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Nell: The Worst Available Partner
The first mistake was writing my complaint so well.
If I had written IT'S RUBBISH on the library feedback form, as my brother suggested, nobody would have invited me to a meeting about the official visitor guide. They would have filed it with the complaints about pigeons and the man who believed every computer was watching him personally. Instead, I used complete sentences. I gave examples. I attached a photograph of the map showing a public toilet that had been a candle shop for four years.
Now I was sitting in a room beneath a clock that had stopped at eleven seventeen, listening to a woman from the festival committee explain that constructive criticism was a gift.
She said gift in the tone people use when they are about to make you carry something heavy.
“Your observations were excellent, Nell.”
“Thank you.”
I sounded pleased. That was another mistake. I had been raised to accept compliments graciously, a training that repeatedly interfered with my ability to escape.
My complaint had been simple. Marden's official guide was written for adults with cars, money and an unusual interest in preserved roof beams. It described the promenade as a vibrant hub of activity without mentioning that most of the activities cost twelve pounds or involved being shouted at by a seagull. It recommended a restaurant that did not allow under-eighteens after seven. It listed the candle shop as a toilet. Anyone following it would become lost, poor or unwelcome, possibly all three in a single afternoon.
The committee woman, whose name was Celia Marsh, folded her hands on the table.
“We thought a youth-produced companion guide would be a wonderful addition to Open Town Week.”
Beside her, Jo Devlin from the library gave me a look I could not yet interpret. Jo had known me since I was small enough to believe the library stamp made books legally more interesting. She had also read my complaint before sending it to Celia. I was beginning to reconsider the depth of our friendship.
“A companion guide?” I said.
“Written by young people, for young people. Places to go. Things to do. Somewhere to spend time together without a large budget. We've got a small paid project fund and printing support.”
Paid improved the sentence considerably.
“I could do that,” I said.
I should mention that I was seventeen and trying to assemble a future from articles in the school paper, a folder of unfinished stories and the firm belief that knowing what was wrong with something was approximately the same as knowing how to make it right. A paid writing project sounded like evidence that the future had begun replying to my emails.
“Excellent,” Celia said. “And we've found someone to handle the visual side.”
The door opened behind me.
There are noises you recognise without turning round. Your own front door. A teacher saying your name while trying not to sound disappointed. In my case, the particular double tap of Kit Malik knocking on a door she had already opened.
“Sorry,” she said. “Bike chain.”
I looked at Jo. Jo looked at the clock, which remained committed to eleven seventeen.
Kit came in carrying a canvas bag with a roll of tape clipped to the strap. Her hair was shorter than when I last stood this close to her, dark and cut just beneath her ears. There was a faint streak of grease along the side of her hand. She wore a green shirt I recognised from seeing her across college, usually while deciding to look somewhere else.
She stopped when she saw me.
“Oh,” she said.
An eloquent summary of our shared position.
“Kit, you know Nell,” Celia said.
“Yes,” Kit replied.
No one could have accused her of overstating it.
We had known each other since we were eight. For six years, we knew each other's lunch preferences, parents' work schedules, handwriting, invented countries and private opinions about classmates who later became perfectly tolerable adults-in-training. Then a school competition happened, followed by several conversations that went badly and many conversations that did not happen at all.
For the past three years, we had maintained the kind of polite distance normally associated with neighbours disputing a fence.
Kit sat opposite me. She did not put her bag down until Celia began describing the project again, which suggested she was keeping open the possibility of departure.
“Why both of us?” I asked.
“Because your proposals complement each other,” Jo said.
“Proposals?”
Kit looked at me. “You sent a proposal?”
“A complaint.”
“So did I.”
We stared at each other.
“What was yours about?” I asked before remembering I was attempting to appear indifferent.
“The photographs,” she said. “And the walking route that sends people up forty-three steps without mentioning them.”
“Forty-one.”
“Forty-three. I counted.”
“So did I.”
Jo put a hand over her mouth. I suspected laughter and considered reporting her to an appropriate authority, if one existed above librarians.
“The two at the top don't count as separate steps,” I said.
“They require separate movements of your feet.”
Celia smiled with the optimism of someone who had mistaken an old argument for creative chemistry.
“This is exactly the level of detail we need.”
Jo took over before either of us could respond.
“Six weeks. A clear set of agreed hours. You keep the original work you make, and we'll agree what the library and festival can print. The main output is a short guide with twelve tested suggestions, not a book the size of a paving slab. We need a budget, a schedule and a way of checking practical information.”
I liked every word except we, which kept pointing inconveniently at Kit.
“Could we work separately?” I asked.
“You could divide tasks,” Jo said. “But both names go on the work, and you both approve the final version.”
Kit looked down at the table. The movement was small. I saw it anyway.
Celia slid two sample booklets towards us. Glossy covers, smiling people, a photograph of the promenade taken on the only day it had ever looked Mediterranean. I opened one. The first page contained the phrase memorable experiences for all ages.
“This needs to sound like someone actually lives here,” I said.
“Agreed,” Kit said before either of us remembered not to agree too readily.
I looked up. She was reading the same page in her copy.
“Also,” she added, “nobody's going to carry something this slippery in the rain.”
“Good point,” Jo said. “Would you both be willing to draft a plan for next week?”
Kit turned a ring on her finger. It was silver, plain, slightly too large. I remembered her making jewellery from the pull tabs of cans when we were eleven. This ring was not one of those, and I had no reason to feel disappointed by that.
“I can do the plan,” she said.
Everyone looked at me.
I could say no. I could leave the room with my dignity and my excellent complaint intact. I could spend the summer writing articles no one had asked for while Kit made something useful with another person who did not argue about stairs.
“I can do the plan,” I said.
Celia beamed. Jo looked relieved in a way I intended to discuss with her later.
Outside the meeting room, Kit finally put her bag down to tighten the strap. We stood beside a poster advertising a workshop on managing difficult conversations. The library had developed a cruel sense of placement.
“Six weeks,” I said.
“Yes.”
“We can be professional.”
Kit pulled the strap through the buckle.
“Can we?”
I had expected sarcasm. The question sounded more tired than that.
“Yes,” I said, less brightly. “We can.”
She looked at me, then nodded once.
“Send me your notes.”
“I've got a lot.”
“I remember.”
She picked up the bag and left before I could decide whether that was an insult, a compliment or simply a fact that still belonged to both of us.
Kit: A Useful Amount of Distance
My father can tell what is wrong with a bicycle by listening to it, which would be more impressive if he did not also diagnose television characters from the way they close doors.
“He's lying,” he said when I came into the workshop. A detective programme was playing on the small screen above the till. “Nobody innocent handles a cupboard like that.”
“The meeting was fine, thanks.”
He looked away from the screen. “You got the project?”
“Part of it.”
“What does part of it mean?”
I hung my bag on the hook behind the counter and reached for a rag. There was still grease on my hand from fixing the chain outside the library. Nell had looked at it during the meeting. I knew because I had spent an unreasonable amount of the meeting noticing where Nell looked.
“It means I'm doing it with Nell Bishop.”
Dad's eyebrows moved. He had excellent eyebrows for a man who claimed not to be dramatic.
“Ah.”
“Yes. Ah.”
“Could be good.”
“Could also involve a small fire.”
“Keep it away from the tyres.”
He went back to the bicycle on the stand. That was one of the useful things about working in the shop: a conversation could pause without becoming a referendum on whether anyone cared. There was always a cable to adjust, a receipt to find, a customer attempting to describe a noise by becoming the noise.
I washed my hands at the sink in the back room. The grease came off slowly. On the wall above the tap, Mum had pinned a photograph of me at nine, wearing a bicycle helmet that sat too low over my eyebrows. Nell stood beside me holding a homemade map. We had mapped the streets between our houses, including places to hide from imaginary pursuers, the best wall for sitting and a garden containing a dog we regarded as politically unreliable.
I had drawn the map. Nell had written the legend. Together, we had made a town more interesting than the one adults insisted was already there.
I turned away before the photograph could become a whole afternoon.
The project fee mattered. Not because my family would fall apart without it, but because I wanted money that was not a negotiation with my parents. I had been offered a place on a technical arts course in Manchester for September. There were arrangements still to confirm: accommodation, travel, the final funding details. A paid visual project would help with the costs and give me work for my portfolio that was not another careful photograph of a bicycle wheel.
It would also require spending six weeks near a girl who could still make me feel fourteen with one raised eyebrow.
Nell's email arrived before I had finished cleaning my hands. The subject line was GUIDE — PRELIMINARY MATERIAL — NOT FINAL. There were three attachments and a paragraph explaining the naming system.
I opened the first file on my phone. Eight pages. Of course.
Her complaint was funny. That annoyed me. It was also accurate, which annoyed me more because it removed the possibility of dismissing her as someone who had simply become very good at sounding clever.
She had included the candle-shop toilet, the closed route behind the pier, the café that required a purchase before letting anyone sit down and the lack of places where you could be alone without appearing lost. That last section was only two paragraphs. I read it twice.
Dad came into the back room carrying an inner tube.
“Are you smiling at the possibility of a fire?”
“No.”
“Good. Your mother worries about your sense of humour.”
“She gave it to me.”
“I have said that in my defence.”
I put the phone away and helped him close the shop. Outside, the evening traffic moved towards the seafront. The town always looked slightly different after the shops shut: less interested in selling itself, more like the place people actually came back to. A woman carried two bags of groceries past a display of inflatable dolphins. Three boys sat on the wall behind the arcade sharing a packet of crisps. The official guide had photographed that wall empty, which missed its main purpose.
At home, Mum was marking something at the kitchen table while eating toast over a plate she had forgotten to use. She worked in administration at the college, which meant people regularly assumed she could solve any problem involving a timetable. Sometimes she could. She disliked being treated as magic either way.
“Manchester emailed,” she said. “The accommodation details are in. Have a look when you're ready.”
“I will.”
“Not while eating. You get sauce on the screen and then blame the screen.”
We ate dinner together. Dad told us about a customer who had tried to repair a puncture with tape intended for wrapping presents. Mum said optimism should sometimes require a licence. I told them about the guide, the twelve outings and the argument over the steps.
“Forty-three,” Dad said.
“Thank you.”
“The two at the top count.”
Mum looked between us. “I'm delighted the family has a position.”
Later, in my room, I opened Nell's second attachment. It was a suggested schedule, colour-coded but not yet unreasonable. She had left spaces for my shifts at the shop and any dates I could not do. There was also a note at the bottom.
I don't know your summer timetable. These are suggestions, not instructions.
I read that sentence longer than necessary.
The last time we made something together, Nell had sent a version of our school survival map to a competition. The version that appeared in the newsletter carried her name, not mine. She said the credit had been cut in the layout. That might have explained the newsletter. It did not explain why she stood in assembly holding the certificate while I sat in the third row, waiting for her to mention me.
At fourteen, I did not have a useful vocabulary for being hurt by someone who also made me want to hold her hand. I had the word fine, which I used badly, and the ability to stop answering messages, which I used worse.
At seventeen, I had more words. I was not yet convinced I would use them well around Nell.
I opened a reply and attached my photographs of the route. The steps. The locked gate. The bench where someone had painted over a phone number but left the words CALL FOR A GOOD TIME, turning it into a general philosophical instruction.
Then I wrote: I can do Tuesday and Thursday afternoons. Saturday mornings sometimes. Please don't change or crop the photographs without checking with me.
I stared at the last sentence. It sounded formal. It also said something I needed said.
I sent it before I could replace it with a joke.
Nell replied eleven minutes later.
Of course. Same for substantial edits to text? We can use comments first.
I wrote Yes.
That should have been the end of it. Instead I opened the first attachment again and reread the two paragraphs about places where you could be alone without appearing lost.
Nell: Terms, Conditions and a Suspicious Number of Ducks
Tamsin Soto read the project brief while eating cereal from a mug at my kitchen table.
“You've been professionally reunited,” she said.
“We're working together.”
“Yes. Professionally reunited. I used both words.”
Taz had been my friend since the year after Kit stopped being my friend. She knew the broad outline of what happened and had declined to take a permanent side, a position I considered morally admirable and personally inconvenient. She also knew I had once had a crush on Kit, because at fifteen I made the mistake of telling her while suffering from a fever. Taz maintained that the fever was only mild and I should take responsibility for my disclosures.
“It wasn't a crush,” I said before she brought it up.
“I hadn't said anything.”
“You were preparing.”
“I was eating cereal.”
My brother Ollie came in carrying a football boot and asked whether anyone had seen the other one. He was twelve and believed footwear should assemble itself near his feet when summoned.
“Have you looked in your room?” I asked.
“No, I thought I'd begin with public consultation.”
Mum called from the hall that she had found it behind the umbrella stand. Ollie left, apparently satisfied with the effectiveness of his method.
Taz returned to the brief.
“Twelve cheap things to do together. This is a date guide.”
“It's not specifically a date guide. It includes friends. Groups. People visiting alone.”
“So a date guide with disclaimers.”
“You're being unhelpful.”
“I'm being genre-aware.”
I took the paper back. The project needed a title, a structure and a realistic set of outings to test. Jo had suggested avoiding anything that required booking far in advance or spending more than a modest amount. Kit wanted photographs showing what the routes actually looked like, not only the flattering angle. I wanted enough personality that people would read it voluntarily rather than use it to stabilise a café table.
I had made a list. Kit had added comments. Some were useful. Some were the written equivalent of looking at me with one eyebrow raised.
Promenade picnic: weather dependent. Also gull dependent.
Harbour steps at sunset: forty-three steps.
Free cinema night: check dates, not just the poster from 2022.
Duck pond: why are there three pond-related suggestions?
The ducks were not the point. The point was that the pond was free, central and unlikely to demand proof of age.
Taz read over my shoulder.
“She has a point about the ducks.”
“I know.”
“Did you tell her?”
“I changed one suggestion.”
“Without admitting anything. Elegant.”
That afternoon, Kit met me in the library's small project room. Jo had given us access during agreed hours, provided we cleared the table afterwards and did not mistake the stationery cupboard for a personal inheritance. The room had a whiteboard, a large table, six chairs and a view of the bins behind the supermarket. It was not glamorous. It was ours twice a week.
Kit brought a notebook with thick cream pages. Mine had tabs.
“I've made a draft schedule,” I said.
“I saw.”
“It isn't compulsory.”
“The capital letters suggested otherwise.”
“I use capital letters for file clarity.”
“Of course.”
We sat opposite each other. For a few minutes, the conversation was almost entirely about practical things: hours, routes, costs, which places needed checking with the people who ran them. The usefulness of it made me relax enough to forget being careful.
“We should test each outing properly,” I said. “Not just go there and take a photograph.”
“Agreed.”
“So if it's a picnic, we bring food. If it's a route, we walk the whole thing. If it's somewhere to go with a person you don't know very well, we notice whether there's anything to talk about.”
Kit looked up.
“A person you don't know very well?”
“That's part of the brief.”
“It wasn't in Celia's version.”
“It should be. Not everyone has a group they can drag around a town.”
She considered that. “All right.”
We began building the twelve outings. A library-and-café route with a no-purchase alternative. The harbour walk. A picnic near the old bandstand. A second-hand-shop challenge with a strict small budget. The free cinema screening, if it still existed. A short bike route with a walking alternative. The evening market without the assumption that people would buy things. A quiet-space route. A rainy-day plan. A view of the town from somewhere that did not require forty-three steps, a number Kit wrote very firmly. A place to make something together. A final outing chosen by people we interviewed rather than by us.
“It needs different kinds of company,” Kit said. “Not every suggestion should involve talking the whole time.”
I wrote that down.
“And clear information about toilets, steps, shelter and getting home,” she added.
“Yes.”
“Actual information. Not accessible-ish.”
“I wasn't going to write accessible-ish.”
“You wrote charmingly uneven in your notes about the path.”
“That was sarcasm.”
“Good. Label the sarcasm where it might injure someone.”
I laughed before I could stop myself. Kit smiled, briefly. It changed her face in a way I had no practical reason to notice and noticed anyway.
We agreed on a shared document system. Major changes in comments first. Photographs stored with captions and permission notes where needed. Both names on the cover, the order alphabetical by surname unless we later developed a more entertaining system. Since Bishop came before Malik, I offered to alternate the order on different pages.
Kit shook her head.
“Both visible is enough.”
I looked at her. There was an old conversation in the room, sitting beside the new one. I could almost hear it breathing.
“I know,” I said.
She held my gaze for a moment, then looked back at the list.
“First outing?”
“Harbour walk. Thursday.”
“Forecast?”
“Acceptable.”
“That's not a weather condition.”
“It is in Marden.”
Jo came in near the end to check whether we needed anything. We showed her the structure. She asked sensible questions about the budget, reminded us to verify opening hours close to publication and approved the first few outings. Then she pointed to the blank space at the top of the plan.
“Title?”
I had written several. Most were bad. One sounded like a public-health campaign. Another resembled the name of a dating app designed by a council committee.
Kit took the pen from beside the whiteboard.
“What about just The Very Unofficial Guide to Marden?”
I looked at the words as she wrote them. The title sounded like us, which was a thought I had been trying not to use in any form.
“That could work,” I said.
“Try not to sound overwhelmed.”
“It works.”
She capped the pen. Jo smiled with the satisfaction of a person who had successfully placed two difficult books on the same shelf.
When Kit left, I stayed to straighten the papers. Jo leaned against the door frame.
“You could have warned me,” I said.
“Would you have come?”
“Probably not.”
“Then you see the difficulty.”
“That isn't a defence.”
“No,” Jo said. “It's an explanation. I thought you might both make something good. You still get to decide whether working together is worth it.”
I looked at the title on the board. Kit's handwriting leaned slightly to the right. Mine, beneath it, was square and careful.
For the moment, I did not erase either.
Kit: Forty-Three Steps
Nell arrived for the harbour walk carrying a clipboard.
I had expected a notebook, perhaps two notebooks, but the clipboard was a development. It made her look as though she intended to inspect the sea and issue a written warning if it failed to cooperate.
“Don't,” she said when she saw my face.
“I haven't spoken.”
“Your eyebrows have.”
I put the camera strap over my shoulder. “What are they saying?”
“Something unkind about professional equipment.”
“Then they're wrong. I respect the clipboard.”
She narrowed her eyes. I smiled. It was easier when we were making jokes. We had always been good at that, even during the years when the jokes were the only part of the friendship we let survive.
The harbour route began beside the old lifeboat house and followed the wall towards the steps. We checked the posted information, the surface of the path, the benches and the places where a person could turn back without having to retrace the whole route. Nell wrote things down. I took photographs, trying to show the narrow sections honestly instead of moving the camera until they disappeared.
A man painting a gate asked whether we were from the council.
“No,” Nell said.
“Good. They said they'd fix that drain.”
“We can mention it in the guide.”
“That won't fix it.”
“No,” she admitted. “It won't.”
I liked her more for not producing a clever answer.
At the steps, we counted separately. I reached forty-three. Nell reached forty-one and then stood on the two at the top without looking at me.
“Are those not steps?” I asked.
“They're more like a transition.”
“Using your feet.”
“Yes, Kit. Forty-three.”
I took a photograph of her holding up four fingers on one hand and three on the other. She objected that the image could be misinterpreted as thirty-four, depending on which hand you read first. I told her the guide was not intended as a basic numeracy resource.
From the top, the town spread behind us in layers: roofs, the pale square of the library, the road curving towards the station, the ridge of houses farther inland. Out towards the water, the late afternoon light caught the boats and made the ordinary harbour look briefly expensive.
Nell put the clipboard down.
“This part's good,” she said.
“Yes.”
“Even if you have to negotiate with the steps.”
“We need an alternative view.”
“I know. But this part is still good.”
She looked out at the water. Without the clipboard in her hands, she seemed younger and less armoured. A strand of hair had escaped from the clip at the back of her head. The wind kept moving it against her cheek, and she kept pushing it away with increasing irritation.
I nearly offered her the spare hair tie on my wrist. It was an ordinary thing to offer. The fact that I thought about it for so long made it stop being ordinary.
We ate sandwiches on a bench. Nell had brought a thermos of tea and two cups. She handed me one without ceremony, as though sharing tea had not been one of the small habits we lost.
“Do you still hate cucumber?” she asked.
“Yes.”
“Good. I remembered.”
The sandwich did not contain cucumber. I looked at it longer than the filling required.
“What?” she asked.
“Nothing.”
She gave me a look that said she recognised the word and distrusted it. Fair enough.
We talked about the guide's voice. Nell wanted short, specific descriptions rather than pretending every place was wonderful. I wanted space for images that did more than prove we had attended. We agreed to include a small box on each outing: what it costs, what could get in the way, what kind of day it suits.
“And who to bring,” Nell said.
“Or whether to come alone.”
“Yes.”
She wrote on the clipboard. For a while, only the wind and the sound of her pen filled the space between us.
Then she said, “I read your notes about the school map.”
I went still.
“What notes?”
“The line about checking before cropping. I know why you wrote it.”
The sandwich suddenly felt difficult to swallow.
“Do you?”
“The newsletter cut your credit.”
“Yes.”
“I didn't ask them to.”
“I know you didn't ask them to cut it.”
Nell looked at me. “Then—”
“You didn't ask them to put it back either.”
The wind pushed a loose corner of the paper bag against my knee. I held it down with one hand. It was useful to have something small that required attention.
“I thought we could deal with it afterwards,” she said.
“We didn't.”
“I tried to talk to you.”
“After assembly. After the newsletter. After you sent the certificate to your grandparents.”
Her face changed. I had not meant to list the details. Once begun, they arrived with the unpleasant clarity of things rehearsed privately for too long.
“I was fourteen,” she said.
“So was I.”
We sat in silence. The view remained good, which felt tactless.
“I should have said something in assembly,” Nell said eventually.
“Yes.”
“I know that now.”
I looked at her. The sentence was not everything I had wanted three years earlier. It was more than the explanations she used to give me.
“All right,” I said.
“Does that mean—”
“It means I heard you. It doesn't mean I know what to do with it yet.”
She nodded, slowly. I appreciated that she did not try to make the apology complete a transaction.
We finished the route by the longer, flatter path behind the harbour. It had its own problems: an uneven section, a narrow gate, a bench that looked available until you reached it and discovered a missing slat. We wrote those down. Near the end, Nell asked if I wanted the last of the tea.
“Yes,” I said.
She poured carefully, holding the cup against the wind so it would not tip. I took a photograph of her hands and the thermos, then lowered the camera.
“Can I use that one?” I asked.
She looked at the screen. Only her hands were visible.
“Yes.”
“Caption?”
She thought for a moment.
“Bring something warm. The view doesn't do that part for you.”
I wrote it down exactly.
Nell: A Professional Encounter with a Giant Crab
The tourist-information office contained four racks of leaflets, a basket of postcards and a man dressed as a crab.
The crab was not part of the permanent staff. He was promoting the harbour fun run, an event whose name made two claims I considered difficult to support. His foam claws prevented him from operating the leaflet stand, so he had recruited the woman behind the desk to assist.
Kit stopped in the doorway.
“Do we interview him?” she asked.
“Only if he has information about opening hours.”
We had come to verify the things everyone thought they knew about Marden. The outdoor cinema still ran twice a month, but the old poster outside the library showed the previous year's dates. The public toilets near the harbour had seasonal hours. The craft room above the charity shop was available for some community sessions, but only with advance agreement. Several good things existed in the town. The information about them appeared to have been distributed through a system of rumours and paper going pale in windows.
