Great Britain in 2025 by Renegade Books

Copyright © Sareeta Domingo 2025

Cover illustration by Elana Marie

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library

ebook ISBN  978-1-408-74874-9

Renegade Books

An imprint of

Dialogue

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.dialoguebooks.co.uk

Dialogue, part of Little, Brown Book Group Limited,

An Hachette UK company



Contents

About the Author

Also by Sareeta Domingo

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Prologue

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

Chapter Thirty-Three

Chapter Thirty-Four

Chapter Thirty-Five

Chapter Thirty-Six

Chapter Thirty-Seven

Chapter Thirty-Eight

Chapter Thirty-Nine

Chapter Forty

Chapter Forty-One

Chapter Forty-Two

Chapter Forty-Three

Chapter Forty-Four

Chapter Forty-Five

Chapter Forty-Six

Chapter Forty-Seven

Chapter Forty-Eight

Chapter Forty-Nine

Acknowledgements




To those still seeking.




Prologue

The man’s hand reaches out and takes Anika’s elbow, and the proprietary gesture ignites a hot flame of memory – of that first night she refused to let her fate be dictated by another.

A feeling she’s only just reclaimed.

The motion of yanking her arm away sends him stumbling. She calms into a shrug, retreating lightly on her toes. She half expects to feel shame for showing even a hint of her boiling insides. But things are different now.

A split second later, a different man is before her. His beautiful face moves closer to her and cracks open into a wicked, delicious grin. He arches an eyebrow inquisitively, but Anika just reaches out and grabs his hand, pulling him away quickly. Together they rush towards the exit. She’s won, just like she said she would.

They’re panting as they burst out into the night. They are hidden from the rest of the world and her companion is closer, closer, very close. His energy, his heat, backs her gently against the brick wall behind her. She grabs the lapels of his jacket and feels the material tense and relax slightly as his chest heaves. His next exhalation brushes against her mouth and then his lips are pressing over hers. Her entire soul sparks to life and she smiles against him.

‘Things are different now, aren’t they?’ she murmurs.

The smooth darkness of his brow warps into a confused frown even as his lips curve in bemusement. ‘Yeah.’ He nuzzles his nose against hers. ‘You …’ he whispers. ‘Are …’ Another brush of his lips. ‘Wild.’

Wild. Unconstrained. She’s new. She wants this. She wants more.

‘I’m beginning to think I just might be.’




Chapter One

Monday 2nd July

Anika Lapo squints against the morning sun, watching as a fair-haired woman clings on to the railing of the stairs down to the opposite train platform, stretching up to pull one of the little apples off the tree that hangs over it. She brushes it off on her top and munches. Anika screws up her face involuntarily, but it smooths out again as she observes the woman’s pleased expression.

It would never occur to her that she’d have permission to do such a thing.

She pushes her sunglasses up her nose from where they’ve slid down over her sweat, and ties back the waist-length Senegalese twists installed last week as part of her plan to finally grow out her relaxer. She never expected for them to be quite this long, which is making her self-conscious. The onset of thirty-degree heat wasn’t anticipated for a start and this is attention-seeking hair, especially on her.

Wendy’s vivid blue eyes had widened when they met up for cocktails last weekend at their old local in Kentish Town – their first meet-up since moving out of the Vale Road maisonette a fortnight ago, after years of cohabitation as flatmates. Wendy’s high-pitched enthusiasm at Anika’s new look seemed suspicious, like she wasn’t sure it was still her friend under all that hair. Like Anika was a migrant to a new cultural space. Anika lived there all the time of course, but within that particular friendship it was never really discussed, not even back in their university days.