The woman behind the desk, whose badge said SUE, listened to our explanation and immediately gave us a folder thicker than the guide we intended to make.
“Some of that's old,” she said. “Not all of it says so.”
“Excellent,” I replied. “An archival adventure.”
Kit took a photograph of the opening-hours board with permission. I wrote down the names of the people we needed to contact. The crab turned towards us, his costume squeaking.
“You're the guide girls?” he asked.
I had not expected a professional identity to arrive so quickly or include the word girls in that particular way.
“We're making the youth guide,” I said.
“Henry said you'd be round.”
“Henry?”
At that moment, Henry Ellis came through the back door carrying a microphone and a paper cup. He was not dressed as a sea creature. This was one of several things I liked about him.
Henry volunteered at the community radio station, wrote confidently worded posts about local music and could ask a question without making it sound like a test. We had been in the same media project the previous term. I spent most of that project pretending my interest in his opinions was purely intellectual.
“Nell,” he said, smiling. “Kit. Perfect timing.”
Kit raised a hand in greeting. She knew Henry from the theatre's technical crew. Of course she did. One of the disadvantages of a small town was that people you regarded as belonging to separate parts of your life often borrowed ladders from one another.
“We're recording short pieces for Open Town Week,” Henry explained. “The fun run, the market, the new guide. Would you both say a few words?”
I looked at Kit. She looked at the microphone.
“Now?” she asked.
“Nothing elaborate. Why you're making it. What you want people to use it for.”
I had an answer ready because I had been thinking about it every day. Kit did not seem opposed, only wary of being asked to perform an opinion on demand.
“Could we have five minutes?” I said.
“Of course.” Henry moved aside. “Crab first, then.”
The crab tried to take the microphone and discovered the limitations of his claws. Sue held it for him. Kit watched with the expression she used when something was visually excellent and practically disastrous.
Outside, we stood beside the postcard display.
“What do you want to say?” I asked her.
She looked surprised by the question.
“About showing the parts that aren't in the brochure. The awkward route. The good bench. Things you can actually use.”
“Good. I'll do why the old guide wasn't working. You do what we're changing.”
“Both of us do what we're changing.”
“Yes. I meant—yes.”
She nodded. I wished every sentence between us did not require a small inspection for structural weaknesses, but we had earned the need for it.
Henry recorded us beside the harbour wall. I began too formally, heard myself saying accessible opportunities and stopped.
“Can I start again?”
“Please,” Kit said. “You were becoming a leaflet.”
Henry laughed. I laughed too, and the second version sounded like me.
“We wanted a guide for the days when you've got three hours, not much money and no idea where to go,” I said. “With a friend, with someone you'd like to know better, or by yourself. Not every good afternoon has to involve buying something.”
Kit talked about the photographs and practical notes. Henry asked a follow-up question that made both of us answer at once. We stopped, looked at each other and then, unfortunately, both said, “You go.”
The crab walked through the background during our third attempt.
“This is unusable,” I said.
“This is excellent radio,” Henry replied.
When we finished, he asked whether he could photograph us holding the draft plan. Kit agreed after checking where the image would be used. I held the clipboard. She stood beside me, close enough that the camera strap brushed my arm.
“Less hostage situation,” Henry said.
“This is our natural professional manner,” Kit told him.
I laughed. Henry took the picture at exactly that moment.
Later, while Kit checked a notice near the lifeboat house, Henry asked if I wanted to come to a music night he was helping organise.
“Not an interview,” he added. “Just come.”
My brain took an unhelpful amount of time to establish whether this was an invitation to a public event or a personal invitation attached to a public event.
“Who else is going?” I asked, a question I regretted immediately.
“A lot of people, hopefully. But I was asking you.”
“Oh.”
He smiled, not making the moment worse by pretending not to understand it.
“Saturday week. I can send the details.”
“Yes,” I said. “Do.”
Kit came back holding a photograph of the cinema notice on her phone.
“New dates,” she said. “Actual ones.”
“Brilliant.”
I sounded too pleased. She looked at me, then at Henry, then back at the notice.
We left with a folder of useful information and a leaflet for the fun run neither of us intended to enter. At the crossing, Kit asked whether Henry had invited me to the music night.
“Yes.”
“He's good company.”
“I know.”
The conversation stopped there. I told myself there was no reason it should continue. Then I spent the walk to the library thinking about the fact that Kit had said it so evenly.
Kit: What People Look At
I can photograph Nell without difficulty when she is arguing with something.
A timetable. A printer. The wording on a sign. Give her an object that has made a questionable decision and her whole face becomes interested. Ask her to look at the camera and she arranges herself into someone who has read about appearing natural but does not entirely approve of the method.
We were testing the library-and-café outing on Saturday. The idea was simple: choose a book for the other person without buying anything, then find somewhere to sit and explain the choice. It needed a version for people who did not have a library card, did not want to drink coffee or could not spend money. Jo had suggested using the reading area and making the café genuinely optional, not optional in the way that meant everyone would eventually go there anyway.
Nell arrived with three possible titles already written down.
“You've prepared for choosing a book,” I said.
“I researched the available stock.”
“The point might be looking.”
“I can look with preparation.”
We agreed on ten minutes. Not enough time to make a perfect choice. Enough time to notice what we thought the other person might like.
I went to the travel shelves, then the art section, then a shelf of essays that seemed to attract people who wanted to appear thoughtful in public. None felt right. Nell liked words, yes, but she also liked being surprised by a practical detail. At ten, she spent an entire afternoon reading a book about how bridges stayed up because she distrusted one near our houses. At thirteen, she became obsessed with a collection of letters written by someone who complained about every hotel they stayed in.
I chose a book of unusual maps. Not because of our old map. At least, not only because of it. There were maps of noise, journeys, vanished buildings and imaginary borders. I opened it to a page showing where the maker had stopped during a day, not where they had travelled between the stops.
Nell was waiting by the window with a book pressed against her chest.
“Ready?” she asked.
I handed mine over. She looked at the cover, then at the page I marked with a scrap of paper.
“Oh,” she said.
The word was different from the one in the meeting room. Softer. She began turning pages without remembering she was supposed to hand me her choice.
“Professional success,” I said after a minute.
She looked up, embarrassed, and gave me the book. It was about sound in film: not famous scores, but the everyday noises people build and alter to make a scene feel real.
“You talked about it in media last term,” she said. “The footsteps that weren't the actor's actual footsteps.”
I stared at the cover.
“You were listening?”
“I was in the room.”
“That doesn't answer it.”
She looked at the map book again. “Yes. I was listening.”
For a moment, I did not know what to do with the fact that we had been paying attention to each other from opposite sides of our distance.
We sat in the reading area. Nell read a paragraph, showed me an image and began explaining why it worked. I listened, then described a scene from a student film where I had replaced an unusable recording with sounds made in my kitchen. The rain had been a tray of dry rice. The footsteps had been mine in Dad's shoes. The finished piece was not especially good, but making the sounds had been the part I loved.
“You should put that in the guide,” Nell said.
“What, my bad film?”
“A making-something outing. People could record sounds and make a tiny scene together.”
“Not everyone has editing software.”
“Then a version that works with just recording and listening.”
I wrote the idea down. It was better than one of our existing suggestions, which involved a craft session that only ran twice all summer and had already filled up.
At the café, we bought tea because we wanted it, not because the guide required a transaction. We checked the no-purchase seating in the public square as well. It was noisier, less sheltered and available to people who did not want to spend anything. That difference belonged on the page without being made into a judgement about which kind of afternoon counted.
Nell took notes while I photographed the books on the table. Her hands kept entering the frame to point at something. I let them. The pictures were better with evidence of somebody actually using the objects.
“Can you get one of us?” she asked eventually.
I set the camera on the table against my bag and used the timer. In the first picture, Nell looked as though she was waiting for exam results. In the second, I had half closed my eyes. In the third, she reached across to move a spoon just as I said something about the clipboard, and we both laughed.
That was the one.
She looked at the screen beside me. Our shoulders touched. Neither of us moved immediately, which made me aware of the contact in a way a larger gesture might not have.
“It looks like we're enjoying ourselves,” she said.
“We are, a bit.”
She glanced at me. “Yes.”
I saved the photograph and put the camera away before I could become a person who lingered over pixels for the wrong reasons.
On the walk back, she asked about Manchester. I had mentioned it briefly in the shared schedule because the accommodation visit would take a day out of the project.
“Is it definitely happening?”
“Mostly. I'm still checking some things.”
“What kind of course?”
I explained the technical work, the practical projects, the possibility of learning more about sound and set design. Nell listened with the same expression she had when she found the map book: interested before she remembered to manage it.
“That sounds right for you,” she said.
“I hope so.”
“Are you excited?”
“Yes. Also terrified.”
“Efficient. Two feelings for one course.”
I laughed. She smiled, then looked towards the library entrance.
“I'll miss knowing where everyone is,” she said.
She did not say me. I did not ask her to.
That night, I looked through the photographs for the layout. The one of us laughing was technically imperfect. The focus fell slightly behind Nell's face, and my hand blocked part of the book. I put it on the shortlist anyway.
Some pictures tell you what people look like. That one told me what I wanted to happen again.
Nell: An Afternoon with Other People in It
Luca arrived at the library wearing sunglasses and carrying a packet of biscuits on his lap.
“I was promised a route test,” he said. “I have brought a fee.”
Kit hugged him carefully from the side. They knew each other from the theatre, where Luca operated sound equipment and possessed the ability to make grown adults apologise for touching a cable they had been told not to touch.
Taz arrived two minutes later with no biscuits and several opinions.
“Are we being studied?” she asked.
“Only informally,” I said.
“That sounds worse.”
We needed people other than ourselves to test the flatter route behind the harbour. Kit and I could count steps, check surfaces and notice gates, but our two bodies were not a universal measuring system. Luca used a wheelchair and had already pointed out three places on the official map that looked fine in a photograph and were irritating in practice. He had agreed to tell us what the route was like for him, not to certify it for everyone in the world. Kit made that distinction before I could accidentally ask too much.
“I've got two hours,” Luca said. “Then rehearsal. If you strand me in a scenic location, I'll invoice you.”
We began at the library. Taz took the notes for the first section because she said I could not simultaneously lead the route, watch everything and argue with a sign. She was correct, but I disliked how quickly she established it.
At the first narrow gate, Kit asked Luca what would help rather than grabbing anything. He asked her to hold the gate fully open. We wrote down the width and the awkward angle without turning the moment into a moral victory.
The route was good in places. It was also longer than the steep version, exposed near the water and missing a clear sign at the fork behind the boat sheds. Taz followed the wrong branch deliberately to see where it went. It led to a delivery area and a man unloading potatoes.
“Not a recommended attraction,” she reported.
“Depends on your interests,” Luca said.
We stopped at the view above the lower harbour wall. It was less dramatic than the top of the steps but had room to sit together without anyone balancing on an edge. Kit photographed the open space, the approach and the bench. I began drafting a description aloud.
“A quieter way to see the harbour, with—”
“Don't say hidden gem,” Taz warned.
“I wasn't going to.”
“You had the tone.”
“With boats,” I finished. “There. Informative.”
Luca laughed so hard he nearly lost the biscuits.
We ate them on the lower terrace. Taz asked Luca about the theatre show. He described a rehearsal in which an actor stepped over the tape marking the edge of a platform, then blamed the tape for being insufficiently persuasive. Kit added a story about a fog machine that had once triggered a discussion nobody wanted with the building manager.
I listened to them talking in a language of cues, timing and equipment. Kit was different with Luca: less guarded, quicker to interrupt, less interested in checking whether a joke had become a weapon. I liked seeing it. I also felt jealous of a friendship that had continued to grow while ours sat in a box labelled unresolved.
Taz caught my eye. I looked away too late.
“So,” she said to Kit, with an innocence she did not possess, “how's co-authorship treating you?”
Kit glanced at me.
“We have a comments system.”
“Sexy,” Taz said.
I inhaled biscuit crumbs and spent the next thirty seconds proving that romance was not the only way a person could die in public.
Luca passed me water. Kit looked amused and slightly pink. Taz patted my back with the satisfaction of someone who had created a small social emergency and was now helping resolve it.
When I recovered, I asked whether we could return to practical feedback. Everyone agreed too readily.
Luca's main suggestion was to give choices rather than pretend one route worked for everyone. The steep route had a different view. The flatter route took longer and had an exposed section. People could decide with accurate information. We should also make clear which observations we had checked ourselves and when, because a gate open today might be locked next month.
I wrote it down. It was good editing advice as well as good route advice: say what you know, show the limits, stop trying to make one sentence do every possible job.
On the way back, Taz walked beside me while Kit and Luca discussed rehearsal schedules.
“You like her,” she said quietly.
“I have always liked her. That's part of why the situation was annoying.”
“I meant now.”
“I'm seeing Henry at the music night.”
“That isn't an answer to the question I asked.”
“You didn't ask a question.”
“Fine. Do you like Kit?”
I watched Kit turn to photograph a painted sign on the side of a boat shed. The wind moved her hair across her face. She pushed it away, laughed at something Luca said and looked, for one unguarded second, exactly like the person I used to know and nothing like a person I could claim still to understand completely.
“I don't know what kind of like it is,” I said.
Taz nodded. “That's an actual answer. Well done.”
“You're insufferable.”
“Documented.”
Back at the library, we thanked Luca properly and agreed to show him the description before printing his comments. Taz stole the last biscuit. Kit and I stayed to transfer the notes.
At the bottom of the page, beneath the route information, I wrote: Best with people who don't mind changing the plan.
Kit read it over my shoulder.
“Keep that,” she said.
I did.
Kit: The Smile in the Sample Layout
Celia liked the photograph of Nell and me laughing over the books.
She liked it so much that she moved it onto the cover of the sample layout before asking either of us. The software made the change in a second. I watched our faces become larger than the information beneath them and felt a familiar discomfort arrive before I could decide whether it was fair.
“Warm,” she said. “Approachable. Exactly the tone.”
Nell leaned forward. “It's a guide, not a brochure about us.”
I looked at her. She was studying the screen, frowning slightly.
“People connect with people,” Celia said.
“Yes. But they also need to know what the thing is for.”
Jo sat beside the projector, reading the draft pages we had brought. She asked Celia to put the original cover back so we could compare. I appreciated the word compare. It did not make either person into the unreasonable one before we had discussed the choice.
We were in the second week of the project. The first routes were tested, the library outing had a draft spread and the practical notes had already become more detailed than the space available. Nell had cut her first description by a third without being asked, which I regarded as a significant act of personal development.
Celia wanted the guide to feel positive. The festival's printing partner, a local business group called Bright Marden, wanted the same thing, though their idea of positive seemed to involve more photographs of shopping bags.
“We should be careful not to emphasise obstacles,” Celia said, pointing to the route notes.
“We're not emphasising them,” I replied. “We're describing them.”
“Of course. But opening with steps and uneven ground may put people off.”
“It may help them choose a different route,” Nell said.
There was a brief silence. Jo turned a page.
“The brief is useful information for young people,” she said. “That includes what might make an outing unsuitable. We can keep the tone welcoming without removing the facts.”
Celia nodded, though I could tell she had not entirely accepted the distinction.
Then we reached the photographs. The harbour, the library, the lower terrace, Nell's hands holding the thermos. Celia liked that one too.
“Lovely couple activity,” she said.
Nell's pen stopped.
“It's also a friend activity,” I said.
“Absolutely. I just mean the two of you demonstrate it beautifully.”
The two of us sat very still while Jo adjusted the projector cable for no apparent reason.
Celia suggested a short promotional piece: Nell and Kit test twelve perfect dates in Marden. It was concise, easy to share and wrong in several ways at once. I could feel Nell preparing a response, the way she gathered breath before disagreeing with a teacher.
“They aren't perfect,” she said. “Some aren't dates. And we don't want people to think they need a partner to use the guide.”
“It's a hook,” Celia replied.
“A hook can still be accurate.”
I almost smiled. This was the Nell I liked most: not the one performing cleverness, but the one who could hear when a sentence had begun bending the thing it described.
We agreed on a different promotional line. Twelve low-cost ways to spend time in Marden, tested by local teenagers. Less sparkling, more true. Celia accepted it after Jo pointed out that the photographs could provide the warmth without the copy inventing a relationship.
After the meeting, Nell and I stayed to collect the papers. She stacked them according to a system I had begun to understand and still occasionally disrupted for entertainment.
“Thanks,” I said.
“For what?”
“The cover. The date thing.”
She looked up. “I didn't think you'd want them making assumptions.”
“I don't mind people knowing I'm gay, Nell.”
“I know. That wasn't—”
“I know it wasn't. I mean I don't want you worrying as though saying the word date would damage me.”
She set down the papers.
“I was worrying that they'd turn the work into a story about us that we hadn't agreed to tell.”
That was a better answer than I had prepared for.
“All right,” I said.
“And I don't mind people knowing I'm bi. They've had years to recover from Meg at the summer dance.”
I remembered Meg. I remembered seeing them together and deciding, with the magnificent logic of a hurt fifteen-year-old, that Nell being able to like girls somehow made her not liking me more personal.
“I wasn't worried about that,” I said.
“Good.”
We carried the boxes of sample paper back to the project room. Nell held the door with her foot while I manoeuvred the larger box through. Our hands met briefly on the edge when she helped lift it onto the table.
“Henry's music night is Saturday?” I asked, because apparently I had decided to test my own ability to remain normal.
“Yes.”
“Have a good time.”
She looked at me for a moment.
“Thanks.”
I turned to the photographs before she could see how much effort the two words had cost.
That evening, I changed the sample cover. Not to the laughing picture. To the view of the harbour route, with room for the title and both our names. Inside, on the library spread, I kept the photograph of us exactly where it belonged: two people actually enjoying an afternoon, without a caption telling them what it had to mean.
Nell: A Date, According to the Available Evidence
Henry met me outside the music venue holding two tickets and looking exactly as relaxed as I had hoped to appear.
I had changed my shirt three times. The final shirt was the first shirt, which suggested the process had been less about clothing than about using available objects to delay leaving the house. Mum watched from the kitchen doorway and asked whether I was going to the music night or opening a branch of a laundry service.
Now I stood in front of Henry wearing the shirt and trying not to think about it.
“You look nice,” he said.
“Thank you. You look appropriately dressed for music.”
He laughed. I decided to count that as intentional charm rather than evidence I needed supervision.
The venue was a community hall with a small stage and chairs arranged around tables. Henry had helped book the bands, but he was not working the whole evening. He introduced me to two friends, found us seats and asked what I wanted to drink. It was all pleasantly straightforward. Nobody made assumptions about who paid for what. Nobody used the phrase seeing where things go, which I had come to regard as a warning that the speaker intended to avoid naming their own actions.
The first band was good. The second band believed volume could substitute for tuning, an opinion the room did not unanimously share. Henry leaned closer so I could hear him.
“The singer's sixteen. First proper gig.”
“That explains the confidence.”
“Does confidence usually decrease?”
“Mine began issuing qualifications around fourteen.”
He smiled. I liked the way he listened, not because he agreed with everything but because he seemed curious about what I might say next. During the break, we talked about the guide and the school paper. He told me about a radio interview that went wrong when a guest answered every question with yes or no, including questions that could not reasonably be answered that way.
“What did you do?” I asked.
“Asked him to describe the place where he wrote music. He talked for seven minutes about his kitchen.”
“Useful kitchen?”
“Apparently life-changing.”
I laughed. This was going well. I could identify several signs of it going well. My shoulders had stopped sitting near my ears. I was no longer planning each sentence before saying it. Henry remembered something I mentioned during the media project and asked about it without making the remembering seem like a performance.
Then he asked how working with Kit was going.
“Better than expected,” I said.
“Low expectations?”
“Complicated history.”
“I thought you two used to be inseparable.”
“We were. Then we developed separate opinions about a shared disaster.”
He waited. I told him the short version of the school map, leaving out the parts I still did not know how to describe without sounding defensive. Henry listened, then said that making another thing together sounded like either a good idea or an elaborate method of making the same argument with better stationery.
“Both are possible,” I admitted.
“She seems happier lately,” he said.
I looked at him.
“You know her well?”
“Mostly through theatre. She notices everything. Doesn't always tell you what she's noticed.”
I knew that. I used to know it from the inside, before becoming one of the people she watched without explaining.
The next band started. I turned towards the stage and tried to return fully to the evening I had chosen. Henry's hand rested on the table near mine. He did not move it closer. I could have. The possibility sat there, simple and available, and I found myself thinking about Kit's camera strap brushing my arm outside the tourist office.
This was unhelpful. It was also not Henry's fault.
After the music, we walked towards the square. The night was warm enough that people stood outside the cafés even though most of the tables had been put away. Henry asked whether I wanted another drink somewhere. I said I needed to head home, which was partly true and entirely cowardly if I used it to avoid understanding the rest.
“I had a good time,” he said.
“So did I.”
That was true. I did not want to erase it because the evening had failed to become the story I expected.
“Would you like to do it again?”
I looked at him. The kind answer would be yes only if I meant it. I had read enough terrible advice columns to know this and still discovered that doing it was less elegant than recognising it on a page.
“I'd like to see you,” I said. “I'm not sure I'm in the same place about dating.”
He was quiet for a moment. Not offended. Not delighted either.
“Okay.”
“I'm sorry. That's a vague sentence. I mean I like you, and I enjoyed tonight, but I don't want to say yes to another date just because this one was nice.”
“That makes sense.”
“Does it?”
“Not especially fun sense. But sense.”
I smiled, relieved and guilty at once.
He walked me to the corner where our routes separated. We hugged briefly. It was a good hug, friendly without pretending that neither of us had considered another possibility.
At home, Mum was reading on the sofa. She looked up as I came in.
“Good evening?”
“Yes.”
“Good date?”
I took off my shoes.
“I think it was a good evening that turned out not to need a second date.”
Mum nodded, accepting the distinction without requesting a presentation.
Upstairs, I found a message from Kit. A photograph of a cinema notice, with the new time circled.
Tomorrow's screening confirmed. Projector apparently functioning. No promises about weather or artistic merit.
I smiled before I had read the whole message.
That seemed like evidence I should perhaps stop ignoring.
Kit: A Film We Didn't See
The projector failed ten minutes before the film was due to begin.
I knew the sound before the organiser announced it: a brief fan noise, a click, then nothing. People who work around equipment develop a particular silence when something is wrong. The volunteers by the screen had entered that silence together.
Nell sat beside me on a folding chair with a bag of popcorn balanced on her knees.
“Is that a normal noise?” she asked.
“No.”
“Normal in a fixable way?”
“I'm not qualified to diagnose it from here.”
She looked at me approvingly. “Good restraint.”
The screening was in the small courtyard behind the arts centre. A sheet had been secured to a frame, chairs borrowed from several rooms and a table set up with drinks. It was free, run by people who cared enough to spend their Sunday moving furniture. The film was a gentle old comedy called The Last Bus to Anywhere, which neither Nell nor I had seen. The title had made her suspicious on grammatical grounds.
We had checked the date, the access and the arrangements. We had not asked the projector whether it intended to remain employed.
A volunteer called Matt came over to explain the delay. He recognised me from the theatre and asked if I could help check a connection. I could do that much, so I went with him while Nell guarded the popcorn. We tried the ordinary checks he had not already done. Another volunteer rang the person responsible for the equipment. Nobody let me pretend a few theatre sessions made me an expert on every electrical object in town.
The projector remained dead.
After twenty minutes, Matt announced that they would not be able to show the film. He apologised, explained how people could find the next date and invited everyone to stay for the drinks already made. Some left. Some stayed. A little girl asked whether they could act out the film instead, an ambitious proposal given that most of the room did not know the plot.
Nell came over with the popcorn.
“Technical verdict?”
“Not tonight.”
“Strong review.”
We helped move chairs under the covered part of the courtyard because a light rain had started. The remaining people gathered around tables. Someone produced a pack of cards. Matt began apologising to each group individually until Nell told him kindly that he had already delivered a comprehensive apology and was allowed to have a drink.
I watched her say it. She could be so gentle when she stopped trying to win the sentence.
We sat near the edge of the shelter. Rain tapped on the clear roof above us. The screen remained blank, moving slightly in the wind. Nell took out the notebook.
“What do we write?” she asked.
“That free events can still have problems. Check the current listing, but have a plan if it doesn't happen.”
“Like popcorn and a disappointing courtyard?”
“I've been in worse courtyards.”
She smiled. “So have I.”
We began inventing the film we had missed. Not a full story, only what the title suggested. Nell thought the last bus should go somewhere nobody admitted wanting to visit. I thought it should be driven by a woman who knew every passenger's secret and mostly wanted them to stop blocking the aisle. We disagreed about whether a dog should be involved. Nell said every film improved with a dog if the dog remained safe. I said the dog could operate the ticket machine.
By the time the rain became heavier, we had a bus full of people who were all going to apologise to someone and a driver increasingly unwilling to wait while they composed the perfect speech.
Nell laughed with her whole face. I had missed that more than I liked admitting.
“How was the music night?” I asked before I could change my mind.
“Good.”
I looked at the rain.
“Good.”
“Henry's nice.”
“Yes.”
“We're not going on another date.”
I turned back too quickly. Nell noticed. Of course she noticed.
“Why?” I asked, then added, “You don't have to explain.”
“I had a good time. I just didn't want to say yes because it seemed like the correct next step.”
I nodded. There was a dangerous amount of hope in me, looking for somewhere to stand. I tried not to give it too much room.
“Was he okay about it?”
“Yes. Disappointed, I think. Reasonable. I almost wished he'd been awful so I could feel more decisive, which is a terrible thing to wish about someone behaving well.”
I laughed softly. “A little.”
“I know.”
She offered me the popcorn. Our fingers met in the bag, a ridiculous detail I would have mocked if it happened to someone else. Neither of us made a joke. That made it worse and better.
When the rain eased, we helped stack the last chairs. Matt thanked us and said the next screening would use checked equipment. Nell asked him to send the confirmed information for the guide. She did not turn the failure into a cruel paragraph. She did not pretend it had been the perfect afternoon either.
On the walk home, she said, “We should include what happened.”
“The projector?”
“Yes. And what we did instead. Not as if people should always make the best of things. Just that an outing doesn't have to become worthless when one part fails.”
I looked at her. “That's good.”
“You sound surprised.”
“I am frequently surprised by you.”
She smiled, then looked down at the pavement. We walked the rest of the way sharing the popcorn until only the unpopped kernels remained.
I kept the photograph of the blank screen. In the corner, out of focus, Nell was laughing at something I had said. I did not put that one in the guide yet. I was not ready to decide whether it belonged to the work or to the part of the afternoon I wanted for myself.
Nell: Promotional Materials
The library's social post used the correct words and still caused trouble.
Twelve low-cost ways to spend time in Marden, tested by local teenagers Nell Bishop and Kit Malik.
Accurate. Sensible. Entirely free of invented romance.
Beneath it was the photograph Henry took outside the tourist office. Kit and I stood close together, laughing at his instruction to appear less kidnapped. Someone had cropped the crab from the background, removing an important explanation for the mood.
Taz sent it to me with no words, only a sequence of eyes.
Ollie saw it on Mum's phone and asked why I had not mentioned that Kit was my girlfriend.
“She isn't.”
“Then why are you standing like that?”
“Like what?”
“Like the people on yoghurt adverts.”
I looked at the photograph again. I did not know which yoghurt advertisements he had been watching, but I disliked the possibility that he had identified something I had not.
“We're working,” I said.
“Fine. Your work girlfriend.”
Mum told him to stop being irritating, which was a broad instruction unlikely to produce lasting change.
At the library that afternoon, Jo apologised for the attention the post had attracted. There were a few comments from people who knew us, mostly pleasant, some asking whether the guide included actual dates. She had answered those with the agreed description. She offered to use a different photograph next time.
“The picture's fine,” I said. “People are allowed to have imaginations.”
Kit looked at me across the table. I could not tell whether she was relieved or disappointed by how lightly I said it. The uncertainty made me want to talk faster.
“It's not as though we've accidentally announced an engagement.”
“No,” she said.
“It's just a picture.”
“Right.”
Jo found an urgent reason to check the printer.
I looked down at the draft pages. We had work to do. The second-hand-shop outing needed a strict limit, and the rainy-day plan was still mostly a collection of places we hoped would tolerate damp teenagers. I began talking about page order. Kit answered, but something had shifted into a more formal register.
It took me twenty minutes to realise I had been so busy proving I was not embarrassed by the photograph that I had made the possibility of us sound faintly absurd.
“Kit,” I said.
She looked up from the contact sheet.
“I didn't mean it like that.”
“Like what?”
There was a reasonable question. I wished she had asked an unreasonable one so I could object.
“The girlfriend thing. I'm not saying it would be ridiculous. I'm saying people shouldn't decide it from a photograph.”
She held my gaze for a moment.
“I agree.”
“Good.”
We both returned to the work. The conversation had not become less awkward. It had become more accurate, which I was beginning to suspect was sometimes the best available improvement.
At four, we went to the second-hand shops on Market Lane. The challenge was to find an object under the agreed small budget that could tell a story about the town. Buying was optional. Photographing needed permission. Trying on hats was apparently compulsory according to Kit, who placed a purple one on my head before I could defend myself.
“You look like you're about to complain about a village fete,” she said.
“I could do that without the hat.”
“Natural range.”
I put a narrow tie over her shoulder. She examined it in the mirror with surprising seriousness.
“This could work.”
“For what?”
“An occasion requiring a tie.”
“Very specific.”
She put it on over the open collar of her shirt, loosely, and looked at me in the mirror. I forgot the next joke. She noticed that too.
The woman behind the counter asked whether we were buying the hat. I said no too quickly. Kit bought the tie with her own money, not the project budget, explaining that she could use it for a portfolio visit. I wrote that distinction down because it mattered to the costs and because writing gave me somewhere to put my hands.
In the next shop, we found a postcard of Marden from decades earlier. The promenade looked almost the same, except the arcade had another name and the building now selling candles really was a public toilet.
“Historical vindication,” I said.
Kit laughed. We bought the postcard together for the project, agreeing where the original would be kept. On the back, someone had written a short message about rain and a disappointing lunch. We did not use the personal message in the guide. The photograph of the front was enough to make our point: places changed, and information needed to notice.
At the end of the lane, Kit took off the tie and folded it into her bag. I was absurdly disappointed.
“Good outing?” she asked.
“Yes.”
“Good company?”
I looked at her. She was smiling, but there was something careful beneath it.
“Yes,” I said. “Good company.”
For once, I did not add a disclaimer.
Kit: The Word We Didn't Use
Nell put the photograph of the purple hat in the shared folder and named it DO_NOT_USE_UNDER_ANY_CIRCUMSTANCES.
I replied in a comment that the naming convention lacked subtlety. She wrote that subtlety had failed to prevent the photograph existing.
I did not use it. I did look at it once more before closing the folder.
The project was beginning to have a shape. Pages spread across the library table: routes, costs, opening information, short pieces of writing that sounded like Nell without crowding out the practical details. My photographs showed benches with people on them, hands holding books, the worn edge of a sign, the harbour at a time of day when the light was ordinary rather than promotional.
We had also begun to have a shape together, though I trusted that less. There were habits returning before either of us had approved them. Nell made tea for two. I brought the spare charger she always forgot. She left room in her sentences for my corrections, and I tried not to make every correction sound like evidence against her character.
On Thursday, Jo asked us to test the short sound-recording activity in the community room. The idea had grown from the book Nell chose for me. People would make a tiny scene using ordinary sounds: footsteps, a door, water in a cup, paper, a chair moving. No expensive equipment required. Just a phone recorder, some attention and a willingness to sound ridiculous in front of another person.
Nell was willing to sound ridiculous only after establishing that the recording would not be posted publicly.
“Agreed,” I said.
“In writing?”
I wrote PRIVATE TEST RECORDING on the top of the page. She nodded solemnly.
We chose a scene: someone entering a room they were not supposed to be in. Nell wanted a dramatic door. The library door had excellent hinges and refused to provide one. We used a chair leg against the floor for a creak, then discovered that I could make a more convincing floorboard sound by slowly bending a piece of thick card.
“This is fraud,” Nell said, delighted.
“It's sound design.”
“Respectable fraud.”
She recorded footsteps using three different pairs of shoes Jo found in the costume box left from a children's event. One pair squeaked. Another made her walk as though she was trying to avoid a personal enemy beneath the carpet. We laughed so hard that the recording became unusable.
The next attempt worked. We listened back with one earbud each, sitting close because the cable was short. I could hear the real Nell breathing beside me while the recorded Nell crept through an imaginary room. It was a strange, intimate overlap: the person and the version we made together.
“That's good,” she whispered when the final sound ended.
“You can speak at normal volume now.”
“I don't want to frighten the person in the room.”
I laughed. She kept the earbud in a moment longer, looking at the waveform on the phone.
“Do you want to do this all the time?” she asked. “The sound work.”
“A lot of the time.”
“I didn't know that before.”
“There was a while when you didn't know much about me.”
She turned towards me. The cable pulled slightly between us.
“I know.”
I took out the earbud before the conversation could become physically constrained as well as emotionally difficult.
“Nell,” I said, “are we friends again?”
The question had been waiting for days. Asking it made me feel less sophisticated than every photograph I had ever taken.
She looked down at the phone, then back at me.
“I'd like to be.”
“That isn't quite an answer.”
“No. I'm trying not to answer for both of us.”
I considered that. “I'd like to be too.”
“Then yes?”
“Yes.”
The word was small enough to sound inadequate. It also changed the room. We were no longer pretending that making tea or saving a charger was merely efficient project management.
Nell smiled. It was not the big laugh from the photograph. It was quieter, with a little uncertainty left in it.
“I missed you,” she said.
I looked at the recorder because I could not immediately look at her.
“I missed you too.”
We did not hug. Maybe we should have. Instead we spent five minutes untangling the earbud cable, which gave us both something to do while the words found places to settle.
Later, we wrote the activity instructions together. Nell wanted the introduction to say that making something with another person could be easier than trying to think of interesting things to say. I suggested adding that the result did not have to be good to make the afternoon worthwhile.
She looked at me over the page.
“Ours was good.”
“Yes,” I said. “Ours was.”
There was another word in the room by then. Not friends. Neither of us used it.
Nell: A Reasonable Amount of Rain
Our rainy-day plan had a problem, which was that I had written it on a day when the sun was shining.
On paper, the museum was a six-minute walk from the library. In practice, when rain came off the sea horizontally, six minutes was enough time to reconsider every decision that had brought you to this point, including being born in a country with weather.
Kit stood under the library awning, holding an umbrella that looked as though it had recently lost an argument.
“Does that work?” I asked.
“Mostly.”
“In what sense?”
“The handle remains attached.”
We had agreed to test the route in actual rain. This had seemed rigorous when the forecast described showers. Now the drain beside us was producing a noise usually associated with someone drinking the last of a milkshake.
“We could wait,” Kit said.
“For?”
“Less rain.”
I checked the sky. There was no obvious spare patch from which less rain might arrive. “Let's do it.”
We lasted ninety seconds under the umbrella. At the corner by the bakery, the wind turned it inside out with a decisive clap. Kit shut it before either of us lost an eye, and we ran the rest of the way.
I arrived at the museum with one wet sock and the deep conviction that the building ought to be grateful. The building, which had been a customs house before becoming a place to display nineteenth-century things found in other buildings, declined to acknowledge my effort.
Mum looked up from the gift-shop counter.
“No running,” she said.
“Is that your professional greeting?”
“It was either that or ask why you hadn't brought a coat.”
“I brought a coat.”
“An effective coat.”
Kit was trying not to smile. Her hair had fallen across one eye in a way that was doing considerable damage to my ability to construct ordinary sentences.
“Hello, Mrs Bishop.”
“Jodie, please. You're not here because Nell's stolen another ammonite.”
“I was six,” I said.
“And you were very clear that it had chosen you.”
Kit took a leaflet. “Did you give it back?”
“I negotiated a supervised relationship.”
Mum handed us paper towels and pointed out that the cloakroom was free, the café wasn't, and the museum's front step had a portable ramp available from reception. Kit wrote those details down. I had known this place for most of my life and still hadn't thought to check all three.
Upstairs, the maritime gallery smelled of polish and damp wool. A school group had just left, abandoning a worksheet under a bench. Its last question asked what you would miss most if you went to sea for two years. Someone had written my bed, crossed it out, and substituted chips.
“An honest scholar,” Kit said.
The museum was small enough to visit without treating enjoyment as an endurance event. There were model boats, a reconstruction of a sailmaker's room, and a case containing things Victorian visitors had believed would improve their health. One was seawater in a bottle. I felt the museum could have been clearer about the commercial possibilities of selling people something they were standing beside.
We tried the leaflet's suggested activity: choose an object and invent the person who had owned it.
Kit selected a brass button with an anchor on it.
“Practical,” I said.
“Small. Easy to lose.”
“That's your whole person?”
“No. He wrote letters home describing beautiful sunsets, but he actually hated being on the ship. Couldn't get comfortable in the hammock. Didn't understand card games. Really wanted to open a bakery.”
“What happened?”
“He did.”
“That's it?”
“He made excellent bread. Not every sailor has to die at sea.”
I chose an enormous embroidered slipper that had belonged to a retired captain. My captain claimed a shark had bitten off his toe. In fact, he had injured himself moving a piano he had been specifically asked not to move. Kit pointed out that this sounded like my father. I said no further questions would be taken.
By the window, the wet pavement gleamed around the market stalls. A woman in a transparent poncho was carrying flowers upside down. I watched her stop, realise, and turn them over with immense dignity.
“That's going in,” I said.
“The woman?”
“No. The activity. Choose the object, invent somebody, argue about their pension arrangements. It's good.”
“Not the museum's official wording.”
“I'll give them a credit.”
The words landed strangely after I said them. Kit turned the leaflet over in her hands.
“I wasn't making a point,” she said.
“I know.”
We were still learning which ordinary sentences might catch on the old damage.
A recorded voice began explaining a shipwreck from a speaker behind us. We moved into the sailmaker's room, where the only sound was rain ticking against the window. A wooden hand held a needle above a length of canvas. The mannequin's face suggested that working in a museum for twenty-three years had affected his outlook.
Kit stepped close to read the label over my shoulder.
I forgot the first half of the sentence I was reading.
There was no useful explanation for it. We had shared a pair of earbuds. We had eaten from the same bag of popcorn. At fourteen we had sat in each other's bedrooms without my nervous system treating it as a developing situation. Now I could feel the warmth of her through the damp sleeve of her shirt.
“That's interesting,” she said.
“Yes.”
“Did you read it?”
“Some.”
“It says the smaller needles were kept in a hollow bone.”
“Very interesting.”
She looked at me. “Are you all right?”
“Excellent. Enthusiastic about needles.”
Her eyes went down to my mouth. Only briefly. If I'd wanted to dismiss it, I could have.
The recorded shipwreck reached a particularly bleak development.
“Do you ever—” I began.
A door opened behind us.
Mum appeared with a trolley of souvenir mugs. “Don't mind me.”
We sprang apart with the calm, understated grace of people who absolutely should be minded.
Mum stopped.
I stared at a coil of historic rope.
Kit said, “We were looking at the needles.”
“Of course,” Mum said. “They're very interesting.”
I was going to move abroad. Not for journalism. Just to get out of this room.
Downstairs, Mum let us use the staff kettle because I was her daughter, not because it was part of the public museum offer. We made that distinction in our notes. Kit bought a biscuit from the shop and broke it unevenly, then gave me the bigger piece without comment.
The rain eased while we drank our tea. Somewhere behind the counter, Mum was pretending that rearranging a display of pencils required her full attention.
“What were you going to ask?” Kit said.
I had a clear chance to tell the truth. It stood in front of me with its coat on, waiting to be let in.
“Whether you ever miss drawing,” I said.
Kit's expression changed so slightly that I couldn't have described the movement.
“Sometimes.”
“You were good.”
“I still draw.”
“Right. I meant—”
“I know.” She stood and took her cup to the sink. “We should get back before it starts again.”
On the way out, Mum handed me my forgotten bag.
“Your notebook's in there,” she said.
“Thank you.”
“And your coat has a hood.”
I pulled it over my wet hair. Kit was waiting on the steps, the broken umbrella tucked under her arm.
For the route notes, I wrote: Allow more than six minutes in bad weather. You are allowed to arrive damp.
I did not include the other thing I had learned, which was that an ordinary question could be much more frightening than a shipwreck, provided you cared about the answer.
Kit: Parts We Had Kept
The bicycle shop had two kinds of quiet. There was the good quiet before opening, when everything was where Dad had left it. Then there was the quiet after a noise that should not have happened.
On Wednesday, Nell produced the second kind by knocking over a display of bells.
They went off at different pitches, one after another, like a very small emergency.
“I'm so sorry.”
Dad looked over the wheel in the repair stand. “You've demonstrated the range.”
She crouched to collect them. I joined her, separating the plastic labels from the bells themselves. Her hair was tied back with a blue ribbon that kept slipping. She had been at the museum again, interviewing Mum—her mum, I corrected myself, which was an odd mistake to make even silently—about opening hours.
“I didn't touch it,” she said.
“You caught it with your bag.”
“So my bag touched it.”
“Important distinction for the insurance.”
Our fingers reached for the same silver bell. Neither of us moved for a second. Then Nell picked up a red one instead.
I had spent the previous evening thinking about the sailmaker's room. I'd been careful not to replay it so many times that I invented what had happened. She had started a question. I had leaned closer. Jodie had come in. The rest was a collection of possible meanings, none of which could be established by checking a waveform.
“You two working upstairs?” Dad asked.
“If that's all right.”
“Your mum's made enough pasta for a conference.”
“I only came to drop off the opening-hours sheet,” Nell said.
Dad glanced at me. “Conferences are flexible.”
Upstairs, Mum was sitting at the kitchen table with a college timetable spread beside her plate. Somebody had scheduled two classes in the same room and then tried to solve the problem by making one of the room names smaller.
“Hasan,” she called when Dad came up, “tell me whether Room Four becomes two rooms if I write it in blue.”
“Depends what you charge.”
Nell sat beside me. She had eaten here hundreds of times when we were younger, often with a schoolbag balanced against her chair and one eye on the clock because her dad was coming off a late shift. She knew where the forks lived. She reached towards the drawer, stopped, and asked.
Mum told her nothing had moved except the mugs, which Dad kept relocating for reasons known only to him.
“They were nearer the kettle,” he said.
“They were in front of the fuse box.”
“Also near the kettle.”
We ate. Mum asked Nell about sixth form, and Nell described her English teacher's commitment to making nineteen people explain a curtain. Dad asked about the guide and got a detailed account of the demolished umbrella.
“We've a box of broken ones downstairs,” he said. “People leave them in the shop.”
“Is that a repair service?” Nell asked.
“No. They just leave them.”
He was very pleased with the idea of the sound activity. When I was small, he'd let me record the shop shutter, the tyre pump and the chain cleaner. I had put them together into a track that sounded, generously, like a washing machine learning to dance.
“You've still got it,” he said.
“Probably.”
“She made me listen to it in the car,” Mum told Nell. “For an entire journey to your uncle's.”
Nell smiled at me. Not the public smile from the library photograph. A smaller one that made me feel seen in a way I wasn't ready to describe over pasta.
After dinner, we went to my room to find an old folder of maps. We needed a sample that showed how a route could be drawn with landmarks instead of assuming everyone understood compass directions. I had offered to make a new one. Nell had asked whether I still had the silly ones we used to draw.
The folder was on top of my wardrobe. I got it down while she looked at the wall above my desk: photographs, a theatre call sheet, a Manchester tram map, a postcard from Luca featuring an extremely bad sculpture.
“You've already marked the college,” she said.
“And the hall they suggested. I'm visiting next week.”
“With your parents?”
“Mum. Dad can't leave the shop all day. There's a funding appointment as well as the tour.”
“Right.”
She read the map for a moment longer. I wondered whether she was calculating distance. I had done it on three different journey planners, though I didn't know what answer I expected the fourth one to give.
The folder contained pirate islands, a map of the school cafeteria in which the mashed potato was labelled unstable ground, and several attempts at designing houses with more slides than stairs.
Nell laughed at one of hers. “Why was the toilet in the conservatory?”
“You said natural light was important.”
“I was ahead of my time.”
At the bottom was the original survival map.
Neither of us reached for it immediately.
It looked younger than I remembered. My neat little desks. Nell's sharp arrows. A dragon asleep across the staffroom door. We'd spent most of a half-term afternoon on the compass rose and then almost no time deciding what to call it. Our names were in the bottom corner, joined by an ampersand I'd drawn to look like a snake.
“There,” Nell said quietly.
I didn't ask what she meant.
“I told myself it was stupid to make a fuss at assembly. That everybody knew anyway.”
“They didn't.”
“I know that now.”
“You knew it then. I told you.”
Her hands were folded between her knees. She was looking at the map, not arranging a defence on her face.
“Yes,” she said.
Outside, a delivery van reversed with three loud beeps. Dad called to somebody about a tyre. The ordinary world kept moving while an old afternoon sat on my bed between us.
“I liked being the person they were clapping,” Nell said. “I think that's the bit I didn't want to admit. The mistake wasn't mine at first. Then it was easier to leave it.”
I had imagined her saying sorry in lots of ways. In some versions she cried and I forgave her immediately. In others I said something devastating and left a room I apparently owned for the purpose. The real thing was less satisfying and more useful.
“Thank you for saying that.”
“I'm sorry, Kit.”
I looked at the snake-shaped ampersand.
“I don't want you to be sorry every time we use a pencil.”
“I don't think I'd manage that volume.”
I laughed, reluctantly. She smiled and then stopped, as if checking whether she was allowed.
I slid the map back into its sleeve. We weren't going to put it in the guide. Not because it had become too painful, but because it belonged to something else.
For the sample route, I drew the street between the library and the museum. Nell labelled the bakery very good emergency shelter, then crossed it out because it wasn't fair to promise a business would accommodate everybody in a storm.
“Can I keep that version?” I asked.
“The inaccurate one?”
“The funny one.”
She tore the corner from a scrap page and drew a person being blown down the street. The person had my hair, her bag and an umbrella that had given up.
“Joint liability,” she said.