It’s only just 8.30 a.m. and the city heat that soaked into the ground from the day before is already rising to mingle with the growing warmth in the air. The weekend zipped by in a nauseating blur and Sunday night is still weighing on her. It was embarrassing really – she and Len were only together for a few weeks. She’s far more upset about the fact that he borrowed one of her albums and lost it. How do you lose a whole vinyl record? And as if some bullshit reissue could in any way replicate the importance of the original record. Anika had stood there staring at it – the photo of Al Green sitting in his white suit in that white wicker chair with I’m Still in Love With You written above his head – and marvelled at the irony of the title.

What a waste of time. The two hours of her life spent in that ‘women’s health’ clinic on Saturday that she’ll never get back. The three weeks of deluding herself that she was starting a ‘relationship’. The four-and-a-half hours getting her braids done.

The almost thirty years of her life she’s spent treading water.

Last night, Anika told her best mates, Shameeka and Tina, about it all. Both called Len a wasteman in their group chat. I know, Anika replied, even though she obviously didn’t know. Shameeka typed, You just need someone who can draw you out of your shell, get to know the real you. As if Anika’s some kind of military fortress of a person. Maybe she was right, though – Anika hasn’t exactly been inundated with relationship options. And settling into her own place these last couple of weeks, it’s been tempting to go full hermit. Being alone is cool, but also … be careful what you wish for.

Anika is grateful when her train finally pulls in, drawing her attention away from her thoughts. She steps aboard and spots a rare vacant seat. A tall, white man with sweat patches blooming under the arms of his blue shirt shoots her a contemptuous look and mutters something she can’t hear when she beats him to it, but she just sits down and adjusts her earbuds, trying to ignore the hostile clench of his jaw.

‘Bruv, bruv, bruv, do you hear yourself, though?’ says the resonant voice in her ears over the bed of a familiar hip-hop instrumental – the one her favourite breakfast radio presenter, Cam Asiedu, always uses: J Dilla’s ‘One for Ghost’. A classic, stuttering, soul-sampling hip-hop beat that she also loves and if she had to guess, she’d say it’s the broadcaster’s personal choice. Just an instinct, obviously – she wouldn’t know for certain. She’d love to, though.

Anika glances down at her lap for a moment, imagining being face to face with Cam. An odd flush comes over her as she rolls his name around in her mind. Her thirstiness for the DJ isn’t some awkward secret, but she still feels the urge to keep it to herself.

Anika’s ears are drawn back to Cam’s voice. ‘How can you say that’s not misogynistic? Do you even know what that—? You know what? Never mind.’ There’s some aggravated, incoherent muttering from the other mic in the studio and Cam retorts lightly, ‘Hah hah! Bruv, I’m playing, I’m playing.’ Anika can tell he’s not. ‘But still … Look, you know what? I reckon we just head straight into the next track, yeah?’

‘Yeah.’

She smirks at the monosyllabic response.

‘OK,’ Cam says on a sigh. ‘This next one is called “BloodFire”; the new album is You Will Know. King Grease is live with me in the studio, so, uh, let’s run this one …’

The SpinRadio ident plays, then a generic dancehall beat begins and Anika adjusts the volume on her phone and opens her text messages. They’re the only place safe from Shameeka’s check-ins, which are peppered all over her other messaging app. Her friend means well, but Anika doesn’t need the reminder of her sad state of affairs – where her life is now versus where she wants it to be. And, in fact, the weight of her bag on her lap reminds her that she’s still carting around her bulky old five-year diary from when she was a kid, which she unearthed during her flat move.

On the first page, at twelve years old, Anika had written:


January 1st 2005

Dear Diary

How do I change my life?



God. How is she still pondering the same question eighteen years later?

It’s been oddly compelling to revisit her words from all those years ago. Reading the diary’s pages back has been like time travel. A strange mixture of ick-worthy, hilarious and brutal. It gets harder when Anika thinks about the reason why she stopped keeping it, when she was seventeen and just six months shy of five years of daily recordings of her life …

The train doors beep a warning before closing at the next stop and Anika releases one of her long twists of hair from where she’s wound it tightly round her fingertip. She focuses back on her phone screen, tapping through to some old sent messages. The space underneath the five-digit text number for the radio station displays her regular, anonymous messages to the breakfast show. The thrill of hearing her missives read aloud on the air from Cam Asiedu’s lips is ridiculous, but real. She fires off another.