When she left, Dad was closing the shutter. I stood beside her on the pavement while he struggled with a stubborn catch.
“Thanks for dinner,” she said.
“You're welcome.”
“And for showing me the maps.”
I nodded. It was getting cooler. She had brought the effective coat this time, but she hadn't put it on.
“You know,” she said, “you could ask me things too.”
“About what?”
“Anything.”
I watched Dad finally free the catch. There were questions I could ask in front of him and questions I couldn't. The important one did not belong on the pavement beside a shutter that squealed for twelve solid seconds.
“Are you free Friday?” I said.
Nell's mouth parted before she smiled.
“For the project?”
I should have said no. Instead I said, “We still need the picnic.”
“Right. Yes. Friday.”
She put on her coat and walked away. Dad locked the shutter, dropped the keys and picked them up again.
“Subtle,” he said.
“Please don't.”
He put both hands in his pockets. “Was talking to the shutter.”
Nell: Supporting Roles
Taz had three versions of the same monologue, and I disliked all of them for different reasons.
In the first, the character was pretending she didn't care that her brother had left. In the second, she was pretending she didn't care so loudly that I felt the brother might hear her from whatever distant country he'd escaped to. In the third, she said almost nothing and spent a long time folding a jumper.
“The jumper one,” I said.
“It's not called the jumper one.”
“I understand the official title is longer.”
We were in the rehearsal room at the arts centre. Taz was auditioning for a regional youth theatre company, which I had known in theory and failed to understand in practice until she sent me a message that said: I have asked you twice and would enjoy a third answer.
I had immediately replied with six apologies, a promise to bring biscuits and a paragraph about project deadlines.
She had replied: Thursday. Four. Yourself will do.
Now she stood under a fluorescent light in trainers with paint on them, holding the script in one hand. The jumper lay across a chair. I had thought the audition was a hobby opportunity, like joining a choir or briefly becoming the sort of person who ran. Watching her do the scene, I realised she wanted it with her whole body.
“What about the ending?” she asked.
“The line's a bit obvious. You could say—”
“I can't rewrite the play, Nell.”
“No, I know. I meant the way you say it.”
“You were about to give me a different line.”
She wasn't angry yet. That was somehow worse. She sounded like somebody recognising weather she had prepared for.
“I just think it would work better if—”
“Can you stop making it yours for a minute?”
The room went quiet. Through the wall, somebody was practising the same four piano notes, getting three of them right with increasing conviction.
I put down my notebook.
“I thought you wanted help.”
“I do. I asked you to tell me whether you believed I was talking to my brother. Not to improve the writing.”
“Oh.”
“Sometimes I don't need your best sentence.”
I looked at the notes I'd made. There were arrows, alternatives, a suggested cut. Not once had I written what she'd asked.
“Do it again,” I said.
She studied me. “Really?”
“Really. I will sit here with my unhelpful mouth closed.”
“You can open it afterwards.”
“Generous.”
She took the jumper from the chair. This time I watched her hands. She smoothed one sleeve, found a loose thread and wound it round her finger. When she said the final line, she was still looking at the thread.
I believed in the brother. Not as a backstory fact, but as an irritating person who had left his washing and an unfinished packet of cereal behind and expected her to understand.
“That one,” I said.
“Why?”
I told her. No new lines. No cleverer ending.
Her shoulders loosened.
Afterwards, we bought chips and sat on the sea wall. Taz had to be home by seven because her little cousins were coming over and she had promised to help them construct a puppet theatre. She said the production company was extremely demanding and paid in sticky hugs.
“What happens if you get in?” I asked.
“Rehearsals most Saturdays. A residential week. Then the production.”
“And you'll do it?”
“I've checked the travel and the bursary. Yes.”
She said it without qualification. I envied that. My own ambitions were usually introduced with a joke, giving me the option to pretend they had never been serious if somebody laughed in the wrong way.
“The Beacon's taking applications for a school-holiday placement,” I said.
“Apply.”
“You don't know the details.”
“Do the details include you liking journalism?”
“Broadly.”
“Then apply.”
The Marden Beacon was not a glamorous newspaper. Its website had once run a photograph of a pothole so close up that it looked like evidence of life on another planet. But Rosa Bell, the editor, wrote sharp local reports. She asked questions at council meetings that made people reach for water. I wanted to learn how she did it without sounding either apologetic or pleased with herself.
I had opened the application nine times.
Taz stole a chip. “Are you afraid they won't pick you, or afraid you'll have to turn up and not already be good at it?”
“I miss when you were just doing a monologue.”
“Me too. Much better script.”
I told her about Mum interrupting us at the museum.
Taz lowered the chip she had been about to eat.
“Us who?”
“Who do you think?”
“I'm enjoying making you say it.”
“Kit.”
“Lovely. Continue.”
I gave an account designed to make the entire incident sound ambiguous enough to survive cross-examination. Taz listened without helping me.
“Do you like her?” she asked when I finished.
“Yes.”
The word came out so plainly that we both paused.
“Oh,” I said.
“There she is.”
“I don't know whether it's a good idea.”
“Those are two different questions.”
“What if I ruin it again?”
Taz rolled the top of the paper bag down. “Then try not to do the thing that ruined it before.”
“You make it sound simple.”
“I didn't say it was simple. I said you have some information.”
A gull landed three feet away and began performing hunger at us. It looked well funded.
“We're having a picnic tomorrow,” I said.
“A work picnic?”
“Apparently.”
“Wear a work jumper.”
I threw a clean piece of paper at her. It travelled about six inches and fell between us. The gull inspected it, judged my effort and left.
At home, I submitted the placement application before I could open it a tenth time. In the box about relevant experience, I described the school paper and the town guide. I wrote co-writing the guide with photographer and designer Kit Malik. Then I read the sentence again, not because it was difficult to get right, but because it should have been easy.
My phone buzzed.
Kit: Is there anything you don't eat?
I typed: Humble pie, but people keep serving it.
Then I deleted it and answered the actual question.
Kit: The Picnic Problem
I had asked Nell about food because it was a normal thing to ask before a picnic. I had then spent forty minutes deciding what to bring, which was less normal.
Mum watched me take two tomatoes out of the fridge, put one back and take it out again.
“Are you feeding her or conducting a trial?”
“We have to record the cost.”
“The tomato's not going to confess.”
I made couscous because it travelled better than a sandwich and because Nell had once said she liked the lemony version Mum made. I remembered this from a school trip when we were thirteen. There were parts of the periodic table I had studied far more recently and could not recall with anything like the same confidence.
At the bandstand, Nell was already spreading a blanket over the grass. She wore a yellow jumper despite the warmth and had brought a large bag containing, among other things, four forks.
“There are two of us,” I said.
“One could fall on the ground.”
“And the fourth?”
“Emotional support.”
We picked a spot within sight of the bandstand rather than on it. A dance group had booked the space, and the instructor was leading six people through steps that looked straightforward until their arms got involved. Nell quietly tried one while unpacking the bread.
“Don't photograph that.”
“I wasn't going to.”
“You were considering it.”
“I consider lots of things.”
She looked up quickly, then concentrated on opening the hummus.
We did the practical work first. The grass was not a useful promise of level ground. There were benches on the paved edge, a bus stop nearby and no public bin close enough to rely on. The bandstand was not always available. The nearest tap was inside a business, not a free public facility. We recorded what we could verify and left the rest out.
Then the guide stopped giving us tasks.
Nell passed me a piece of bread. “This is the moment in a film when somebody says something that changes the whole summer.”
“Do you want me to?”
“Only if it's not that you've brought olives.”
“I've brought olives.”
She closed her eyes. “Devastating.”
We ate. A little boy on a scooter went past, followed by a father carrying a second scooter, two coats and the expression of someone who had misunderstood the booking. The dance group started again. A woman in a red T-shirt got the steps right and looked so pleased that Nell and I both smiled.
“What would you put in a guide to somewhere you didn't live?” she asked.
“I'd ask people who did.”
“Annoyingly responsible answer.”
“Why?”
“I was thinking about Manchester.”
I put the lid on the couscous. “I've got a list of things to check.”
“Of course you have.”
“Not interesting things. Buses. The kitchen in the accommodation. Whether the course equipment can be borrowed outside lessons.”
“Those are interesting if you're going to live there.”
I looked at her. She was brushing crumbs from the blanket into her hand, carefully, as if the answer wasn't costing her anything.
“What about you?” I asked.
“What about me?”
“After next year.”
“University, maybe. Or an apprenticeship, if I can find one that isn't mostly answering phones under the word creative. I want to write about actual things. Not just produce six hundred words about why autumn is cosy because somebody has bought advertising space for scarves.”
“You'd make the scarves funny.”
“That is exactly the danger.”
She told me she'd applied to the Beacon. Her tone was casual enough to show how much she cared.
“They'd be lucky,” I said.
“You haven't read my application.”
“I've read you.”
She stopped folding the bread bag.
I hadn't meant it as a line. That was the trouble with telling the truth around Nell: sometimes it sounded more deliberate than I intended.
A gust lifted the corner of the blanket. We both reached to hold it down. Her hand landed over mine.
Neither of us moved.
The instructor at the bandstand shouted, “And turn!”
Nell laughed once, nervously. “Not helpful.”
I turned my hand under hers. She let her fingers rest between mine.
It wasn't dramatic. There were crumbs on my knee. An olive had escaped onto the blanket. Somewhere behind us, the little boy was refusing to return the scooter his father had finally put down.
“Is this still the test?” Nell asked.
“No.”
“Good.”
I looked at her mouth. She looked at mine. The space between us became something I could measure in every part of my body except the useful mathematical one.
Then her phone rang.
She flinched and let go.
“Sorry. It might be Ollie. Mum's at work.”
“Answer it.”
It was Ollie. He had locked himself out, which would have been manageable if he hadn't also left the spare key on the inside of the door after using it to let a friend in. Nell listened with the expression of someone revising a long-standing theory about siblings.
“Yes, stay in the garden. No, don't climb through anything. I mean anything, Oliver.”
She ended the call.
“I have to—”
“I know.”
We packed quickly. The olives went back into their box. Nell shook the blanket while I collected the containers. I wanted to ask her to wait one more minute, but her brother was sitting outside their house and romance did not make that less true.
At the park gate, she stopped.
“Kit.”
“Yes?”
“That wasn't just because we were talking about films.”
“I didn't think it was.”
“I just wanted to make sure.”
She stepped closer, put her hand briefly against my arm and then took it away.
“I'll call you later.”
I watched her hurry down the path, yellow jumper bright between the trees. Then I checked that we hadn't left any litter and found the fourth fork in the grass.
I took it home. It sat on my desk all evening, a ridiculous object to be happy about.
Nell: The Opportunity to Say Something Sensible
Ollie was waiting on the garden wall when I got home. He had obtained a packet of crisps from the neighbour, which reduced my concern about his survival.
“Did you run?” he asked.
“Only the uphill bits, because I enjoy suffering.”
“You look weird.”
“Thank you. Your crisis interrupted an important meeting.”
“With Kit?”
“Yes.”
“So you look weird because of Kit.”
I unlocked the back door and let him in. He immediately went to the fridge, suggesting that being locked out for thirty-five minutes had affected the nation's yoghurt supply.
I called Kit that evening from my bedroom. For the first minute we talked about the fork. Then we talked about Ollie. Then we talked about the guide, which had apparently become the conversational equivalent of a large piece of furniture we could hide behind.
Eventually I said, “I didn't want to leave.”
“I know.”
“How?”
“Your expression when you saw who was calling.”
“Oh. Uncharitable.”
“A little.”
I sat on the floor with my back against the bed. “I'd like to do something that doesn't involve testing a route.”
“With me?”
“No, with an expert in umbrellas. Yes, with you.”
There was a pause, but not a frightening one.
“I'd like that.”
We arranged Saturday evening. Kit was visiting Manchester on Friday, and I had a meeting at the library on Friday morning. Saturday became a bright square in my head, so conspicuous that everything else had to move around it.
On Monday, the Beacon offered me an interview.
I read the email in the kitchen while Dad was trying to fix a cupboard hinge with a screwdriver that kept disappearing under yesterday's post. He worked dispatch at the regional distribution depot, mostly late shifts, and had developed an ability to be cheerful at hours when other people were legally asleep.
“What?” he asked.
“Nothing.”
“You've gone the colour of the good plates.”
I handed him my phone.
He read the email twice. Then he opened the drawer where we kept takeaway menus, batteries and things too important to lose in any organised way. He took out a packet of chocolate biscuits.
“Interview biscuits,” he said.
“Those have been there since Christmas.”
“Experienced interview biscuits.”
I laughed. He set two on a plate and kept reading.
“You'll do well.”
“You don't know that.”
“No. But I know you'll turn up with enough research to make them nervous.”
That was the thing about Dad. He didn't need my ambitions to be sensible in order to take them seriously. When I was nine and wanted to interview the mayor about why the playground climbing frame had vanished, he'd helped me write an email. The mayor hadn't replied. A woman in the office had sent a leaflet about planned improvements. I'd been furious about the lack of follow-up questions. Dad had kept the leaflet.
“What should I wear?” I asked.
“Something in which you can sit down.”
“Remarkably broad brief.”
He found the screwdriver under an electricity bill. “They've read your application. They want to meet you, not an imaginary person in a jacket.”
I tried to remember that on Friday, sitting opposite Celia at the library in a jacket I had borrowed from Mum.
Celia had brought a large sample sheet from the printer. Seeing our pages at actual size was unexpectedly moving. Kit's photograph of a thermos against the harbour wall looked better on paper than on my screen. My paragraph about the museum occupied a neat block beneath it. Our names were both on the contents page.
“This is good,” I said, and heard how surprised I sounded.
“It is,” Jo said.
Celia smiled. “Now we need to make sure it gets seen.”
She explained that Bright Marden wanted a launch event with local businesses, photographs for the festival programme and a short feature in its newsletter. The Beacon might pick up the story. There was also a youth creativity showcase at the arts centre, though nobody had promised us a place.
“Who's writing the feature?” I asked.
“We'd like you to. Six hundred words. Your experience of discovering the town afresh.”
“Both of us?”
“Your voice, principally. Kit's pictures, naturally.”
I glanced at Jo. She was reading a note on the print sheet.
“Kit's also designed the routes and the layout,” I said.
“Of course. We can put that in the credit.”
The answer wasn't wrong. That was what made it easy to keep listening.
Celia wanted a clear narrative: young person notices problem, makes a constructive complaint, finds a way to change things. I could see the opening paragraph before she'd finished speaking. It had a clean shape. It would sound good in an application folder. It would make sense to someone who did not care about the enormous number of conversations behind a twelve-outing guide.
“Bring a draft next week,” she said. “We can work on it together.”
“I'll discuss it with Kit.”
Jo looked up. “Please do. And keep the guide's editorial decisions separate from the publicity. We still have work to finish.”
“I know.”
I meant it when I said it.
After the meeting, I took the proof sheet to the window and photographed it for Kit. She was on the train back from Manchester by then, due home that afternoon.
Nell: We are real paper people.
Kit: Do I look expensive?
Nell: Excellent value for money.
Kit: Romantic.
I read that word three times before answering.
Nell: Saving the good material for Saturday.
Her reply was a photograph of the view from the train: warehouses, a pale strip of sky, her own reflection faintly visible in the glass.
Kit: Looking forward to it.
I put the phone away. On the sample sheet, a tiny typo sat beneath my best paragraph. I circled it with a pencil and felt, for a moment, that everything difficult could be corrected that simply.
Kit: The City at the Other End
On Friday, Manchester did not look like leaving when I arrived. It looked like a station with too many exits and a man trying to carry three coffees without a tray.
Mum had printed the appointment details. I had them on my phone. Neither of us mentioned that hers would continue working if my battery died, because she was already enjoying herself enough.
We found the college after going round the wrong side of a building that occupied more street than seemed necessary. The entrance was smaller than I'd expected. Inside, somebody was moving a piece of scenery shaped like half a kitchen. A painted cupboard door swung open and was caught by a girl in enormous headphones.
“Sorry,” she said. “Domestic incident.”
I liked the place immediately.
The course tutor, Martin, showed a group of us the workshops, the black-box theatre and the equipment store. He did not tell us that every moment would be inspiring. He told us that labelling cables correctly was a form of kindness and that people who thought sweeping up was beneath them generally misunderstood theatre.
Mum made a pleased noise at that.
I wanted to stay. Not because Marden was too small or because the people there didn't understand me. I wanted the rooms. I wanted the boards covered in plans and the racks of equipment I couldn't yet use. I wanted to stand behind a desk and know which of six possible sounds would make an audience turn towards an empty door.
At lunch, I sat beside the girl with the headphones. Her name was Asha. She had travelled from Sheffield and had already lost the map somebody gave us.
“You can have mine,” I said.
“Are you sure?”
“I photographed it.”
“Organised. Terrible first impression. Now I'll have to improve.”
We talked about the course. She liked building tiny models of sets, especially rooms where something was wrong with the proportions. I showed her a photograph of Nell beside our page headed PRIVATE TEST RECORDING. She laughed at the label.
“Who's that?”
“My—”
I stopped.
Asha waited, eating a chip.
“Someone I'm working with. We're making a guide.”
“Your face suggests the guide's going well.”
I put my phone away. “It's complicated.”
“Most printed material is.”
The funding appointment was less exciting than the theatre and more important. Mum asked about payment dates, travel costs and which materials were included. I asked whether I could work locally alongside the course without missing practical sessions. The adviser did not solve every problem, but she gave us a schedule and the name of somebody who could answer the accommodation questions we still had.
Afterwards, Mum and I walked to the suggested hall. The room we saw had a desk, a narrow bed and a view of a brick wall. It was not lovely. It was mine in a way no room had quite been before: a possible place I would have to learn to occupy.
“Too small?” Mum asked.
“No.”
“You don't have to like it because we've come.”
“I do like it. I'm also trying to imagine where I'd put everything.”
“Under the bed, based on your current method.”
We found a café before the train. Mum took off her glasses and rubbed the marks beside her nose. She looked tired, not reluctant. I had been so worried about whether she would be sad that I hadn't thought enough about the practical effort of helping me go.
“Thank you,” I said.
“For the sandwich?”
“For coming. And all the forms.”
She put her glasses back on. “I'm very good at forms.”
“I know.”
Outside, a tram moved past with a sound I wanted to record. Mum watched me watch it.
“You don't have to apologise for wanting this, Kit.”
“I wasn't.”
“You were getting ready.”
On the train home, I wrote down the cost questions while they were fresh. Then I opened Nell's message about the printed pages.
The photograph showed her hand holding the proof against the library window. I recognised the little scar on her thumb from the time she'd tried to open a tin with the wrong tool on a school camping trip. I remembered the story she told afterwards, in which the tin had been unusually hostile and she had behaved with admirable restraint.
I could be excited about this city and miss her before I'd even properly left. The two feelings did not cancel each other. They just made the journey back feel longer.
Mum glanced at the screen when it lit up again. “How is Nell?”
“Good.”
“That's comprehensive.”
“We're going out tomorrow.”
“To work on the guide?”
“No.”
She turned towards the window. Her smile was reflected in the glass, which was unfair of public transport.
“Don't,” I said.
“I haven't said anything.”
“You're thinking loudly.”
“I'll try to be quieter.”
At home, I put the college papers on my desk and the map in a folder. Nell's ridiculous joint-liability drawing was already there. The fork lay beside it.
I took out the tie I'd bought in Market Lane and held it against a shirt. It was too much for chips by the sea. It was probably too much for several formal occasions.
I wore it anyway the next evening. There were worse ways to admit that something mattered.
Nell: Not Research
I spent twenty minutes choosing earrings that Kit had never previously shown any evidence of noticing.
Then I changed them.
Mum found me standing in the hall, looking at my own shoes with the suspicion usually reserved for an unexplained bank charge.
“Those are shoes,” she said helpfully.
“I'm aware.”
“Both of them.”
“Your professional eye is extraordinary.”
She held out my jacket. Not the interview one. The ordinary denim jacket I had worn so often the cuffs had become soft.
“Have a nice time.”
I took it. “That's it?”
“What were you expecting?”
“An interrogation. A meaningful look. Perhaps a reference to historic needles.”
Mum's mouth twitched. “I can provide those when you get back.”
Kit was waiting by the clock outside the station, wearing a loose tie and looking like the reason people wrote songs they later regretted. I stopped a few feet away to give myself time to become the sort of person who could walk normally towards her.
“You're early,” she said.
“So are you.”
“I didn't want to be late.”
“Same.”
There was a whole conversation underneath those four lines. Neither of us was quite brave enough to pick it up yet.
We had chosen chips and a walk because it was inexpensive, familiar and difficult to get wrong. The chip shop was closed for a family wedding.
Kit read the sign. “We should have checked.”
“We're off duty.”
“Still hungry.”
We went to the other chip shop, where the queue extended past a display of souvenir fudge. A man in front of us was explaining to his daughter that haddock and cod were different fish. She looked unconvinced by the wider concept of fish.
Kit stood beside me, close enough that our sleeves touched.
“I like the tie,” I said.
“Thank you.”
“It looks less like you're going to sell me an insurance policy than I expected.”
“Aim high.”
“I mean you look nice.”
Her ears went pink. This was new information, and I enjoyed it with an intensity I hoped did not show.
“So do you,” she said.
We took our food to the sea wall. A gull followed for half the walk, then identified a family with weaker security and changed direction.
Kit asked about the interview. I told her I was trying to prepare answers without memorising them so thoroughly that I would sound like a malfunctioning visitor attraction. She told me about Manchester: the painted kitchen, the tutor, the room with the brick-wall view. I asked questions. Not the ones that made her explain why she wanted to leave. The ones about what she would do when she got there.
She became more animated as she talked. Her hands moved. She described a lighting rig and then stopped to check whether I was bored.
“No,” I said. “Keep going.”
So she did.
After we'd eaten, we walked along the quieter stretch of promenade beyond the amusement arcade. The evening was mild. People sat on the beach in loose clusters, gathering their things slowly, reluctant to accept that a good day had an end.
I had prepared something to say. It began with a joke about the guide and became, through a series of carefully placed phrases, a statement of feeling. It was excellent. I had revised it while brushing my teeth.
When Kit looked at me, I forgot all of it.
“I like you,” I said instead.
She stopped walking.
“I know we've only just become friends again, and I don't want to make that a consolation prize, because it's not. I really missed being your friend. But I also—”
“Nell.”
“Yes?”
“I like you too.”
The sea continued being the sea. A bicycle bell rang behind us. I had expected the world to make more of an effort to acknowledge the moment, but perhaps it was leaving us some privacy.
“Oh,” I said.
Kit smiled. “Good oh?”
“Very good oh.”
She took my hand. Her palm was warm, her fingers a little rough from the shop. I looked down at our hands because I wanted to remember what they looked like without photographing them.
“Can I kiss you?” she asked.
“Yes.”
The first kiss was brief and slightly off-centre because I smiled at the wrong moment. Kit pulled back, laughing quietly, and I put my free hand against the front of her shirt.
“Again,” I said, which was not especially sophisticated but had the advantage of being clear.
This time I remembered to stop talking.
For a while afterwards, we stood with our foreheads almost touching, both smiling in a way that would have made Taz unbearable for weeks.
“I had a speech,” I admitted.
“Was it long?”
“There were sections.”
“I'm glad we avoided that.”
“It was a very good speech.”
“I believe you.”
We walked back slowly. At the busy part of the promenade, I hesitated before taking her hand again. Not because I was ashamed. Because being visible made the thing real in another way, and because the town was small enough to contain several people who had taught me fractions.
Kit noticed. “We don't have to perform anything.”
“I know.”
I took her hand.
A woman from the museum waved. I waved back. She did not fall into the sea or ring a bell. This seemed promising for the future.
Outside my house, we stopped beneath the porch light. The curtains in the front room moved in a way I chose not to investigate.
“I had a nice time,” Kit said.
“Despite the closed chip shop?”
“Eventually recovered.”
She kissed me once more. It was easier already and not less surprising.
Inside, Ollie looked up from the sofa.
“You're smiling weird again.”
“I am experiencing joy. You'll recognise it when you're older.”
“Did she kiss you?”
“Ollie.”
He grinned. “That's a yes.”
Upstairs, I took off the earrings I'd spent so long choosing. Kit hadn't mentioned them. I put them on the windowsill and sat on the edge of my bed.
My phone lit up.
Kit: Definitely not research.
I pressed it against my chest for a second, which was embarrassing behaviour even with no witnesses.
Then I wrote back: The sample size was small. Further testing may be required.
Kit: The Morning After the Beginning
Dad knew before I told him. He was fitting a brake cable when I came downstairs, and he looked at my face for approximately half a second.
“Good walk?”
“Yes.”
“Long one.”
“Not particularly.”
He trimmed the cable. “Weather held.”
I waited.
He waited.
“Are you going to ask?” I said.
“No. Your mum said I wasn't allowed to make this annoying.”
“How's that going?”
“Within the rules, I think.”
I kissed him on the cheek, which surprised him enough to make him stop talking. Then I went upstairs before he could recover.
Nell called at ten. I answered too quickly and heard her laugh.
“Were you holding the phone?”
“No.”
“Liar.”
“I could ask why you were calling.”
“To discuss the harbour route, obviously.”
We spent twenty minutes not discussing it. She was sitting in her garden with a cup of tea. I could hear Ollie through the open kitchen door, objecting to something that sounded like basic hygiene.
At some point, the conversation changed from being delighted that we could say these things to considering what they meant.
“Are we telling people?” Nell asked.
“Which people?”
“Taz will know by looking at me. My family appears to have established a surveillance operation. I mean the project people.”
I considered Celia's sample cover. “I don't want it to become the reason they use our work.”
“Same.”
“But I don't want to lie about it either.”
“We can just not put it in the promotional copy.”
“That sounds sensible.”
“Don't tell anyone. I have a reputation.”
We agreed that our relationship was not a project asset. The guide still needed to work for a reader who wasn't interested in either of us. If somebody asked directly, we could answer. If we wanted to hold hands, we could. We didn't owe anyone a photograph to prove it.
It was a practical conversation and, unexpectedly, a romantic one. Nell was making room for us without turning us into a better headline.
That afternoon, Luca and I helped dismantle the lighting for a children's dance show at the arts centre. He operated the desk while I labelled cables and stacked cases with the adult technician. A plastic tiara had been left beneath a seat. Luca placed it on the sound desk with the seriousness of someone establishing a new management structure.
“So,” he said when the technician went to find a trolley.
“So what?”
“You've checked your phone eleven times.”
“I haven't.”
“I stopped counting at eleven.”
I sat on the edge of the stage, not blocking the aisle. “Nell and I went out.”
“Out where?”
“Luca.”
He grinned. “Finally.”
“That's not a helpful response.”
“It wasn't designed to be.”
I told him enough to make him smile without giving him the private parts. He listened, then asked about Manchester.
“We know,” I said.
“That you're going, yes. Do you know what you're doing about it?”
“We've been together less than twenty-four hours.”
“Fair.”
I looked at the empty seats. “I don't want to decide it's impossible before we try.”
“Then don't.”
“Very comprehensive advice.”
“I'm saving the detailed version for your invoice.”
The technician came back with the trolley. We finished the work. At the end, Luca took a photograph of the tiara on the desk and sent it to the group chat with the caption new artistic director, uncompromising.
Nell replied with a sentence so good that I laughed out loud in the quiet hall.
On Tuesday, she arrived at the library carrying iced coffees we'd bought ourselves, not charged to the project. She set mine beside the laptop and leaned down to kiss my cheek.
Jo looked up from the next table.
“Hello,” she said.
“Hello,” Nell replied with magnificent composure.
Jo looked at me. I looked at the coffee. Then she returned to her paperwork.
That was all. I had spent half an hour deciding how awkward it might be, and Jo had chosen not to make it a subject unless we did.
We worked for two hours. The museum paragraph still needed cutting. The picnic cost varied depending on what people already had at home. The accessible viewpoint route needed its own clear description rather than a vague promise in a box. We disagreed about the title of the making activity and resolved it without either of us becoming less kissable.
At lunch, Nell opened the document for the publicity feature.
“Celia asked me to write this,” she said. “It's meant to be in my voice, about how the guide happened. I thought I'd draft it and then you could check the parts about us.”
“Okay.”
“I put both our roles in the application for the Beacon too.”
“Good.”
She turned the screen so I could see the first paragraph. It described her complaint, the museum, the bad umbrella. It was funny. It sounded like her.
“It's good,” I said.
“That's all?”
“Do you want me to find something wrong?”
“Not desperately.”
I kissed her behind the returns trolley when we were both getting up to stretch. It was quick and badly timed; a man came round the corner looking for a book about compost, and we moved apart with more guilt than the circumstances justified.
The man looked from one of us to the other.
“Gardening?” he said.
“Ground floor,” Nell answered. “Left of the stairs.”
He thanked her and went away.
We laughed into each other's shoulders until Jo called that she could hear us, at which point we attempted to behave like paid professionals.
For the rest of the afternoon, Nell's foot rested against mine beneath the table. It made working slower. I did not complain.
Nell: The Person in the Interview
Rosa Bell's office contained a dead plant, a live plant and a third plant whose position was still under review.
I noticed them because I had arrived eleven minutes early and spent nine of those minutes trying not to read the papers on her desk upside down. The Beacon occupied the first floor above a hairdresser. Every so often, a warm chemical smell rose through the stairwell, giving local democracy the faint atmosphere of a perm.
“Tea?” Rosa asked.
“Yes, please.”
“Milk?”
“Yes.”
“Sugar?”
“No, thank you.”
So far, outstanding. I was answering every question accurately and without referring to my notes.
Rosa sat opposite me with a mug that said world's okayest editor. She had short grey hair, a blue shirt and the sort of attentive expression that made a person want to revise things they hadn't said yet.
“Tell me about the guide.”
I did. I described the complaint and the assignment, then stopped myself before I turned the story into a performance. I told her about Kit's original complaint too.
“What did you get wrong?” Rosa asked.
“The route to the museum in rain. The bandstand's availability. I thought the harbour steps were forty-one.”
“How many are there?”
“Forty-three.”
“You sound unhappy about that.”
“I'm learning to live with it.”
She smiled and made a note.
Then she gave me a short press release about a proposed change to the bus service and asked what I would want to check before writing about it.
I read it twice. The first time, it looked straightforward: improved connections, increased efficiency, a more sustainable timetable. The second time, I noticed that improved did not specify for whom, and that the new evening frequency was not actually stated.
I asked about the old timetable, the new one, the consultation and the people who used the last bus.
“What headline would you give it?”
“I don't know yet.”
She waited.
“I'd need the answers.”
“Good.”
My shoulders loosened. I had been so worried about sounding clever that I hadn't prepared for not knowing to be the correct response.
The placement was one week in late August, mostly shadowing and small reporting tasks. It wasn't a job offer or a promise of a byline. Rosa was explicit about that. There would be expenses within an agreed limit, and she wanted me to confirm the school paperwork before anything was final.
“I'd like to offer you the place,” she said.
I said thank you in a voice that barely sounded like mine.
“And bring the guide when it's printed. I want to see what you and Kit make of it.”
What you and Kit make of it.
I repeated the phrase to myself on the stairs because I liked being part of a sentence that included both of us and something real.
Outside, I called Kit. She was in the shop, and I could hear a pump in the background.
“I got it.”
The pump stopped.
“Nell!”
Her delight was immediate. No qualification, no warning not to get ahead of myself. Just my name, said as if it had been good news for her too.
I told her everything on the walk to the bus stop. I even described the plants.
“Which one was yours?” she asked.
“The one with prospects.”
That evening, we celebrated with supermarket cake in my garden. Taz came. So did Luca, who inspected the narrow side gate before deciding the front entrance and hallway were the better route. We had chairs and an old folding table and a candle Ollie insisted on putting into the cake despite there being no numerical occasion.
“To employment-adjacent success,” Taz said.
“Beautiful toast,” I told her.
“I'm available for weddings.”
Kit's hand rested on my knee under the table. Mum brought out extra plates without making a meaningful face, which I appreciated more than I could safely admit.
Taz had her audition the next morning. We asked her about it, and this time I listened without improving anything. Luca offered to run lines with her on the bus if she wanted. She said she might prefer somebody to talk about literally anything else.
“I have strong opinions about theatre storage,” he said.
“Perfect.”
After everyone had gone, Kit stayed to help carry the plates inside. We ended up beside the sink, close enough to make ordinary kitchen work impractical.
“I'm proud of you,” she said.
I looked down at the cake knife. “You don't have to say it like that.”
“Like what?”
“Like you mean it.”
She touched my face, gently, turning me towards her.
“I do mean it.”
I kissed her. There was no clever answer worth giving instead.
Later, after she'd left, I opened the publicity feature. Celia had sent comments while we were eating cake. Most were ordinary: shorten this, explain that, check the date. One suggested changing our guide to my guide in the opening paragraph because the piece was in my first-person voice.
I put the cursor beside the comment and typed: It's a joint project.
Then I went to bed.
For one whole night, that was enough.
Kit: A Room with a Brick Wall
The accommodation confirmation arrived while I was trying to remove a strip of old tape from a microphone stand.
It was not a grand moment. The tape came off in tiny grey pieces, my fingers were sticky, and Luca was reading a list of missing props aloud with increasing disbelief.
“One artificial lemon,” he said. “How do you lose one artificial lemon?”
“Someone might have mistaken it for a real one.”
“In which case we have a larger problem.”
My phone vibrated on the desk. I read the email, then read it again. The room was reserved subject to the final paperwork and first payment. The funding had been confirmed. There were still forms, but there were no longer forms standing in for a decision.
“I've got the room,” I said.
Luca lowered the list.
“The brick wall?”
“The brick wall.”
He smiled. “Congratulations on your view.”
I laughed and then unexpectedly wanted to cry. He noticed without making me explain it.
“Go ring them,” he said. “I'll investigate the lemon.”
Dad answered the shop phone. Mum was in a meeting, so I sent her a message and promised to wait until she got home before opening anything that required a signature. Dad said we'd get fish and chips. This was his response to both major success and any evening when nobody had remembered to defrost something, but I knew which one he meant.
I called Nell next.
She was in the library with Celia, going through the publicity copy. I heard her excuse herself and move into the corridor.
“It's happening,” I said.
There was a small silence.
“That's brilliant.”
I could hear the effort and the truth in it. Both mattered.
“Are you all right?”
“Yes. I mean, I knew. It's just a room with an actual number now.”
“And an actual brick wall.”
“Very exclusive.”
I leaned against the arts-centre wall and looked at the patch of sunlight on the floor. “We should talk about it properly.”
“I know.”
“Not this second.”
“No. Tonight?”
We met after dinner at the end of my street. Nell had brought two cans of lemonade, still cold enough to dampen her bag. We walked to the little recreation ground behind the shops, where the swings were occupied by children too young to find them embarrassing.
“I don't want you to think I expect you to change your mind,” she said before we sat down.
“I don't.”
“Because I don't. Expect it, I mean. I want you to go.”
I opened my lemonade. It fizzed over my thumb.
“I want to go,” I said. “And I want this.”
She watched a child negotiate with his father for one more turn.
“We could try,” she said.
“That's what I was thinking.”
“We don't have to make a whole timetable now.”
“I might make a small timetable.”
She smiled. “Of course you might.”
We talked about visits without pretending money and trains were abstract inconveniences. I wouldn't be able to come home every weekend. Nell would have school, the paper and whatever work she found. We could call without making every missed call into evidence. We could say when something wasn't working rather than producing a cheerful version for the other person's benefit.
It was not a promise that nothing would change. I would have distrusted that promise, even if I'd wanted to hear it.
“I've never done this before,” Nell said.
“Neither have I.”
“I don't just mean distance.”
I took her hand. The swing chains squeaked behind us.
“I know.”
She leaned against my shoulder. For a while, that was enough of an answer.
On the walk back, she told me about the publicity feature. Celia wanted it more personal, less like a committee report. I said that made sense, provided it didn't stop being accurate.
“She thinks people need one clear story,” Nell said.
“People manage books with more than one character.”
“Advertising people are a delicate species.”
I laughed. “You can write it in your voice. That's not the same as pretending you did it alone.”
“I know.”
She squeezed my hand. I believed her.
At my door, I kissed her longer than I had meant to. We were getting better at the part where neither of us immediately tried to turn feeling into a joke.
Upstairs, I cleared a space in the folder for the accommodation papers. Under the map was the photograph from the failed film screening. Nell was laughing with rain in her hair. I had asked whether I could print it for myself, and she'd said yes, then asked for a copy of the one where I was laughing too.
I put mine against the desk lamp.
For the first time, the room in Manchester contained something in my head besides a bed, a wall and the person I hoped I might become. It contained this photograph, and calls home, and the possibility that leaving did not require becoming unrecognisable to the people who stayed.
Nell: A Cleaner Story
Celia's revised opening was good.
That is the part I would prefer to leave out, because it would be easier to explain everything if it had been obviously terrible. It wasn't. It was sharp, warm and easy to read. It began with my complaint about the harbour steps and ended the first paragraph with a sentence I wished I'd written myself.
When seventeen-year-old Nell Bishop decided her town could do better, she didn't wait for someone else to redraw the map.
It made me sound brave and purposeful. It did not mention that Kit had independently decided much the same thing, or that Jo had done most of the work required to turn two complaints into a paid project. Those details appeared later, in smaller shapes.
Kit Malik has supplied photographs for Nell's fresh take on the seaside town.
I moved the sentence up. Then I changed supplied photographs to worked with her on photographs and design. It was better. It still wasn't right.
Celia sat beside me at the project table.
“This isn't the colophon,” she said. “We can list everyone's contribution in the guide. The feature needs a person readers can follow.”
“It has a person. It has two.”
“And the photographs will show you both.”
She wasn't sneering. She didn't want to steal Kit's work. She wanted a feature that would fit the newsletter, promote the festival and make the funding look worthwhile. I could see the job she was doing. I could also see the version of me she was offering: young writer with an idea, initiative and a finished object.
My interview had gone well. I had the placement. Nothing in my future depended on accepting this particular version.
I accepted it anyway.
Not all at once. I kept some of my objections. I insisted on Kit's name in the first half. I put joint project in the final paragraph, then let Celia move it into a quotation from Jo because the ending flowed better. I told myself that a reader would understand. I told myself that this was how first-person features worked. I told myself that Kit would hate the process of arguing over a promotional paragraph and would be glad I had dealt with it.
The most useful lies were the ones that allowed me to feel considerate.
There was a second document: a preview spread for Bright Marden's website. It used a shortened version of the guide's museum entry, a photograph of the harbour and a box titled Twelve perfect days, whatever the weather. Underneath, our carefully limited note about access had become Accessible routes throughout.
“That isn't accurate,” I said.
“We don't have space for all the details here. The guide has them.”
“Then link to the details.”
“The full guide isn't online yet.”
I changed the box to Routes, costs and weather alternatives inside. Celia accepted that. Winning this small argument made me feel more justified about the larger one.
At five, she asked whether she could send the feature to the newsletter designer. The designer wanted it that evening. Kit was working at the arts centre until seven. I could have sent her a message. I could have said we needed another day. I could have forwarded the draft with a clear note that it was not approved.
Instead I said yes.
I had promised Kit a check of the parts about us. I knew I had promised it. The knowledge sat at the edge of my attention while I clicked through the email.
“Shall I mark this final?” Celia asked.
“Yes.”
The word took no time at all.
That evening, Kit sent me a photograph of a plastic lemon recovered from inside a prop telephone. I laughed. She asked how the writing had gone.
Done, I typed.
Then I added: More or less. I'll send you the link when it's up.
She replied with a kiss and a complaint about the weather.
I stared at the screen.
There was still time to correct the decision. I could have told her immediately. I could have said, I agreed to something I shouldn't have, and I'm stopping it. Instead I put the phone face down and opened the guide itself, where our names appeared together and the work remained genuinely shared.
I told myself that was what mattered.
On Thursday morning, the newsletter went online before I'd finished breakfast. Mum saw it first because the museum had been tagged.
“Nell,” she said, holding out her phone. “This is lovely.”
Dad leaned over her shoulder. Ollie asked whether being famous meant I could buy better cereal.
I read the headline.
NELL BISHOP'S VERY UNOFFICIAL GUIDE TO MARDEN.
Beneath it was Kit's photograph of us, cropped so that I occupied more of the frame.
There were comments already. Well done, Nell. What a talented young woman. Great initiative.
My first feeling was pleasure.
My second was shame.
I wish I could reverse their order. I can't.
Kit: The Name Below the Picture
I found the feature because Dad showed it to me.
He had opened the newsletter on the shop computer while checking a supplier's message. Our photograph was on the front page. Nell was smiling at something outside the frame. I was turned towards her, a little blurred at the edge.
“You're in the news,” he said.
I leaned over the counter.
The headline had Nell's name in it. That wasn't automatically a problem. The feature was in her voice. I knew that. I read the opening paragraph, then the next one.
The story began with her complaint. It moved through her research, her determination to create something different, her discovery that the town had more to offer than she'd thought. My name appeared beside the word photographs. The design work was mentioned in a clause that made me sound like somebody she'd hired after the interesting part was over.
There was no independent complaint. No shared planning. No sense that I had argued for the routes, tested the details or written the visual instructions. I existed in the story as evidence that Nell was good at bringing people along.
Dad stopped smiling.
“That's not quite—”
“No,” I said.
I read it again because I wanted to find a sentence that made the first reading unfair.
At the end, Jo was quoted calling it a valuable joint project. I was grateful for that and angry that gratitude was necessary.
I sent Nell a message.
Did you approve this version?
She replied almost immediately.
Yes. I'm sorry. I should have sent it first. I'm asking them to change the headline.
I put the phone down.
For a minute, I couldn't think past the word yes. I had expected an explanation involving a wrong attachment, an overenthusiastic editor, a draft that had escaped. Those things would still have needed fixing, but they would have belonged to a different kind of problem.
She had seen it. She had approved it. She knew exactly why it would matter.
Dad asked whether I wanted him to say anything.
“No.”
“Want tea?”
“No, thank you.”
He nodded and went to the workbench, leaving me the front of the shop. I appreciated that more than a speech.
Nell called. I let it ring while I decided whether I could hear her voice without agreeing to be fine before I was.
Then I answered.
“Kit.”
“Why?”
“I thought the piece could be about my experience without making the whole project mine. I tried to keep your role in it.”
“But it is yours in it.”
“I know how it reads.”
“No. It's not just how it reads. It's what you said happened.”
Silence.
Outside, somebody wheeled a bicycle past the window. The front tyre was almost flat. I noticed that because ordinary observation continued even when I wanted the world to stop presenting me with details.
“I've asked Celia to change the title and the credit,” Nell said.
“That needs doing.”
“I'll write a correction.”
“That needs doing too.”
“Can I come over?”
I looked at the photograph on the computer. She had asked to use that one. We had agreed. Now it sat above a story I had not agreed to, making the whole thing look affectionate and mutual.
“Not right now.”
“I didn't mean to hurt you.”
I closed my eyes.
“I know you didn't want me to be hurt. But you wanted the story more than you wanted to ask.”
She didn't answer immediately. When she did, her voice had changed.
“Yes.”
There it was again. This time, at least, it wasn't trying to hide inside another sentence.
“We still have the guide to finish,” I said. “I'll be at the library tomorrow. We can talk about the work then.”
“And us?”
“I don't know yet.”
It hurt to say it. I wanted her to be the person I could call because somebody had made me feel small. Instead she was the person on the other end of this call, asking how quickly I could help her stop feeling like she'd done something wrong.
I ended the conversation before I said that last part aloud.
At lunch, I went to the arts centre. Luca was there helping organise a youth event, and I sat with him in the courtyard while he ate a sandwich that appeared to be mostly mustard.
He read the feature. He did not immediately tell me to dump her or give her another chance. He asked what I wanted to do about the work.
“Finish it properly.”
“Then start there.”
“And the rest?”
He wrapped the remaining sandwich. “You don't have to decide before lunch.”
My phone buzzed. Nell had sent the revised wording she was asking the newsletter to publish, with a note that I should not feel obliged to edit it for her. The new version named the actual roles. It was accurate. It should have been the first version.
I read it, put the phone away and stayed in the courtyard until the shadow of the building reached my shoes.
Nell: Corrections
The internet allowed me to replace a paragraph in twenty minutes. It did not allow me to replace the person who had approved the first one.
Celia called at nine. She sounded surprised rather than defensive, which made the conversation harder in a different way.
“You were happy with it yesterday.”
“I shouldn't have been.”
“I thought we agreed the guide itself would carry the full credits.”
“We did agree that. I was wrong to agree.”
There was a pause. I could hear traffic behind her.
“Is this about the photograph?”
“It's about the story. Kit didn't just supply images for an idea I had. She helped make the idea. She complained independently. She designed the routes with me. The piece makes her supporting material.”
“You can send me a replacement paragraph.”
“The opening needs replacing too. And the headline.”
“Nell, it's already been shared.”
“I know.”
I sat on the kitchen floor because it was the nearest available surface and because standing made me want to pace, which made me sound more certain than I felt. Mum came in, saw my face and silently put a glass of water beside me.
Celia agreed to update the article and add a note explaining that the original version had not accurately represented the joint authorship. I wrote the note without saying there had been confusion or that anyone had felt overlooked. There hadn't been confusion. I had made a choice.
Mum read the replacement when I asked her to.
“Is this what Kit wants?”
“It's what needs correcting. I haven't asked her to manage it.”
Mum nodded. “Then send it.”
Dad came home near lunchtime, tired enough to leave his keys in the fridge while putting the milk away. He found me still at the table.
“Bad day?”
I told him.
He frowned at the screen. “But she's in the pictures. Everyone can see you worked together.”
“No, Dad.”
“I just mean—”
“I know what you mean. It's what I told myself. It isn't true.”
He pulled out a chair.
I explained the old map, the assembly, the things I had said to Kit in her room. Dad knew parts of that story but not the part where I had liked the applause too much to interrupt it. Saying it to him was worse than saying it to Kit. He had kept my certificates. He had helped me believe I could be good at something. I didn't want him to discover that sometimes I confused being good with being the only person anyone looked at.
He listened without interrupting.
When I finished, he rubbed his forehead. “I didn't know that bit.”
“I didn't tell it that way.”
“No,” he said. “You wouldn't have.”
He wasn't accusing me. He was noticing the shape of the story I'd handed him, and I had to sit there while he saw its missing edge.