LMAO. How are you gonna ask the man if he knows what misogynistic means? A. L., SE LDN.

The song on the radio eventually finishes and she turns the volume back up. Anika can hear the sarcasm dripping through Cam’s voice as it nestles back into her ears. He repeats the name of the song that just played, then chuckles his trademark chuckle.

‘OK, we’ve got some texts here … let’s get into a couple of these. Shout out to … ah, A. L. in south-east London – OG listener!’ He laughs, clearly reading the rest of Anika’s message to himself. ‘I aim to entertain. Good to hear from you. Um, shouts to the 893, don’t forget to leave us your name … Right, people! We still have King Grease up in the studio, any questions for him or on this new album, hit us up on double five, three, two, one. You’re listening to Cam Asiedu in the a.m.; we’ll be back right after this.’

A honeyed RnB singer trills out, ‘Cam Asi-ayy-Doooo,’ then drops into a sultry bedroom voice to say, ‘I wake up with Cam Asiedu every morning,’ before jaunty commercials start to play and Anika dips the volume again. She hears enough of those as part of her job.

Anika would have no issue with waking up next to Cam either. When he says her initials on the radio with that dose of oblivious familiarity, it sends self-conscious warmth spreading through her body. Especially because every weekday she heads to the very place where, in a studio in the lofty heights of the glass building where she works, Cam Asiedu is broadcasting from. SpinRadio is part of the same media corporation as the book publishers, newspapers and, of course, radio stations that make up the dubious empire in which Anika is a tiny cog, working in the on-air ad-sales department.

As more passengers crowd in around her on the train Anika looks up, realising they’re already halfway through the disappointingly short journey to Victoria. This is where she starts losing her digital signal. She rummages in her bag for the book on radio production that is meant to help her take a step towards her real goals, but then gets distracted as her eyes fall on the new press photo of Cam Asiedu in the radio-player app. How does he look even better in this one than the last? He wears a simple, oversized bomber-style leather jacket, his hair is a low-cut fade, his dark, smooth skin is pearlescent, and his lips, surrounded by a trim moustache above and goatee beard below, curve in a sexily knowing smirk that seems to pierce right through Anika’s screen and into her—

Buzzzz.

As the train trundles out of the tunnel, a missed-call notification pops up on her phone, disrupting the image of the DJ. It’s from the GP’s office. Did the blood-test results from the sexual-health clinic come back already? For a split second she worries she might be pregnant or something but then she remembers her period, which came on over the weekend, explaining the ongoing stomach aches she’s been experiencing lately. Anika ignores the message for now and a few minutes later the train pulls into its final stop. She puts her unread book away again and joins the throng crowding off the train – after waiting back for those entitled people who feel the need to push, of course. She’s nowhere near as eager to start another working week.

This job was meant to be a gateway, but climbing up the ranks of radio-advertising sales is hardly what Anika envisioned for herself when she was first hired. Her plan was to get any role at the umbrella broadcasting company, Format Radio, to get her foot in the door – which she did. Then she imagined a nimble move to Production Assistant before swiftly becoming a producer at SpinRadio, the foremost ‘urban’ music station in the UK. She thought that in no time she’d be producing late-night specialist shows, then maybe even working her way up to overseeing one of the highest-rated breakfast shows alongside a certain someone … The reality? She’s still stuck in this isolated, dead-end ad-sales job pretending to care about rate cards and targets, and not even for the good stations. She primarily covers nostalgia channels and talk radio. She’s so close yet so far away from the golden jewel of her dream job.

At least it’s comfortable. Predictable.

Anika brightens up when her 5G revives so that as she’s finishing the five-minute walk to her office building, she’s able to catch the final part of the animated but subtle dragging that Cam Asiedu is giving this morning’s guest.