“I still think you're good at writing,” he said.
I looked down.
“That isn't the same as thinking you did this well.”
“I know.”
We sat quietly. Then he got up to make toast and offered me some. I accepted because being ashamed had not made me less hungry.
Taz called after her audition recall. She had got through to the next stage, which ought to have been the whole subject of our conversation. I congratulated her and meant it. Then she asked what had happened with Kit, because the revised article had reached her group chat.
I told her without making Celia the villain.
“Oh, Nell,” she said.
It was not the satisfying fury I might have used to defend myself. It was disappointment from somebody who knew I was capable of doing better and had grown tired of reminding me.
“I know.”
“Do you?”
“Yes.”
“Then don't send Kit six pages about how bad you feel.”
“I wasn't going to.”
I closed the document containing four paragraphs about how bad I felt.
That afternoon, I emailed Rosa Bell. I did not ask her to reassure me or turn the mistake into a compelling story of personal growth. I said that the publicity feature I had mentioned was being corrected, explained why and attached the accurate version. She deserved not to discover it through a flattering account I'd let stand.
Her reply arrived the next morning.
Thank you for telling me. Correcting the record matters. So does checking it before publication. We'll talk about that during the placement. The offer stands.
I read it twice. The sentence about the offer should have made me happy. It did, a little. Mostly I noticed that she hadn't called the mistake brave or the correction inspiring.
It was a thing I should have done in the first place, followed by a thing I had to do because I hadn't.
At eleven, I went to the library. Kit's bicycle was locked outside. I knew it by the strip of yellow tape near the handlebars.
I stood beside it for a moment before going in.
There was no version of the next conversation in which I could find the perfect sentence and be finished. For once, I did not try to prepare one.
Kit: Work We Had Agreed to Do
Nell arrived with the corrected article printed on ordinary paper. She put it beside me without asking whether I had seen it.
“I checked the live version this morning,” she said. “The headline, opening and role descriptions are changed. There's a correction note at the end. I've also asked the accounts that shared the original headline to use the revised one.”
“Thank you.”
“I know it doesn't fix the rest.”
I nodded.
Jo joined us with the project schedule. I had asked her to be there for the first part, not as a referee but because the work now needed a structure I could rely on without trusting every unrecorded conversation.
We agreed that publicity materials about the joint project needed both our approval. The guide already had that rule. We made it explicit for extracts, captions and descriptions of the work. Jo would keep the approved files in one folder. Celia could comment, but no one would label a version final because a deadline made waiting inconvenient.
Nell wrote the decisions down.
“Is there anything else?” Jo asked.
“Not for the work,” I said.
She looked at both of us, then left us with the route notes. She didn't ask whether we were still together. I was grateful, because I did not have an answer that fitted neatly inside a meeting.
We needed to test the cycle path along the old railway cutting. The published description had to distinguish the section suitable for a walk from the longer route that needed a bicycle and more time. Dad had checked Nell's borrowed bike. She had brought a helmet that made her look intensely unhappy.
“I think it shrinks when I'm not wearing it,” she said.
“Adjust the strap.”
“I have adjusted the strap.”
“That's the buckle.”
She let me show her, holding still while I moved the slider. It was a familiar kind of closeness and an unfamiliar absence inside it. I stepped back as soon as it was secure.
We rode slowly. The path left the busy road behind and passed gardens, a school playing field and a patch of scrub where someone had built an unofficial bench out of wood that did not look equal to the task. We didn't recommend the bench. Nell photographed it for our records and titled the image a vote of no confidence.
I laughed before I could decide whether laughing would be misread.
She smiled, then looked away. At least she did not act as though the laugh meant we were all right.
At the underpass, we stopped to check the surface. After rain, grit washed down from the slope. There was enough room for some people to turn, not enough to make broad promises about every cycle or mobility aid. We recorded the narrow point and the alternative crossing. It was less elegant than saying suitable for everyone. It was also more useful.
Halfway back, Nell's rear tyre began losing air.
She looked at it with weary recognition. “I knew this outing would eventually become a metaphor.”
“It's a puncture.”
“Let me have some dignity.”
I had a repair kit, but the cause was a fine piece of glass and the tyre needed a careful check. We moved off the path. Nell held the bicycle while I worked.
“You don't have to fix it,” she said.
“I know.”
“I can walk.”
“I know that too.”
I wasn't repairing the tyre to prove I was kind. I was repairing it because I knew how, we were halfway along a route we needed to finish, and making her struggle would not restore my name to the first article.
While I checked the tube, she read the instructions on the patch packet aloud in the voice of a person introducing a distinguished guest. It was funny. I asked her to hold the water bottle instead.
The repair held. We walked for a while before riding again, partly to check it and partly because the afternoon had become too quiet to hurry through.
“Can I ask where we are?” Nell said.
“On the old railway path.”
She gave me a small, painful smile. “Fair.”
I put one hand on the saddle.
“I still like you,” I said. “That hasn't conveniently stopped.”
“I still like you too.”
“But I don't want to be your girlfriend while I'm wondering whether every good thing I help make will become a story about how clever you are.”
She looked at the path.
“I understand.”
“I need some space from that part. We can finish the project. I want to finish it. But I don't want you to treat every afternoon we work well together as a step towards me saying yes again.”
The sentence sounded harsher aloud than it had in my head. It was still true.
Nell swallowed. “All right.”
“I don't know how long.”
“You don't have to give me a date.”
A family came towards us, and we moved aside to let them pass. The smallest child waved with both hands, nearly upsetting her own balance. Nell waved back. It was such an ordinary gesture that it made my throat hurt.
At the library, we wrote up the route. Nell added the repair-kit reminder and a clear note that a walking version did not require following the entire cycle route. She asked before changing one of my captions.
When we finished, she returned the spare fork from her bag.
“I found the one you didn't take,” she said. “We now have complete emotional support.”
I smiled despite myself.
She smiled too, carefully, then went home without trying to kiss me.
Nell: The People the Guide Was For
The reader session had been my idea, which made it particularly inconvenient when the readers disliked things.
Jo had invited a small group through the library's youth activities. Eight people came, aged roughly fourteen to eighteen, plus Luca, who had agreed to look at the revised access descriptions but had declined the title of accessibility ambassador on the grounds that he already had enough jobs that didn't pay him.
We put the draft pages on tables. Kit laid out the photographs. I supplied pencils, sticky notes and a bowl of individually wrapped sweets, then worried that the sweets made our research ethically compromised. Jo told me to stop reading so much into a bowl.
The first sticky note appeared within two minutes.
Cheap isn't free.
It was attached to the picnic spread.
The writer, a girl named Amina, looked up when I approached. “It's good,” she said quickly. “I just mean, if you say under a fiver and I haven't got a fiver, I'm still not going.”
“You're right.”
“We can bring food from home, though. Sometimes.”
“Then we should put that first.”
She nodded and moved on, apparently untroubled by having improved my paragraph with three words.
At the library outing, two boys argued over whether a book-choice challenge sounded like school. One said yes. The other said it depended whether you were allowed to pick the weirdest book rather than the best one. Kit wrote down both responses.
A younger girl asked whether the evening market route meant buying things.
“No,” I said. “Looking around, choosing the strangest object, noticing signs—”
“But won't the stallholders get annoyed?”
“Some might, if people block the stalls or treat the stock as a joke.”
“So say how not to do that.”
I made a note.
The quiet route caused the most discussion. We had proposed the small garden behind the old reading room, then a walk along the less busy edge of the park. Several people liked it. One said that quiet wasn't the same as safe if you were on your own after dark. Another asked whether the garden gate was always open. It wasn't; we'd checked weekday hours but not every weekend.
Kit drew a box around the missing information.
We were not being exposed as frauds. We were finding out what the pages needed. I repeated that to myself while crossing out a sentence I had liked very much.
For the final, reader-chosen outing, the group rejected our most elaborate option—a town-wide clue trail—in favour of something simpler: take a friend to a place they had never noticed, swap roles, and leave enough time between the two that nobody had to rush. It needed almost no equipment. It could work near home. It did not assume that being interesting required spending money.
“What do we call it?” I asked.
“Your turn, my turn,” said Amina.
I wrote it down exactly.
Kit looked at me across the table. Not warmly, not coldly. Just looking. I wondered whether she was waiting for me to make the title more polished.
I left it alone.
Afterwards, we thanked everyone and asked permission before using their specific suggestions with names. Some wanted first names only. Some preferred no name. We made a record so we would not have to reconstruct their choices from memory later.
When the group had gone, Jo handed me an envelope from Bright Marden. Inside were promotional vouchers Celia wanted included in the guide. Most required a minimum purchase. One advertised a two-for-one activity that still cost more than the outings we had been testing.
Kit read them beside me.
“No,” she said.
“I agree.”
“Do you?”
The question hurt because she had a reason to ask it.
“Yes. We can thank the printing partner without making readers spend money to use the guide.”
Jo pulled out a chair. “Then we need to tell them that clearly. The agreed brief was low-cost, independent youth recommendations. They may not like the distinction between supporting the guide and appearing in it.”
“Was advertising part of the agreement?” Kit asked.
“No. A sponsor acknowledgement was. Not editorial control.”
I felt the beginning of an argument arranging itself in my head: precise, forceful, full of excellent lines about authenticity. I stopped it before it became another performance.
“What choices do we actually have?” I asked.
Jo went through them. We could negotiate the insert. We could reduce the print run if the sponsor withdrew part of the extra support. We could publish a smaller version within the remaining library project budget, provided we adjusted the launch and costs. None was effortless. None required pretending that a voucher was a free afternoon.
Kit leaned over the budget sheet. I sat beside her, close enough to share the page and not close enough to ask for anything else.
That evening, I drafted an email with three plain points: what we had agreed to make, why the vouchers didn't fit and which alternative acknowledgements we could offer. I sent it to Kit for comment before anyone else saw it.
She replied with two changes and one sentence.
This says what it needs to.
I did not mistake that for forgiveness. I was beginning to understand that doing the work correctly had to matter even when nobody rewarded me with closeness afterwards.
Kit: Something That Was Mine
Asha sent me a thirty-second film of a cardboard room turning inside out.
There were no people in it. A door became a table, a wall folded down, and a tiny paper chair vanished through a gap in the floor. It was strange and slightly unsettling. I watched it three times.
Can you make it sound like it shouldn't be happening? she asked.
I wrote back: That's quite a broad brief.
She replied: Excellent. Creative freedom.
I had a free evening. The guide files were waiting, but they could wait until morning. I took the old recorder, a metal tin, a wooden ruler and a handful of gravel into the shed behind the shop. Dad asked whether I was building something or threatening it.
“Neither.”
“Good. The neighbours are eating.”
For the door, I recorded a cupboard hinge slowed down. For the chair, I used the tiny dry scrape of gravel across the bottom of the tin. The folding wall needed something less obvious. I tried paper, cardboard and the ruler vibrating against the bench, then layered two of them until the sound seemed too large for the object on screen.
I lost track of time. Not because I was avoiding Nell, though the absence of my phone helped. I was listening closely to something that did not know about the newsletter. It needed a sound. I could find one.
At ten, Mum knocked on the shed door, carrying a mug of tea.
“Still working?”
“Nearly done.”
“Would that be the actual nearly done or the version where I see you at midnight?”
“Actual.”
She stood beside me while I played the film. At the moment the chair disappeared, she made a small involuntary sound.
I looked at her.
“That was odd,” she said.
“Good odd?”
“Very good odd. I didn't like the chair going.”
I smiled. “That's the idea.”
Asha loved it. She asked how I wanted to be credited before posting it in the incoming students' group. I sent my name and the words sound design. She sent back a screenshot of the credit in place, then waited for me to approve the actual clip.
It should not have felt remarkable. It did anyway.
The next day, Luca and I went to the park to test the quiet route at the relevant time. He had brought a notebook covered in stickers, most of which concerned either music or cats behaving badly. We checked the gate hours, the surface near the reading room and the benches that weren't hidden behind shrubs.
“Are you sending her the film?” he asked while I measured the gap beside a planter.
“Who?”
He looked at me.
“No.”
“Because you don't want to, or because you think wanting to means you have to forgive everything?”
I straightened up. “You ask very inconvenient questions.”
“I save the convenient ones for people I don't like.”
I wanted Nell to see it. I wanted her laugh, her precise strange description of the room, the way she would ask how I'd made the chair sound. Wanting those things didn't tell me whether I could trust her yet.
“I don't know what I'm waiting for,” I said.
“You don't have to manufacture a test.”
“I know.”
“Do you?”
I sat on the bench. A maintenance worker was sweeping leaves from the path into a pile that the wind kept revising.
“If she gets everything right now, how do I know it's not just because she wants me back?”
“You might not. Not immediately.”
“That is not comforting.”
“It wasn't going to be a magic answer.”
We watched the leaves escape again.
“She can be sorry and still have wanted the attention,” Luca said. “You can believe she's sorry and still not want to date her. None of those decisions has to eat the others.”
I thought about that on the way home.
Nell had sent the sponsor email for approval. It was clear and unshowy. She had not copied me into a speech she had already delivered. She had left room for my answer.
I approved the revised version. Then, after several minutes, I sent the film.
She replied later, not immediately, which I appreciated more than I expected.
The chair sounds like it has been removed from the idea of a room. I hate it. It's brilliant. Did you use something metal?
I laughed alone in the shop kitchen.
Yes, I wrote. And gravel.
She asked another question. I answered it. We talked about the work for ten minutes, and it was good.
Before bed, she sent one more message.
Could we talk after Thursday's project meeting? Not to ask you to decide anything. There are things I need to say without making you edit them for me. It's all right if not.
I read it twice.
Then I wrote: Yes. After the meeting.
I put the phone on the desk beside the college papers. The photograph of us was still against the lamp. I had turned it face down for two days, then turned it back. Neither position had made the situation simple.
Nell: No Better Version
I nearly brought notes.
That was the first thing I had to stop myself doing. I had made a list on the back of an envelope: what happened, what I chose, what I had corrected, what I couldn't expect. It looked less like an apology than the minutes of a meeting nobody wanted to attend.
I left it at home.
The project meeting ended early because Jo had another appointment and Celia's reply about the vouchers had not yet arrived. Kit put away the print samples. I stacked the chairs slowly, giving her a chance to say she had changed her mind about talking.
She didn't.
“Outside?” she asked.
We went to the small square behind the library. There were three benches, a tree planted in a metal grate and a statue of a local industrialist whose expression suggested permanent disappointment in the parking arrangements. We sat where we could see the library door without being directly in the path of everyone using it.
I folded my hands, unfolded them and put them on my knees.
“I wrote something,” I said. “Then I didn't bring it.”
“Okay.”
“I'm not going to tell you that I was confused or that Celia made me do it. I knew the version we approved didn't give you the right part in the story. I liked the part it gave me.”
Kit looked at the paving stones.
“The worst bit is that I had just said I understood why the old map mattered. I did understand. It wasn't information I didn't have.”
“No.”
“I wanted to be the person in the headline. Then I found ways to make that seem less selfish. I told myself you were busy, and the guide had your name, and a feature needed a main character. I didn't ask you because I knew you might say no.”
A bus went past at the end of the street. I waited until the engine noise had faded. Not for dramatic effect. I could barely keep my voice steady as it was.
“I'm sorry,” I said. “For doing it. For making you explain the same thing twice. And for calling you as though you could make me feel better about having done it.”
Kit was quiet for a long time.
I did not fill the silence with evidence that I was usually good.
“I don't think you only care about attention,” she said eventually.
I looked at her.
“That would be easier, actually. I'd know what to do. But you listen to me about sound for ages. You remember things. You notice when people are uncomfortable. And then sometimes somebody offers you a nicer picture of yourself and everyone else gets pushed towards the edge.”
The statue watched us without assistance.
“Yes,” I said.
“I don't want to spend a relationship pulling myself back into the frame.”
“I don't want you to have to.”
She rubbed her thumb along the seam of her bag.
“What changes?”
I had an answer prepared despite leaving the notes at home. I stopped before I recited it.
“The approval system for the work, obviously. But that isn't everything. I need to notice when I'm making a story easier by making somebody smaller. And I need to ask before I decide that my version of helping is what somebody wants.”
“Taz?”
“Yes. She also has relevant complaints.”
Kit almost smiled.
“I don't know how to prove it in one conversation,” I said.
“You can't.”
“I know.”
A little boy came out of the library carrying a book so large he had to hold it with both arms. His grandmother offered to take it. He refused, adjusted his grip and continued across the square with fierce concentration.
“I still want the guide to be good,” Kit said.
“So do I.”
“Even if we don't get back together.”
I felt the words land. I had known she might say them. Knowing did not make them less painful.
“Yes,” I said. “Even then.”
She looked at me for the first time since I'd begun.
I meant it. I wanted her back badly enough that the wanting occupied most of my chest, but the work couldn't be a price she had to pay to keep me kind.
We sat for another minute. Then Kit asked whether I'd seen Asha's second model, and I said I hadn't. She showed me a photograph of a staircase that folded into a wall. We talked about how you would light it. I had no useful expertise, only questions. She answered them.
At the bus stop, she touched my sleeve.
“Thank you for saying it properly.”
I nodded because answering too quickly would have made me cry.
She left on her bicycle. I watched until she turned the corner, then sat on the bench and missed my first bus because I needed a little longer to become someone who could go home and answer ordinary questions.
That night, I opened the envelope with my notes. Under what I couldn't expect, I had written forgiveness, a deadline, a kiss.
I crossed out the heading and wrote things that are not mine to schedule.
Then I put it in a drawer. It wasn't a lesson I needed to publish.
Kit: The Meeting with the Biscuits
Bright Marden held its meeting in a hotel conference room that smelled of coffee and carpet cleaner. The chairs were arranged around a polished table. There were biscuits in the centre, carefully distant from every seat.
Graham Pitts, who represented the business group, wore a pale pink shirt and a watch that kept lighting up. He was not pleased to be discussing vouchers with teenagers when he had apparently expected a brief conversation about a cheerful launch photograph.
Celia sat beside him. Jo sat between Nell and me, not to separate us but because she'd brought the budget folder and needed room to open it.
“We're not asking you to change your recommendations,” Graham said. “We're asking you to include offers that support local trade.”
“The offers require spending more than most of the outings cost,” I said.
“That's why they're offers.”
Nell kept her hands flat on the table. I could see the sentence she wanted to say arrive and be dismissed.
“The guide was commissioned for young people who don't necessarily have that money,” she said. “A discount on something they can't afford doesn't solve the same problem.”
Graham looked at Jo. “Isn't supporting the town part of this?”
“It is,” Jo said. “The agreed method was useful, independent information. The sponsor acknowledgement is already included.”
He turned a page in the sample. “Independent doesn't have to mean negative.”
We hadn't said anything negative about the businesses. That was the difficult part. An absence of recommendation was being treated as a criticism, and I could feel the conversation trying to push us into apologising for not advertising every available sandwich.
Celia intervened.
“What about a separate insert? Not part of the editorial pages.”
“Distributed where?” Nell asked.
“With the guide.”
“Then readers still get both as one thing.”
“Clearly marked.”
I looked at the proposed insert. It used the same colours and typeface as our pages. A reader would have to study the small print to understand the difference. Most wouldn't, and I couldn't blame them.
“We could link to the festival's general listings,” I said. “Not make offers part of the guide. People can choose whether to look.”
Graham leaned back. “The group contributed because it expected something tangible.”
Jo opened the agreement. She didn't wave it around or sound triumphant. She put it on the table and referred to the relevant lines. The contribution covered a stated print run and an acknowledgement. Additional support for a larger run and launch refreshments had been discussed but not finalised.
“Then perhaps we don't extend the support,” Graham said.
Nell inhaled. I waited for her to bargain away something she thought I wouldn't miss.
Instead she asked, “What does that leave us able to print?”
Jo had done the calculation. A smaller run. Fewer pages if we wanted heavier paper. A simpler launch. We would need to choose between colour throughout and keeping enough copies for several distribution points. Our project fees were separate and already secured. Nobody was asking us to repay the fees for work we had completed.
I looked at the samples. Some of my favourite photographs depended on colour: the yellow jumper, the blue museum window, the red shirt of the woman dancing. In black and white they would need different crops, different contrast, different neighbours on the page.
I wanted to keep them as they were. I also wanted the guide to mean what it said.
“We can redesign,” I said.
Nell turned towards me. “Are you sure?”
“No. But we can work it out before we agree.”
Graham looked disappointed that the problem had become a practical one rather than a moral surrender. Celia made notes. Jo asked for the revised funding position in writing so there would be no confusion later.
When the meeting ended, the biscuits remained untouched. Nell took one only after Graham and Celia had left the room.
“Is that protest?” I asked.
“No. Lunch.”
We went outside. Jo had another meeting across town, so she left us with the cost sheet and a promise to check the library's small event room availability. Before she went, she said we had handled the conversation well.
Nell thanked her. She didn't look at me to see whether I agreed.
Celia caught up with us near the hotel entrance.
“Kit,” she said. “About the feature. I should have taken the joint authorship more seriously. I was concentrating on the publicity angle.”
“Thank you.”
“It doesn't excuse the wording.”
“No.”
She nodded. “We'll use the corrected description from now on. Both of you will see it first.”
There was no need to make her into a villain to say she'd been wrong. I was learning that this was less satisfying than a villain and much more common.
After she left, Nell and I walked towards the library.
“Black and white?” she asked.
“Maybe one colour on the cover. Depends on the quote.”
“We can shorten the introduction.”
“I like the introduction.”
“You can like it at half the length.”
I laughed. We kept walking. It was the first time in days that the work ahead of us had felt difficult in an ordinary way.
Nell: A Smaller, Better Problem
Taz got the part on a Tuesday and told me while standing in a supermarket queue with a bag of onions.
“I can't scream,” she said. “There are pensioners.”
“Pensioners have heard screaming.”
“Not mine.”
I went outside so I could make enough noise for both of us. A man walking a terrier gave me a wide berth.
She had been offered a place in the company and the role she wanted. The bursary covered most of the costs, and her parents had agreed to the travel plan. Rehearsals began the weekend of our launch.
“Oh,” I said before I could stop myself.
“What?”
“Nothing. It's brilliant.”
“Nell.”
“I just realised you can't come to the launch. Which is not your problem. This is brilliant.”
She was quiet for a second.
“Thank you for doing the correction inside the sentence.”
“I'm developing new technology.”
We arranged to celebrate on Wednesday. I put it in my calendar before the guide could colonise the whole week.
The revised print quote arrived that afternoon. We could make a twenty-page booklet with a two-colour cover and black-and-white interior, provided we supplied the files correctly and didn't keep changing them after the proof. The run would be smaller than originally imagined but still enough for the launch and several public locations. We would also make a readable digital version that wasn't simply photographs of pages.
Jo asked us to choose what mattered most.
For once, the answer wasn't the cleverest thing we could put on a cover. It was legible directions, honest costs, useful photographs and enough space that a reader didn't need excellent eyesight and a magnifying glass to learn where the toilets were.
Kit spread the pages across two tables.
“If we move the full credits here and take out this decorative spread, we keep all twelve outings.”
“That decorative spread contains my most elegant sentence.”
“I know.”
“Brutal.”
“Do you want to keep the sentence or the bus information?”
I took a pencil and crossed out the sentence.
It hurt less than I'd expected. The page improved.
We spent the afternoon cutting. Not the details that made the guide honest. The repeated introductions, the ornamental enthusiasm, the lines that said the same thing in a nicer coat. Kit changed the photograph sequence so the dark harbour image didn't sit beside another dark page. I rewrote the sound activity instructions so a reader could try it without owning the equipment we had borrowed.
At five, I noticed Kit rubbing the back of her neck.
“Break?” I asked.
“In a minute.”
“That's my line.”
She looked up, smiled and shut the laptop.
We bought tea from the café with our own money and sat outside. Neither of us called it a date. It wasn't. It was two tired people resting after work, and I tried not to search it for signs of progress like a badly behaved detective.
“Do you miss the colour?” I asked.
“Yes.”
“I'm sorry.”
“You didn't invent printing costs.”
“I contributed to the wider week being awful.”
“That part, yes.”
I nodded.
She stirred her tea. “But the photographs aren't ruined. They're different. I need to stop treating the first layout as the only real one.”
“I'm keeping my deleted sentence in a private retirement home.”
“What will it do there?”
“Tell the other sentences how important it used to be.”
Kit laughed. I let myself enjoy it without reaching for her hand.
On Wednesday, Taz and I went to the beach with supermarket pastries. She told me about the director, the rehearsal schedule and the part of the monologue that had finally worked. I asked questions that were actually questions. We talked about things other than Kit for nearly an hour.
Then Taz asked how I was.
“Sad,” I said. “Busy. Trying not to turn doing the right thing into a campaign.”
“Good.”
“Sad is good?”
“Not everything unpleasant is evidence that you should stop.”
I looked at her.
She grimaced. “That sounded like a mug. Sorry.”
We laughed. The tide was coming in, eating the line where somebody had drawn an enormous heart in the sand. Neither of us mentioned the symbolism. We had standards.
At home, I found an email from the printer. The cover file needed a different format, and one of the images was too low-resolution for the space we'd given it. I forwarded it to Kit with a note asking when she wanted to work on it, then opened the text document to check the page references.
The work was not glamorous. It was also ours.
For the first time in days, that last word did not feel like a claim I was trying to win. It felt like a responsibility I could carry quietly.
Kit: The Things a Photograph Cannot Do
The print shop was behind a hardware store, down a passage lined with empty delivery crates. A sign on the door said KNOCK LOUDLY. Nell knocked as though she were apologising to the wood.
“Louder,” I said.
“I don't want to seem aggressive.”
“The sign has authorised you.”
She knocked again. A woman opened the door carrying a stack of paper against her chest.
“You'll be the guide people,” she said.
Her name was Fran. She had ink on one wrist and no patience for vague descriptions of paper as nice. She wanted us to feel the samples, fold them, hold them under the light and decide what we could afford.
Nell chose a sheet, then immediately asked whether it was the expensive one.
“It is,” Fran said.
“Of course it is.”
We found an acceptable stock that wasn't. Fran showed us the test cover. The single accent colour made the title stand out without turning the whole thing into a festival advertisement. Inside, the photographs looked better than they had on the office printer, but one still needed work.
It was the image of Nell laughing under the cinema canopy.
I had included it because it showed the point of the failed outing: an afternoon could be worth keeping even when the planned activity didn't happen. It also showed how I had looked at her before we kissed. That was harder to separate now.
Fran pointed to the shadow on the page. “This area will fill in. You'll lose the face.”
“I can adjust it,” I said.
Nell looked at the photograph and then at me.
“We don't have to use that one.”
“I know.”
“I mean for the guide. Not because—”
“I know what you mean.”
Fran tactfully became fascinated by the binding machine.
We took the proof to the café next door. Nell ordered a sandwich. I ordered soup, which made looking at paper considerably more dangerous.
I put the photograph between us.
“It isn't working in the sequence,” I said.
“You can take it out.”
“You don't mind?”
“It's your photograph. And it's not the only way to show the outing.”
We chose an image of the empty screen and the wet chairs instead. It was less charming, more useful. Nell wrote a caption explaining that the screening had been cancelled and that readers should check the current programme before going. The page stopped pretending a failed event could be represented entirely by two people laughing attractively in the rain.
I saved the other photograph in a private folder.
After lunch, we walked back through Market Lane. The shop where I'd bought the tie had changed its window display. A mannequin now wore a wedding dress, a cycling helmet and a handbag shaped like a strawberry. Nell stopped dead.
“That is a complete character,” she said.
I laughed.
“No photograph?” she asked.
“Not everything needs one.”
She glanced at me. “You're allowed to say that?”
“Professional discretion.”
We stood looking at the mannequin while people moved around us. I realised I wanted to tell her about the room paperwork, about Dad pretending not to be worried by the first payment, about Asha asking whether I'd work on another sound piece. I had been telling her some of these things in careful fragments. I wanted the whole ordinary conversation back.
“I've missed you,” I said.
Her expression changed.
“I've been here.”
“I know.”
She looked down at the pavement. “I've missed you too.”
“I haven't decided everything.”
“You don't have to.”
“But I don't want to keep pretending every time I want to talk to you is an error in judgement.”
She nodded. Her eyes were bright, and she looked annoyed with them.
“Would you like to walk somewhere after we drop off the proof?” I asked.
“For the guide?”
“No.”
This time I said it before she had to make a joke.
We walked to the seafront. We didn't hold hands at first. I told her about the sound piece. She told me Taz had been practising accents while carrying onions, which had alarmed a neighbour. We bought nothing, tested nothing and did not count the steps.
At the quieter end of the promenade, Nell stopped beside the railings.
“I don't want to promise I won't ever be selfish again,” she said. “I think that would be another flattering version.”
“I'd be suspicious.”
“But I can promise not to make it your job to catch me.”
I looked at her for a long moment.
Then I took her hand.
It wasn't the same as the picnic. There was less surprise and more knowledge. I could feel the memory of being hurt without finding that it occupied all the space between us.
“Slowly,” I said.
“Yes.”
She squeezed my fingers once. We kept walking.
When we reached her street, I kissed her. Briefly, deliberately, with enough room afterwards to see that she wasn't treating it as the erasure of everything before it.
She smiled, then rested her forehead against mine.
“Hello,” she said.
“Hello.”
It was a smaller beginning than the first one. I trusted its size.
Nell: Your Turn, My Turn
For the final outing, the readers had asked us to take turns showing someone a place they had never properly noticed. It was a good idea, which meant my first instinct was to make it unnecessarily elaborate.
I considered a clue trail. I considered envelopes. I considered asking Mum whether the museum possessed a stamp I could borrow to make the envelopes look important. Then I imagined explaining all of this to Amina, who had specifically liked the activity because it needed almost nothing, and put the envelopes away.
Kit met me outside the library at two. We were being careful with each other, but not in the brittle way of the previous week. More like people carrying something repaired that they still wanted to use.
“No equipment?” she asked, looking at my empty hands.
“I'm experimenting.”
“Bold.”
I took her to the covered passage beside the old post office. She had been through it hundreds of times. So had I. Until Mum mentioned it while we were checking the museum's history notes, I hadn't realised the narrow brass lines set into the stone showed the town's old flood levels.
I stopped beside the lowest marker.
“There,” I said.
Kit crouched to read the date. Then she looked at the next one, higher up the wall, and the one above that.
“I thought those were repairs.”
“Same.”
We stood in a place we'd treated as a shortcut and imagined water where our feet were. The passage was dry and full of ordinary afternoon sounds: a delivery trolley, somebody laughing, the soft clink of cups from the café at the far end. That made the old marks stranger, not less real.
“How did people get out?” Kit asked.
“I don't know. I found a short account in the local history folder, but it mostly lists damage to businesses. Mum said the archive might have more.”
“You want to find out.”
“Yes.”
“That's a good article.”
I smiled. “Possibly. After I know the answers.”
We read the markers without making them into a dramatic photograph. I showed Kit the small information plaque I'd walked past for years. It explained less than I wanted and more than I'd bothered to look for before.
For the guide, we would not send everybody into this particular passage. The activity was about looking, not copying our exact afternoon. We made a note to suggest public places with room to stop, and to avoid treating working doorways as attractions.
Then it was Kit's turn.
She led me behind the row of shops near the bus station, along a path I usually used only when I was late. At the end, a low wall overlooked the service yard of an old warehouse. I opened my mouth to ask whether this was revenge for the brass lines.
“Listen,” she said.
I closed it.
At first I heard traffic. Then a rattling shutter. Then, from somewhere below us, a sequence of clear notes that seemed too delicate for the bins and brickwork.
“What is that?”
“Rain chain.”
A length of small metal cups hung from a gutter at the corner of the building. Water left from an earlier shower moved through them slowly, each cup catching and passing it on. The sound wasn't musical in the organised sense. It was irregular and gentle, with little changes when the breeze moved the chain.
“I found it waiting for Dad,” Kit said. “He was collecting a part from the supplier. I thought somebody had a radio on.”
We stood against the wall. The warehouse owner came out with a box, saw us looking and explained that his daughter had given him the chain after he complained about the old drainpipe. He seemed pleased that somebody had noticed it. We thanked him and didn't ask for a performance.
When he went inside, I said, “Yours is better.”
“It isn't a competition.”
“Everything is a competition if you lack emotional maturity.”
Kit laughed and nudged my shoulder with hers.
I stayed where I was. A week earlier, I would have tried to turn the contact into a larger event. Now I let it be an elbow against an elbow, sunlight coming back into the yard, water making small sounds beneath us.
On the way to the library, we discussed the instructions. Keep the distance manageable. Ask whether the other person is comfortable going there. Choose somewhere public. Don't assume a place is free to use because you've never been asked to leave. You can show a view, a sound, a detail on a building, a tree that grows in a strange direction. It does not have to impress anyone.
“That last part is aimed at me,” I said.
“It can be aimed at all of us.”
“Very diplomatic.”
At the crossing, Kit took my hand. Not tentatively this time. Just because the light was red and we were standing beside each other.
I looked at our hands, then at her.
“What?” she asked.
“Nothing.”
“You're smiling.”
“I've heard people do that.”
She rolled her eyes, but her thumb moved over my knuckles.
Back at the library, Jo had put out the final feedback sheets. Amina's suggestion was credited in the way she'd chosen. We checked the wording together, then wrote the last paragraph of the activity.
I drafted three sentences about discovery. Kit read them and pointed at the middle one.
“This is the bit.”
The sentence was simple: Take your time when it's their turn.
I deleted the other two.
That evening, I told Dad about the flood markers. He remembered a photograph his mother had owned of the market square under water. We spent half an hour looking through a box of family pictures and didn't find it. We did find one of him at nineteen with hair he refused to discuss.
I sent it to Kit with his permission.
She replied: Strong architectural choices.
Dad laughed so hard he had to sit down. I watched him, pleased by the joke and by the fact that Kit was part of this ordinary room again without anybody needing to announce it.
Before bed, I opened the publicity folder. The corrected article was there, along with the first version. I kept both. Not because I needed to punish myself by rereading the mistake, but because deleting the evidence would have been another way to make the story cleaner than it was.
Then I closed the laptop and called Kit. We talked until Mum knocked on the wall to remind me that not every person in the house was having a romantic summer.
Kit: Proof
Fran's first bound proof had a harbour photograph upside down.
It was not her mistake. I had rotated the image to check the composition, exported the wrong version and then looked at it so many times on screen that my brain had apparently decided the sea belonged above the sky.
Nell held the booklet at arm's length.
“Experimental.”
“Don't.”
“Challenges the reader's assumptions about gravity.”
“I know.”
Fran leaned over the counter. “This is why we make a proof.”
I wanted to disappear into the paper cupboard anyway. For the past week I had been insisting, correctly, that approval and accuracy mattered. Now a physical object contained a large, wet reminder that I could be careless too.
Nell turned the page. She didn't try to make my error equivalent to hers, which I appreciated. She just found a missing full stop and circled it.
“We'll go through the whole thing,” she said. “Slowly.”
Fran gave us two pencils and a quiet corner of the worktable. We checked every page against the approved files. Costs. Opening hours. Credits. Phone numbers we had permission to include. The distinction between an activity we'd tested and information that might change. The note telling readers to check current event listings rather than relying on a printed date forever.
We caught three more small errors. None was glamorous. One would have sent a reader to the wrong side of the library building.
“I'm glad we found that,” Nell said.
“I'm annoyed it was there.”
“Both available.”
She had been learning to say things plainly. Sometimes she still made a joke first. I didn't want her to stop being funny. I wanted the joke not to be a locked door in front of the truth.
At lunch, Fran showed us how the booklet would be folded and stapled. Nell was fascinated by the machine and asked whether it ever stapled the wrong thing.
“Only if somebody gives it the wrong thing,” Fran said.
“An excellent general policy.”
We carried the proof back to the library in a folder because I did not trust the weather or myself. Jo checked the budget and the final approval sheet. We both signed off the corrected files after seeing the changes in place. Fran confirmed the collection date.
The project now existed outside our laptops. That should have made it feel finished. Instead it made the remaining work more concrete: distribution, the launch, the digital version, the short public explanation of what we had actually made.
At home, Dad put the proof on the shop counter and read it between customers. He asked whether he could display copies when they arrived. I said yes, provided he didn't describe the cycle route as suitable for anyone with legs, which was his first suggestion.
“Wheels, then,” he said.
“Dad.”
“I'll use your wording.”
Mum read the museum page at dinner.
“This is useful,” she said.
It was a better compliment than beautiful. I had wanted both, but useful meant somebody had understood the job.
After dinner, Dad asked me to sit down with the course costs. We went through the first month: accommodation, travel, food, materials, the money I'd saved from the shop and the project fee. There were things he could help with and things I would need to manage. He didn't make it sound like a debt I owed him in gratitude. He did make it sound like money, which was what it was.
“I'll look for weekend work once I know the timetable,” I said.
“Not before you know it.”
“I know.”
“And ring if the numbers stop making sense. Don't wait until you're living on biscuits.”
“Depends on the biscuits.”
He smiled. “Your mother will have opinions.”
Later, Nell came round with the revised launch introduction. We worked at the kitchen table while Mum watched a crime drama in the next room and periodically objected to the police procedure.
Nell had written two speaking parts, clearly labelled with our names. Mine wasn't a token paragraph about the photographs. It included the original route problem, the design choices and what we'd changed after reader feedback.
“Does this sound like you?” she asked.
“Mostly.”
“Change the bits that don't.”
I did. She didn't hover over the edits.
When we finished, we sat on the back step with the door open behind us. The yard smelled of warm rubber from the workshop and the mint Mum kept in a pot. It was not an especially picturesque place to be seventeen and in love, but I was beginning to think picturesque places were overrated.
“Are you nervous?” Nell asked.
“About the launch?”
“About any of it.”
“Yes.”
“Me too.”
She leaned her head against my shoulder. I rested my cheek on her hair.
We didn't discuss whether that meant we were officially back together. We had already chosen to try again. The choice was becoming ordinary through repetition: a message answered honestly, a change asked about before it was made, a hand taken without using it to pull the other person somewhere.
From the living room, Mum shouted, “You cannot just take the evidence home!”
Nell started laughing. I laughed too, and for a minute the whole evening was simply warm and ridiculous and ours.
Nell: Public Speaking and Other Natural Disasters
Henry's radio training began with the instruction not to tap the microphone.
I tapped it immediately.
He closed his eyes. “A promising start.”
“Sorry. Reflex.”
“Develop a different one.”
We were in the small studio at the community centre, recording a short segment about the guide for the festival programme. Kit sat beside me wearing headphones slightly too large for her. She looked comfortable in a way I found both attractive and unfair.
Henry explained the levels, the hand signal for wrapping up and the fact that a pause was not automatically a technical failure. I needed the last part more than the others.
“We'll do one practice run,” he said. “Then a clean version.”
“What if the practice is brilliant?”
“Then we'll be grateful I recorded it.”
He asked how the guide had started. I answered with my complaint, then turned to Kit before the story could become a straight line with me at the front.
“I'd sent a different complaint about the photographs and route descriptions,” she said. “Jo realised we were asking related questions.”
Her voice was lower on the headphones, closer to my ear than the room justified. I concentrated on the interview rather than the alarming discovery that I could be distracted by my own girlfriend describing pavement widths.
Henry asked what we'd changed after testing. Kit talked about the harbour route. I talked about the rainy-day plan and the readers who had pointed out that cheap wasn't the same as free.
“What's your favourite outing?” he asked.
I nearly said the picnic. Kit looked at me with a warning smile.
“The reader-chosen one,” I said. “Your turn, my turn. It's simple, and it made us pay attention.”
“Mine's the sound activity,” Kit said. “You can make something strange with ordinary objects.”
We finished within the allotted time. Henry played it back. I heard one sentence where I had spoken too quickly and another where I'd said basically three times. He let us rerecord the answer, then chose the version that sounded less like I'd swallowed a style guide.
While Kit checked the audio file, Henry and I carried the spare chairs back to the cupboard.
“You two seem good,” he said.
“We're working on it.”
“That's a less alarming answer than perfect.”
I looked at him. “Was I awful on our date?”
“No.”
“You can say.”
“You were nice. You were also somewhere else for bits of it.”
“I'm sorry.”
He shrugged, not dismissively. “You told me before there was a second one. That's allowed.”
I had been preparing a more elaborate apology. I put it away.
“Thank you for doing this,” I said, meaning the interview and perhaps the conversation.
“It's my job. Well, my unpaid hobby with a rota.”
We went back into the studio. Kit had finished checking the file, and Henry promised to send the final edit for factual approval before broadcast. The phrase no longer felt like a minor courtesy. It felt like a door with a handle on both sides.
At the festival office, Celia showed us the launch schedule. The original plan had been a table in the arts-centre courtyard, a short introduction and copies for people to take. The forecast was becoming less friendly. A band had already asked about moving its equipment indoors. A children's craft session wanted the same fallback room we had been considering.
“We need a weather plan that exists before the weather,” Jo said.
I tried not to look at Kit. The museum route had taught us something, apparently.
The library event room was available for part of the afternoon. It held fewer people than the courtyard, and access had to be managed through the appropriate entrance rather than sending everyone round the building to discover a step. Jo would organise the room, the safe capacity and the staffing. We would keep the launch short enough that people could visit the table in smaller groups.
“What about the sound activity?” Kit asked.
“We can run one demonstration, not an open equipment workshop,” Jo said. “There won't be enough supervision or space for the original plan.”
Kit nodded. She looked disappointed but didn't argue with the physical size of a room.
I had imagined a launch where the guide would look impressive. The new plan involved a sign, a table, a practical explanation and tea from paper cups. It was less likely to produce a flattering photograph and more likely to let people actually use the thing.
On the way out, Celia stopped me.
“Your radio interview was good, Henry says.”
“Both of us, yes.”
She smiled. “Both of you.”
I didn't feel triumphant correcting it. I just wanted the sentence to be right.
At home, I practised the launch introduction in front of Ollie. He ate cereal through the first version and raised his hand halfway through the second.
“This isn't school,” I said.
“You said questions.”
“At the end.”
“Then make the end sooner.”
I cut forty words.
He listened again, spoon suspended.
“Better,” he said.
“Your rates are becoming unreasonable.”
“I accept biscuits.”
For the final practice, I stopped reading from the page and imagined the people who would be in the room: the readers who had changed our minds, the adults who had helped, Kit beside me, somebody who had only come in to get out of the rain.
I could speak to those people. I did not have to become a different, shinier person first.
Kit: Before the Boxes
The week before the launch, I spent an evening making a door slam that nobody would notice.
It was for the arts centre's short student showcase, not the guide. Asha had sent a second model film, and Luca had asked whether we wanted to include it in the foyer display during Open Town Week. The projection would loop on a small screen. No audience would sit down and announce its attention. People might walk past carrying drinks.
That was part of the challenge. The sound needed to catch the shape of the room without becoming an irritation to everyone working nearby.
I mixed it at home with headphones, then tested it quietly through the small speaker Dad used in the workshop. On the speaker, one bass note vanished. Another became unpleasant. I changed the balance and tried again.
Nell came over after dinner with a bag of cherries. She sat on the floor while I worked, reading a library book about local journalism and occasionally making a face at a sentence.
“You don't have to stay while I do this,” I said.
“I know.”
“It might be boring.”
“So might this book. We're taking risks.”
She didn't ask me to explain every adjustment. She listened when I wanted another pair of ears and read when I didn't. I had not known that being left to concentrate could feel like affection.
At nine, I played the finished version.
The room folded. The chair disappeared. The door closed with a sound just wrong enough to make Nell look up sharply.
“That,” she said.
“What?”
“It sounds as though the door's closed on the wrong side of the room.”
I grinned. “Good.”
We sent the file to Asha. The credits appeared on screen for long enough to read: model and film by Asha Rahman, sound by Kit Malik. I watched them all the way through, then shut the laptop.
Nell put down her book.
“Done?”
“For tonight.”
“Excellent.”
She kissed me. I put one hand behind her neck and forgot the door sound entirely.
A knock came before Mum opened the bedroom door, giving us enough time to move a reasonable distance apart without pretending we'd been discussing signal levels.
“Tea?” she asked.
“Yes, please,” Nell said, with the dignity of somebody who had once been caught looking at historic needles and intended to improve her record.
Mum looked at the cherries on the floor. “Those had better not be staining the carpet.”
After she left, we laughed until I had to wipe my eyes.
Later, Nell asked whether I was going to miss my room.
“Yes.”
“Even the tiny shelf that keeps falling down?”
“Especially that. It has a consistent personality.”
She looked around: the posters, the folders, the stack of books I hadn't decided whether to take. “What are you bringing?”
“The recorder. Laptop. Some clothes, apparently.”
“Ambitious.”
“And a few photographs.”
I didn't point to ours. She saw it anyway.
“I could come for a weekend,” she said. “Not immediately. Once you've settled and we know the timetable.”
“I'd like that.”
“I'll save from the placement expenses—no, that's not what those are for. From actual work. Look at me catching my own bad accounting.”
I smiled. “We'll work it out.”
She leaned against the bed beside me. “I want you to have a life there that isn't waiting for me to call.”
“I want that too. For both of us.”
It sounded generous. It was also difficult. I could already imagine wanting to tell her something and finding she was busy, or seeing a photograph of her with friends while I was alone in a room facing a wall. We would have to be people in those moments, not just people making sensible plans in advance.
“I might be bad at it sometimes,” I said.
“Then say.”
“You too.”
She nodded.
The next afternoon, Dad and I collected the printed guides. The boxes were smaller than I'd imagined and heavier than they looked. Fran opened one before we loaded them, making sure we checked the actual run rather than trusting the proof alone.
I took a booklet from the top.
The cover lay flat. The title was clear. Both our names were where they should be. Inside, the harbour was the right way up.
Dad watched me turn the pages.
“Good?” he asked.
“Yes.”
“Properly good or relieved good?”
“Both.”
Fran smiled. “Those go together quite often.”
We loaded the boxes into the back of Dad's car. I sent Nell a photograph of the open box, then called her because a photograph wasn't enough.
“They're here,” I said.
I heard her take a breath.
“Don't open all of them before I get there.”
“I won't.”
When she arrived at the library, she ran up the path and then remembered not to run indoors. I put a copy in her hands.
For once, she had nothing to say immediately.