‘I get you, man, I get you – reusing a sample we’re all overly familiar with does at least give that recognition factor, for sure. What do we reckon, listeners? Let us know. I mean, imitation’s the sincerest form of flattery and all that …’

Anika smiles to herself at the husky laugh Cam emits into the mic. Heading up the escalators in the huge, echoing foyer of her building and on to the crowded lift, Anika decides to stop off in the canteen on the tenth floor and pick up a coffee. She pulls out her earbuds, realising that Spin is being piped in there today, rather than one of the dry Format radio stations. As she laughs at another one of Cam’s jokes while she waits in the queue for hot drinks, Anika hears someone join her from behind and recognises the breathy trill. Her neck stiffens.

‘The way Cam’s trying to draw this idiot out. I don’t know why he’s even bothering to get into it with the guy,’ the voice says, and Anika turns around grudgingly to be met with the shiny smile of Nia Ojo-Westcombe – a woman who has been working her way up the production side, having just been promoted to AP. Her perfectly defined 3b dark-auburn curls dance above her shoulders and she’s wearing a form-fitting, sleeveless denim jumpsuit that Anika doubts she’d get away with at all, let alone consider wearing to work. She forces out a smile in return.

‘Mm. He’s definitely holding his feet to the flames.’

‘Makes fucking good radio, though, doesn’t it?’ Nia’s grin stretches.

Anika’s short laugh sounds fake in her own ears, not that the woman is wrong. She was thinking the same thing, obviously.

‘Yeah,’ she says, then turns and is grateful to see the expectant face of the perennially smiley Italian barista at the coffee concession stand. She orders her usual – black, no sugar – and pays quickly.

‘See you at ten,’ Nia calls after her and Anika flickers her lips up and down around the edge of her coffee cup in Nia’s general direction. Oh, joy, the production meeting first thing. She heads towards the stairs so as not to get caught in more small talk for a couple more glorious minutes before she reaches her open-plan desk.

But just as she reaches the top of the stairs, an aggressive blast of Outkast’s ‘Bombs Over Baghdad’ punctuates through the sleek RnB that Cam is playing as she returns to her earbuds. Looking at her phone screen, she sees it’s the GP.

‘They’re ringing again?’ she murmurs.

Anika turns and starts to walk back down the stairs, letting the call go to voicemail until she’s made her way to the ground level.

Stepping back outside into the baking sunshine, still holding her coffee, Anika scoots away from a trio of colleagues having a final pre-work cigarette near the entrance to the office building and dials into her voicemail.

A slightly dismissive-sounding message greets her. ‘Er, hi, Miss … Lapo. This is Dr Ogden calling from Glendon Hill GP. We’ve had your blood test back from Trent Gardens sexual-health clinic? There were some abnormalities, so if you could give us a call back …’

What? Her stomach lurches. Anika hits redial and glances over her shoulder through the large glass façade of the building and the people bustling through the security gates and up the escalators.

The hold music kicks in and she’s told she’s third in the …

‘Glendon Hill GP surgery.’

‘Uh, yes, sorry, hi,’ she says, caught unawares by how quickly position three in the queue became one. ‘My name is Anika Lapo – someone left me a message about a blood—’

‘Can I take your date of birth, please?’ the receptionist says in a manner that suggests she is used to cutting people off from giving her a full medical breakdown.

‘Sorry, yes.’ Anika glances around again. ‘July the fourth, 1992.’ She’s been allowing her workmates to labour under the impression she’s still in her thriving mid-twenties, not days away from the big 3-0.

‘Ah, yes, OK. Bear with me just a moment.’ An instrumental of one of Anika’s most hated songs by the Lighthouse Family starts up, so she’s already in a bad mood when the GP picks up a couple of minutes later.

‘Miss Lapo?’

Fighting the urge to ‘Ms’ at him, Anika says, ‘Yes, hi?’

‘Hi there. This is Dr Ogden. Um, yes … So, you went to the Trent Gardens clinic over the weekend, is that right?’

‘Yes.’ Get on with it! Her heart is starting to quicken. Jesus, what’s Len given me?

‘Good, right, yes.’ All three words sound like redundant habit. ‘So, the blood test shows some unusually low white blood cells and some other markers here are a bit of a concern …’

Anika’s throat blasts into scorched dryness. ‘What does … ?’ She coughs, not necessarily wanting to ask what that actually might mean. ‘Right,’ she opts for saying instead, leaving the door open for him to say something else redundant and routine. Desperate for it.

Instead, she hears the doctor draw a hesitant breath. ‘Yes. It’s quite urgent. I think you ought to get yourself down to an A&E, because they’ll be able to—’

‘A&E?’ she interrupts loudly. The smokers turn to look at her as they stub out their cigarettes. She lowers her voice. ‘Like, now? You’re saying I should go to the hospital right now?’

The doctor clears his throat. ‘Yes, I think it’s best if they run some more bloods and give you a check over, because these results from the weekend are definitely out of the normal ranges …’ It’s only now she notices a soft Yorkshire lilt to the doctor’s voice and a note of genuine concern. Panic tries to surge but is dragged back by an ever-present pull of restraint and resignation. The sensations mingle awkwardly in Anika’s chest. She doesn’t say anything and he continues. ‘It’s just best if you go to A&E because they can process things much quicker and they’d be better placed to check you out there.’

Anika starts to calculate what level of awkward it might be to tell her line manager that she needs to head off to A&E instead of heading to her desk. Emergency. It sounds surreal, even inside her head. Another nervous swoop loops around her stomach, followed by the tight clench she’s been feeling for a couple of weeks now. ‘Right,’ she says into her handset at last. ‘I’ll, um … Yeah, OK.’

‘OK, Miss Lapo?’ he asks, with an uptick that suggests he’s largely washing his hands of this now – not unkindly but out of necessity.

‘Yep. Thanks.’ Gratitude isn’t contained in the word. She ends the call in a haze.

‘Everything all right?’ It’s Tara, one of the PR ‘girls’ from her floor, as she breezes past Anika.

I don’t think so. ‘Um, yeah.’ Anika feels sweat prickling on her forehead as the truth of her isolation takes hold.

‘Coming up?’

‘I …’ Don’t have to tell you anything. ‘Sorry, um … I have a bit of a thing.’ She hears the abstract, meaningless nature of her words. ‘I have to go.’ Internally, she berates herself for apologising. What have they been talking about at the ‘What Working Women Want’ meet-ups? Stop saying sorry, girls! A small smile of sarcastic amusement tickles Anika’s lips.

Tara’s expression turns puzzled as she pauses by the rotating doors into the building. ‘Do you need me to let someone know you’re—?’

‘Nah, it’s all good,’ Anika says, then quickly adjusts her speech. ‘I mean, no. It’s fine. I’ll call in. Thanks.’ She takes a few steps away and opens the map app on her phone.

Where the fuck is the nearest A&E?




Chapter Two

Anika had jumped on the train from Victoria to Denmark Hill and headed straight to the A&E at King’s College. It’s the hospital where she was born, and nearish to her flat, so she reasoned that the journey there was swift enough for urgent. The word whirrs around and around in her brain. It at least provided all the explanation necessary for her line manager. When Anika called Kate Friern, the situation must have sounded sufficiently intense that her boss just quickly assured Anika she should ‘go and take care of things’.

Anika still doesn’t actually know what the issue is. Nurses have drained her blood into numerous glass phials, and there have been lots of repetitive questions from different medical personnel about how she’s feeling and if she has any pain while they eye her closely. They made her recline while they prodded her abdomen behind a papery green curtain. Then there was a change of scenery while Anika was sent for a scan. So far everyone’s been chipper yet cagey, but the fact that she’s not been dismissed to go home is what’s really giving Anika pause. She’s the last of the patients who were in the A&E holding area that afternoon. Even the drunk who wandered around in a hospital gown due to soiling his own clothes has snuck away with a mate and a vodka bottle.

Grudgingly, Anika pockets her phone as the display informs her she has eighteen per cent battery left, even on low power mode. She rummages through her handbag for her book, despite having finally finished it thirty minutes ago. At the bottom of her bulging leather backpack, her fingers close around the spine of something else – her old five-year diary. She retrieves it, careful not to jostle the needle port that was sunk into the vein of her right arm four hours ago.

Studying the diary’s smooth blue surface, she presses her fingers into its padded cover. More than even a place to offload or vent her early-teenage feelings, this diary was somewhere to record the fact that she lived each day. That she was here on earth. It’s something she still thinks about to this day. But what if my days are …

Anika swallows, pushing a dark thought away. She flips open the diary, flicking through the pages and observing the scrawls of different inks as the years progressed. It was designed so that the user could fill in the dates themselves in the space at the top of each page: _____ _____ 20___. As a twelve-year-old, that seemed so hopeful – her teen years spanning out ahead of her. She thought things could only get better. Hah. When Anika bought the diary, she and her mum, Nella, were living with Clive – her mother’s then-husband. Anika thought being dragged to East Sussex, a place that might as well have been Timbuktu compared to south-east London, to live with some white man her mum had only known a matter of months, was the worst it could get.

Her finger pauses on an entry in the diary from March 2004.

Today an actual miracle happened. I found a record player to match my one from Dad – in a jumble sale of all places. I begged Mum for it, and she actually caved!

Anika has been DJing ever since – to her empty living room. Not so long ago she even cracked out her credit card to buy some long-coveted second-hand Technics decks and a mixer for her new place. Having her vinyl collection not crammed in piles on her bedroom floor but neatly shelved in her very own flat was one of the highlights of the move.

She purses her lips, remembering again the record that Len lost.

She’d received it a few days after her tenth birthday – her dad was late, as usual. But she shrieked with delight when she saw him pull up in the concrete car park of the block where she and her mum lived. Just having her parents together in the same room with her felt like a treat, it happened so rarely. Nelson Lapo’s tall frame folded down into their old charity-shop sofa with a loud sigh, flipping his flat cap off his head, knees wide like a king sat in their living room. He placed a big, unwrapped cardboard box on his lap. Anika was giddy with glee when he gestured for her to open it and she saw the big, square machine with a clear plastic lid nestled over a round disc inside it, even though she had no idea what it was.

‘This, my dear,’ her dad had said, ‘is a record player.’ He pulled something out from underneath it. ‘And this is a record for you to play on it.’

Al Green – I’m Still in Love With You.

She’ll never forget the feel of holding the album, the suggestion of the weighted disc inside, the smell of it. It felt like a pause, full of the possibility of what was contained within. A magical object.

‘With this …’ Her father patted the box. ‘You take your time. You really listen. You feel it!’

He left soon after, his leather-and-wood scent lingering like a memory. Anika played ‘Love and Happiness’ over and over again, learning how to drop the needle back into the groove in a way that would later become second nature. Her father was right. Anika never felt anything like it.

A few days later, she overheard her mother on the phone to Nelson, complaining to him in a hushed tone. ‘Just giving your old cast-offs as birthday presents? You get money for move to some big new house, but not for us? This na you own pikin too, Nelson. We need money, too.’ Back then, Anika didn’t like to think about her dad having another family. The one he lived with.

His real one.

Anika’s phone bleeps with a group-chat message, pulling her out of the memory. She checks it even though she’s meant to be conserving battery. Shamz and Tina are exchanging memes in the group chat. She didn’t want to worry them, so Anika hasn’t yet mentioned her sojourn to the hospital. Just as she finishes typing a half-heartedly amused response, an older-looking doctor in faded wine-red scrubs enters the small room, holding a clipboard.

‘Anika Lapo?’

She stands, relieved that something is happening. ‘Yes.’ She tries to ignore the swimming in her head as she moves.

‘Ah, great, hi, Anika.’ He has a large, soft, greying moustache and a light accent that sounds like her old Egyptian neighbour’s from when they lived in East Sussex, the only other ‘ethnic’ on their road. ‘Shall we just sneak over here for a moment?’ His tone is kind and Anika suddenly feels both comforted and overwhelmed. She draws in a trembling breath and picks up her bag to follow him through to the examination area again, where he props himself against a wall, standing, but gestures to a chair. ‘If you like?’ he says. She shakes her head. Her twists brush her hot, damp back heavily and she reaches behind her neck to lift them away. ‘So, OK,’ the doctor says, scanning his notes on the clipboard. ‘Oh, I am Dr Elachy,’ he says, looking up again and smiling at Anika as he presses his other hand to his chest, the fingers still gripping a chewed pen. ‘Now, they have handed your notes over to me because we can see there is some kind of blockage, a mass, in your abdomen.’ He indicates an area on his own torso. Anika’s eyes fall on his hand then flick back up to meet his gaze. A mass. In her abdomen. ‘OK. So!’ he continues chirpily. ‘We do not yet know what this is.’

She nods. The doctor’s kind hazel eyes behind his glasses are helping a little bit, as is his calm, slightly dismissive air, like he’s just told her she has a particularly puzzling hangnail. ‘Right,’ she says.

‘Good.’ He nods, like they’ve just made a pact. ‘For now, I am going to recommend some IV antibiotics for overnight in order that we can reduce the inflam—’

‘Er, hang on,’ Anika says, suddenly cottoning on. ‘Do you need me to stay here?’

He blinks slowly. ‘Uh, yes. Yes, we will need to admit you. This is very serious, this blockage. It can cause a sudden, catastrophic perforation of the—’ He halts as Anika’s eyes widen, realising what he is about to say is far more life-and-death – one more than the other – than she ever imagined. What? She thought the biggest stress in her life right now was her ‘relationship’ ending, not her … existence. Anika’s breathing turns more ragged. Dr Elachy looks at her with concern and shakes his head. ‘Let us not worry about that at the moment, because what is most important is that you are here now, eh?’

I am here now. And yet, apparently, with the snap of some invisible fingers, she could disappear. She presses her lips together and nods mutely at the doctor, her mind scrambling. Looks like she will have to let the girls know what’s happening, because she’ll need supplies and …

How long have I been carting a MASS around in my ABDOMEN that could be CATASTROPHIC?

Anika’s thoughts dart around everything she’s been doing for weeks – months? – while all this has been happening inside her. They land on the memory of that morning, on the train platform, going to work like any other day.

It feels like a million years ago.

‘But good news,’ Dr Elachy is saying. That’s all relative. ‘It looks like we have a room for you all to yourself on the ward, OK? Rare, believe me!’ He chuckles and she actually smiles a bit, too. ‘So!’ he says again. ‘I will leave you here with my colleague, Reya – she is the chief nurse for the department – and I will see you in the morning so we can figure it out, yes? And do not worry, Anika. This is my specialty.’ He pats his stomach again and she likes the way he says the word ‘specialty’ like it has a soft ‘e’ sound before it. ‘I am a gastroenterological specialist. OK, we go and see the nurse …’

Anika follows him and Dr Elachy smacks the small admissions desk lightly with his palm as he deposits her with another nurse before strolling away. The nurse – of course – sends Anika back to the waiting room. Now seems a good time to utilise the last eighteen per cent of her phone battery, though, so instead of going straight to the little room of slow torture with plastic chairs, Anika edges into the hallway to make a call. She runs a finger absently around the corner of a poster about flu jabs as she dials, feeling strangely numb.

‘Shamz?’ she says when her friend picks up.

‘Babe! Hi!’ Anika can hear the television in the background – EastEnders already? She really has been there a long time. ‘How you doing?’ Shameeka asks. ‘Has that twat been in touch with you today?’

‘Erm, no—’

‘Good riddance.’

‘Listen, Shamz, I’m at King’s College Hospital …’

She hears the sound on the other end of the line quieten a bit and she pictures Shameeka sitting up. ‘What? Are you OK?’

‘Er … well. I’m not sure to be honest, babe. They called me in because there was something weird with my blood test from the weekend and now they’re saying there’s some kind of …’ She draws in a breath and exhales the words. ‘Blockage in my abdomen. A mass, and that it could cause some kind of perforation that could be bad.’ As she says it, the concept already feels inevitable and familiar.

‘A mass? A perforation? What does that mean?’

‘I don’t exactly know yet. But they want to keep me in overnight and give me some antibiotics or something.’ Anika takes a breath, feeling suddenly woozy, and remembers again how little she’s had to eat. ‘Um … but listen, can you bring me some bits? Toothbrush, headscarf, something to change into … Oh, and a phone charger, and—’

‘Course, course.’ Shameeka’s quiet for a moment. ‘OK. Yeah. D’s already in bed and Maia’s home, so I’ll come straight over there. I’ve got you.’ Anika exhales in relief, mainly that her edges won’t frizz. And for more. She closes her eyes for a second, but then opens them quickly when Shamz asks cautiously, ‘Erm … Neeks, have you called your mum?’

It never even occurred to her. ‘Nah. But it’s fine. I will, but for now I’ll … I’ll just … It’s fine,’ Anika says. She needs a minute to get her head around all this. She can’t quite deal with Nella right now.

She quickly finishes the call as she hears the nurse calling her name exasperatedly.

‘Here,’ Anika calls weakly and the nurse comes around the corner to where she’s now leaning against the wall, a fine film of sweat prickling her upper lip. ‘Erm, my friend is gonna bring some stuff for me,’ Anika mumbles, pressing her eyelids together to clear her vision as she looks at the tall blonde woman in dark blue scrubs.

‘OK, darling. For now, let’s just get you upstairs, eh? Can you walk?’

‘Yeah?’ Anika replies, wondering why she’d even ask. She draws in a breath and pushes away from the wall, stumbling a little until the nurse takes her elbow.

‘Right …’

Anika is only vaguely aware of being lowered into a wheelchair that has appeared. Then what seems like moments later, she’s being wheeled into a lift while the nurses chatter at her, and more needles and drips are shoved into her arm …

The world moves gradually back into focus. Anika realises she must have fallen asleep. She notices a darkened room around her and looks down to see she’s wearing a thin, white, cotton hospital gown. She vaguely remembers changing into it. Looking around the room, she sees her handbag on a bedside cabinet and, with some effort, she hoists it over onto the bed. Her phone is on two per cent and she wonders vaguely if Shamz has made it there yet. It’s not as late as she thought, but Anika is still exhausted. She’s strangely relieved to find the old diary still in her bag and opens it again. She finds herself flicking forward to those last words, written late on the night of her seventeenth birthday.


I wish I could just skip ahead, far far ahead, and pretend as if none of this miserable stuff ever happened.



The blankness of the pages after that seems apt. Anika wishes the same now.

Suddenly, she latches on to something about the day she stopped using the diary, on her birthday. Or rather, that night …

There was something good there, if only for a brief, bittersweet shimmer of time. Her mind clings to that memory, raising an unexpected smile on Anika’s face even with the news she’s been given this afternoon still hanging like an unresolved chord.

It’s complicated, and sad and scary – but that night when she turned seventeen was one that showed Anika it’s possible to make a connection in the strangest of places and with the most unexpected of people. The type of connection she’s craved ever since.
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