She opened it, turned the pages slowly and touched the line where our names appeared together. Then she looked at me.
“We made a book.”
“A small one.”
“A real one.”
I nodded. We stood beside the boxes, smiling like idiots, while Jo found a trolley and reminded us that real books still needed moving out of the doorway.
Nell: Weather Alternatives Inside
On launch morning, the rain began before I woke up and appeared to have booked the whole day.
It came down the window in thick, determined lines. The garden chair filled with water. A plastic flowerpot travelled across the patio with more purpose than I felt.
I checked the forecast, the festival messages and the library email. Jo had confirmed the indoor plan the previous evening. There was no reason to panic.
I panicked in a practical way, by making sandwiches nobody had requested.
Dad found me wrapping the fourth one.
“How many people are you?”
“Potentially several, under pressure.”
He took the bread away before I could become a catering business.
At ten, Celia called. The courtyard programme was moving indoors or being cancelled, depending on the activity. The craft session would use the arts-centre foyer. Our launch would remain at the library. Signs were being changed. Henry would update the radio notices.
“Please don't tell people to turn up at the courtyard first,” I said.
“We won't.”
“And the library entrance—”
“Jo has given me the wording.”
I stopped. Other people were doing their jobs. I did not need to prove I cared by repeating all of them into a phone.
Kit was at the arts centre, helping move the student film screen away from a damp wall near the entrance. The adult technician had decided the display could not run in its original position. Kit sent me a message saying she'd be later than planned but before the launch.
I typed three questions, deleted two and sent: Okay. Tell me if that changes. I'll set up the table with Jo.
Dad drove me to the library with the remaining boxes. We had already stored most of the copies there, but these contained the display samples and the loose instruction sheets for the sound activity. I had put them in a reusable shopping bag that had survived several years of groceries and chose this morning to become a political protest against handles.
It split halfway between the car and the entrance.
For one terrible second, the whole day appeared to consist of booklets falling towards a puddle.
Dad caught the box. I caught the loose sheets. Three sample copies hit the wet pavement and began absorbing Marden with enthusiasm.
“Oh, no,” I said.
It was not my most original line.
Jo appeared at the door with a trolley. She took the dry box first, then helped me gather the damaged samples. The rest were fine. Nobody had been hurt. The project still existed.
I stood in the entrance with wet hair and three swollen booklets in my hands.
“Display copies,” Jo said. “They've had an authentic test.”
“I hate authenticity.”
“Only before tea.”
We laid the damaged copies open on a spare table, not pretending they would become new again. One would be useful for demonstrating the binding. One could be kept as a record. The third was so wet that the harbour photograph had become abstract.
Dad looked at it. “At least the sea's in the right place.”
I laughed because the alternative was unreasonable.
Setting up took longer than I expected. The room needed a clear route between the tables. The display board couldn't block the notice about the exit. The stack of guides looked inviting until somebody pointed out that it was too high for a person seated at the table to see across it. We lowered it. We put the practical information near the door, where people would look before choosing whether to stay.
Jo dealt with capacity, staffing and the building arrangements. I wrote signs. Dad found a chair that didn't wobble. A volunteer named Beth taped a cable down under the technician's direction and then checked that the tape actually held.
At noon, Henry called for a short live update.
“You've got thirty seconds,” he said. “Where, when, what.”
I looked at the carefully prepared introduction on my phone. It was too long.
“The guide launch has moved to the library event room,” I said when he cued me. “Three o'clock, with copies available afterwards in smaller groups. It's free to come in. Use the entrance described on the festival update, and staff can help with directions. Kit Malik and I will explain the twelve outings and what changed when local teenagers tested them.”
“Anything else?” Henry asked.
I looked at the wet sample on the table.
“Apparently our weather alternatives are receiving an unusually thorough launch.”
He laughed and ended the segment.
I put down the phone. Thirty seconds. No grand story about initiative. Just something people could use.
Kit arrived at half past one, damp at the cuffs and carrying a hard case for the recorder. She stopped in the doorway, taking in the tables, the signs and my hair.
“Did you fight the rain?”
“I negotiated poorly.”
She put down the case and kissed my cheek.
“You've done loads.”
“We have,” I said, nodding towards Jo, Dad and Beth.
Kit smiled. Not because I'd performed the correct pronoun. Because she could see the room.
At two, Mum brought tea and the remaining sandwiches. Ollie arrived behind her carrying a packet of biscuits and wearing the expression of someone who had been promised an afternoon out and received a library instead.
“What do I do?” he asked.
I handed him a stack of bookmarks.
“Offer these to people who want them. Do not pursue people who don't.”
“So no marketing career for me.”
“Not today.”
The rain kept going. We opened the door anyway.
Kit: The Room We Had
The first person to arrive for the launch wanted the printer.
Jo directed her to the right desk. The second person had heard the announcement on the radio and brought her younger brother. The third was Amina, who came in shaking rain from her hood and immediately checked whether we'd kept her title.
“We did,” Nell said, showing her the page.
Amina read it, smiled and took a copy for her friend.
I watched that happen from the sound table. It was a small exchange. No applause. No photograph. A suggestion had travelled from a conversation into a thing someone could hold, and the person who'd made it could still recognise herself in it.
Luca arrived with his dad, then sent his dad off to find coffee because hovering was not one of the roles on the programme. He checked the route between the tables and moved a chair that somebody had added after the layout was agreed.
“Who keeps breeding furniture?” he asked.
“Unknown,” I said.
“We'll need a trap.”
He put the chair where it wouldn't block anyone and came to look at the sound setup. We had decided against letting a crowd handle the equipment. Instead, I would demonstrate a few sounds, then hand out instructions for trying simple versions at home with a phone or no recording device at all.
“Film's running upstairs at the arts centre,” he said.
I looked up. “They found somewhere?”
“Small screen near the studio entrance. Quiet level. Technician approved it.”
I felt an absurd amount of relief. The film was thirty seconds long. It did not need a red carpet. I had still wanted somebody to see it outside a message thread.
“Thank you.”
“Go later. Don't abandon your own launch to inspect a chair disappearing.”
“I wasn't going to.”
He raised an eyebrow.
At quarter to three, the room began filling. Not beyond the limit Jo had set, but enough that the scattered conversations became a single warm noise. People looked at the sample spreads. Some sat down. Some took a guide and left, which was allowed. Nell's mum talked to Amina about the museum activity. My dad explained to a man from the cycling group that the route description was deliberately specific rather than universally cheerful.
I heard him use the phrase different people need different information and nearly laughed from surprise.
Celia came with the corrected programme. She had changed the wording about us, and both our names were visible. Graham didn't come. I found I could survive that.
Nell stood beside the display board, checking the first line of our introduction. Her fingers were cold when I touched them.
“Nervous?” I asked.
“Only in my body.”
“You know this.”
“I also know how to walk. That doesn't prevent public failure.”
I squeezed her hand. “We'll do it together.”
She looked at me, and some of the performance left her face.
“Okay.”
Jo introduced us. She described the original brief, the paid work and the help we'd had. She didn't call us inspirational. I was grateful for that. We had made a guide, not solved the condition of being young in a seaside town.
Nell began. Her voice was a little fast for the first sentence, then settled.
I watched the room while she spoke. A boy near the back kept turning the booklet over, looking at the binding. A woman had a shopping bag between her feet. A small child was trying to balance a bookmark on his nose. None of them looked like the imaginary audience I had worried about, which had been composed entirely of people waiting to notice mistakes.
When it was my turn, I explained the photographs we hadn't used. The ones that made a route look flatter than it was. The one that showed a closed cinema as a successful outing. The beautiful view that didn't tell you how to get there.
“We wanted the pictures to help you decide,” I said. “Not just persuade you to come.”
I saw Nell smile beside me.
Then I demonstrated the sound activity. A cardboard strip became a creaking door. A handful of dry leaves became footsteps. The metal tin and gravel made several people turn their heads, which was better than applause.
The small child dropped his bookmark.
“Do it again,” he said.
His mother looked embarrassed. I did it again.
For a minute, the room listened together. Rain hit the window behind us. Someone shifted in a chair. The recorder caught more than the planned sounds, and I left those parts in when I played it back. They belonged to the place we were actually in.
Afterwards, people asked questions. Some were about the guide. Some were about the equipment. One girl wanted to know whether we would make another edition. Nell said we hadn't decided, then explained how readers could send corrections without promising an endless unpaid service we hadn't discussed.
That answer mattered to me too. A future was allowed to be possible without becoming a claim made on both our behalf.
When the formal part ended, Nell exhaled so hard I could hear it.
“Still alive,” she said.
“Mostly upright.”
“Excellent reviews.”
We stayed beside the table while people came over. I signed one copy because a younger girl asked, then felt ridiculous until Nell pointed out that signing our names was not the same as declaring ourselves famous.
So I signed the next one too.
Nell: Questions from the Audience
The hardest question came from a boy who had spent most of the launch drawing on his programme.
“Why should we trust your guide when you got stuff wrong?” he asked.
His mother began to say his name in the tone adults use when a child has been more direct than the room expected. I shook my head before she could finish.
“It's a fair question.”
I looked at Kit. She nodded, leaving me room to answer without rescuing me.
“You shouldn't trust it because we never make mistakes,” I said. “We do. We tried the outings, checked information with people who knew more than us, and changed things when the tests didn't match the plan. The booklet tells you what we checked and what you need to check again, like current opening times.”
“So it could still be wrong.”
“Yes.”
He seemed pleased by that answer in a way I hadn't expected.
“Then it's better than the tourist app,” he said. “That sent us to a closed toilet.”
Kit and I looked at each other.
“The candle shop?” she asked.
He nodded.
“Founding experience,” I said.
The room laughed. Not at him. With the very local recognition of people who had all, at some point, needed something practical and been offered an attractive description instead.
After the talk, he came over with his programme. He had drawn a much better giant crab than the foam costume we'd encountered outside the tourist office. I told him so. He said his name was Rafi and asked how to get involved in the school paper when he started sixth form the following year.
“Come to the first meeting,” I said. “Bring drawings. You don't have to wait until somebody invents the perfect role.”
“Will you put my name on them?”
The question was casual. He didn't know about the newsletter.
“Yes,” I said. “And you'll see how they're used before we publish.”
He nodded and took another biscuit.
Rosa Bell arrived near the end. I hadn't expected her to come in the rain. She stood by the table reading the cycle route while people moved around her.
“Useful,” she said when I approached.
“Thank you.”
She turned to the credits, then the reader-chosen outing. “This is the part I like. You changed your mind in response to people.”
“We had to.”
“Not everybody does.”
I waited for a reference to the feature. She didn't make one in the middle of the room. We had a week of work ahead in which she could teach me things without turning my public launch into a test I hadn't agreed to take.
I introduced her to Kit. They talked about the photographs. I did not translate Kit's answers or improve them. I got a paper cup of tea and listened from beside the table, pleased by how much there was to hear when I wasn't filling the space.
Mum found me there.
“Proud of you,” she said.
I leaned against her for a second, something I would have considered embarrassing in public a month earlier. It still was embarrassing. I did it anyway.
“Both of you,” she added, smiling at Kit.
“I know.”
Dad was talking to Jo about distributing copies at the depot's staff noticeboard. Ollie had become unexpectedly efficient at offering bookmarks without pursuing uninterested people. He had also eaten enough biscuits to make the role economically questionable.
At four, we began letting the room thin out. The table stayed open, but the sound equipment was packed away and the chairs were moved only when the people using them had finished. Amina helped collect unused feedback slips. Luca caught a stack of loose pages before they slid off the table and announced that his reflexes should be credited in the next edition.
“We're not promising a next edition,” Kit said.
“Then a monument.”
“Smaller budget,” I told him.
Henry came in after his radio shift, carrying a folded umbrella that worked in all the conventional ways. He listened to our account of the launch, then asked whether anybody wanted to see the student film display before the arts centre closed.
Kit looked at me.
“Go,” I said. “I'll help finish here and meet you.”
“You don't mind?”
“It's your work. I want you to see it.”
She kissed my cheek, quickly, and left with Luca and Henry.
I spent the next twenty minutes wiping a table, stacking paper cups and trying to remove a piece of tape that had become emotionally attached to the floor. Jo showed me how to peel it without taking the finish with it.
There was no photograph of that part. Nobody applauded. It was still part of making the day happen.
When I finally reached the arts centre, Kit was standing in front of a small screen near the studio entrance. Asha's paper room folded in on itself. The sound made a woman passing with a coat over her arm stop and look.
Kit watched her watch it.
I stayed back for one loop, giving her the moment without inserting myself. Then I went to stand beside her.
“It's good,” I said.
“I know,” she replied, and smiled before the confidence could turn into an apology.
We watched it again. At the end, her name appeared clearly beneath the work she had made.
Outside, the rain had stopped. The pavement reflected the late light, and people were emerging from doorways with the slightly suspicious pleasure of a town granted a reprieve.
Kit took my hand.
“What now?” she asked.
I looked at her, at the wet street, at the evening we hadn't planned.
“Something without a feedback form.”
Kit: After the Last Copy on the Table
We didn't sell out, because the guide was free and because we had deliberately kept copies for people who hadn't come to the launch.
This disappointed one person who asked whether we could describe the day as a sell-out event anyway. Jo said no with a smile so calm that the conversation ended immediately.
On Monday, Nell and I counted the remaining stock, checked the distribution list and took copies to the museum, the library desk, the community centre and the bicycle shop. There were also digital files to publish and a simple page for corrections. We made it clear that event details could change and that the guide reflected the tests we had actually done, not every possible experience of every reader.
Nell wrote the note. I checked the layout. Then she checked my check because we'd both learned something from the upside-down sea.
At the shop, Dad arranged the copies in a holder beside the till. He wanted to put one in the window, but sunlight would fade it and the window was already full of signs. We chose a place people could reach without moving a tyre display.
A customer took one while waiting for a repair. She opened the reader-chosen outing and said she might try it with her grandson.
Nell and I did not leap over the counter to explain the whole creative process. We let her read.
That afternoon, we visited the rain chain. The gutter was dry, so it made almost no sound. Nell looked offended on behalf of the previous version of the afternoon.
“Poor scheduling,” she said.
“Should have checked the weather.”
“Unprofessional.”
We sat on the low wall and ate sandwiches. This time, nobody was timing the route or calculating the cost for a page. I had brought food I liked. Nell had brought food she liked. We swapped halves because we'd both made too much of the wrong thing, which felt like a reasonably accurate model of dating.
“Are we celebrating?” she asked.
“I think so.”
“Should there be a speech?”
“No.”
“A very short one?”
“Still no.”
She leaned against me. “All right.”
I kissed the side of her head.
For weeks, the guide had given us reasons to be together. Meetings, tests, drafts, arguments, corrections. Now the work was ending, and I could feel the open space beneath it. We would have to choose each other without a timetable pretending the choice was compulsory.
“What do you want to do on Friday?” I asked.
“Are we allowed to do nothing useful?”
“I was hoping.”
She considered. “We could watch an actual film. One with a functioning projector.”
“High expectations.”
“Or your house. Terrible snacks. No review afterwards.”
“That sounds good.”
We chose a film neither of us had seen and then failed to watch half of it because Nell kept asking questions about the plot before the film had a chance to answer them. Mum brought popcorn, looked at us curled up at opposite ends of the sofa with our feet tangled in the middle, and told us to pause if we were going to talk.
We did. We talked for twenty minutes. Then we couldn't remember where we'd got to in the film.
It was a much better evening than the review would have suggested.
On Saturday, I started sorting my room. Not packing everything yet. Just deciding which objects had become invisible through familiarity. Old notebooks. Broken headphones I kept meaning to repair. A box of things from primary school. The map folder.
I took out the survival map and looked at the two names in the corner.
For years, that sheet had been proof of the day Nell let me disappear. It was still that. It was also proof that we had made things together before either of us knew how to protect the work or each other properly.
I did not frame it. I did not throw it away. I put it in a sleeve that wasn't split and wrote the year on the back of the folder so I would remember how young we'd been.
Then I packed the new guide beside the college papers.
Nell called while I was sorting the books. She had found the old flood photograph at her grandmother's, after her dad remembered the wrong box. The date on the back didn't match the marker in the passage, which meant there was more to investigate.
“You sound happy,” I said.
“I have a discrepancy.”
“Romantic.”
“Don't underestimate a discrepancy.”
I lay on the bed and listened while she described the photograph. There was no need for the conversation to become about us. I liked her mind at work. I liked that she wanted the answer more than a neat opening paragraph.
After we hung up, I looked around the room again. Leaving still frightened me. It also felt possible in a way it hadn't at the beginning of the summer.
I could take the guide. I could take the photograph. I could take what we'd learned without making Marden the only place where it was true.
The brick wall in Manchester waited without expressing an opinion.
Nell: The First Day of Not Knowing
Two weeks after the launch, Rosa Bell asked me to telephone a bus company and I briefly forgot how a telephone worked.
I could call Kit while brushing my teeth. I could leave Taz a four-minute voice message about a sandwich. Presented with a landline, a company name and a reasonable question, I became a Victorian child encountering electricity.
Rosa watched me read the number for the third time.
“You're allowed to write down the first sentence.”
“I have.”
“You're also allowed to dial.”
I dialled.
The press release from my interview had become a real assignment: a short report about a proposed change to the evening service, supervised and checked before publication. I needed the current timetable, the proposed one, the consultation dates and a response from the company. I had three of those things. The response was proving shy.
When someone answered, I introduced myself and the Beacon, explained that I was on a placement and asked for the person handling the timetable proposal. I was transferred twice. The second person told me to email.
“I already have,” I said, more confidently than I felt. “Could you confirm the best address and whether someone can respond before our deadline?”
They could confirm the address. They could not promise the response.
I wrote down the time and the person's name, then put the receiver down as though it were a dangerous animal I had successfully returned to its enclosure.
Rosa looked up. “Still alive?”
“Unexpectedly.”
“Good. Try the council contact next.”
The week was not a montage of becoming a journalist. It was reading documents, checking spellings, making calls, being told to send emails and discovering how much of a clear paragraph depended on work the paragraph would never show.
I accompanied Rosa to a community meeting and took my own notes beside her. Afterwards, she asked what I thought the main point had been. I told her the argument about the car park. She asked me to read the final decision again. The loudest part had not been the most consequential part.
I crossed out my proposed opening.
On Wednesday, I spoke to people at the bus stop with permission to quote them. One woman, Mrs Patel, used the late service after visiting her sister. A college student used it after a shift at the cinema. A man said the change wouldn't affect him and did not want his name included. I didn't try to turn his lack of concern into a dramatic opposing viewpoint.
The company eventually replied. Its response answered two questions and avoided the third. Rosa helped me phrase the follow-up so it asked for the missing information rather than accusing them of being evasive before I knew why.
At lunch, I called Kit from the square below the office.
“How's fame?” she asked.
“I have learned that a PDF can ruin a morning.”
“Important professional development.”
She was packing. I could hear tape pulling from a roll and her dad asking whether she really needed two desk lamps.
“Do you?” I asked.
“One's broken. I'm taking it apart for parts.”
“Of course you are.”
We were both pleased about things that made the remaining days feel smaller. I wanted to tell her every detail of the placement. I also wanted to stop time before her room became boxes. The two desires made me talk too quickly.
“Slow down,” she said, laughing. “I've got the whole lunch break.”
So I did.
On Friday, my short report was approved after several changes. The finished version was not the piece I'd first imagined. It was more precise, less pleased with itself and much better at telling a reader what would actually happen next.
My name appeared beneath it.
Rosa saw me looking.
“Enjoy that,” she said. “Then check the live version too.”
I checked every line.
The photograph was by Rory, the paper's part-time photographer, and his credit was visible. The company response was represented accurately. The consultation link went to the right place. A number I had nearly transposed was correct.
Only then did I send it to my family and Kit.
Dad replied with so many clapping emojis that the phone paused before displaying them all. Mum said she'd read it during her break. Ollie asked whether the bus would still take him to the cinema, which was the most direct editorial feedback I received.
Kit wrote: I understand the change now. Also, I'm proud of you.
I sat at the desk and let myself be happy without pretending the happiness wasn't partly about seeing my name.
Wanting that wasn't the whole problem. The problem was what I was willing to move out of the way to get it.
Before I left, Rosa asked about school and future plans. I told her I was still considering university and apprenticeships. She suggested a few kinds of experience to look for and told me to keep asking questions that couldn't be answered by copying a press release.
“Can I send you the flood-marker idea when I've checked the archive?” I asked.
“Yes. Send the question, not just the atmosphere.”
I wrote that down.
Outside, the hairdresser's sign swung in the wind. The town looked exactly as it had on Monday: buses, bins, people buying lunch, a woman arguing with a parking machine. I had not become somebody else. I had learned a little more about how to look at the place I was already in.
That evening, Kit and I met by the rain chain. It was silent again. We sat on the wall anyway.
I gave her a printed copy of the report. She gave me half a packet of crisps. Neither gift was proportional to how much I wanted the evening to last.
Kit: The Weight of Ordinary Things
Packing made every object demand an explanation.
The recorder was obvious. The laptop, clothes and course papers were obvious. The chipped mug from the museum was less obvious, especially because Mum pointed out that Manchester contained mugs. The small stone Nell had given me when we were eleven was impossible to justify to anyone who expected luggage to be sensible.
I packed it anyway.
Dad weighed the first bag by lifting it and making a noise that was not a unit of measurement.
“Books?”
“Some.”
“Bricks?”
“Only emotionally.”
He looked at me. “She's contagious.”
I smiled and took three books out.
Mum had made a list of practical things I might forget: medication I actually used, chargers, laundry supplies, the details for the accommodation office. She did not label the list things you cannot survive without your mother to remember, though the temptation was visible.
We checked it together. I wanted help without being treated like I was six. She wanted to help without making me feel six. We didn't get every minute right.
“I know where my documents are,” I said too sharply when she asked again.
“All right.”
She left the room.
Ten minutes later, I found the document folder under a pile of clothes and went downstairs to apologise.
Mum was washing a mug that was already clean.
“I wasn't trying to suggest you couldn't manage,” she said.
“I know. I just feel as though every question is another thing I might get wrong.”
“That sounds exhausting.”
“It is.”
She dried the mug. “I might need you to tell me when a question feels like that. I can't always guess.”
I nodded.
“And you might need to accept that asking where the folder is isn't a vote against your future.”
“I found it.”
“Good.”
“Under clothes.”
She pressed her lips together. I pointed at her.
“Don't enjoy it.”
“Too late.”
On my last afternoon in the shop before leaving, Dad let me handle a repair from start to finish. It was a straightforward job, a worn cable and adjustment, but a year earlier I would have asked him to check every stage before I moved on.
He stayed nearby, working on another bicycle. When I finished, he inspected it properly, not ceremonially, and asked why I'd chosen the adjustment I had.
I explained. He tested it again and nodded.
“Good.”
I cleaned the tools and put them away. The sequence was so familiar that my hands knew where to go before I looked. At college I would spend weeks not knowing which cupboard held anything. I wanted that. I was also tired in advance.
Dad closed the shop early. We sat on the back step with tea, surrounded by things that still needed doing. A tyre hung from a hook above us. Somebody's bicycle waited for a part that hadn't arrived.
“You can come home without it meaning you've failed,” he said.
“I know.”
“And you can stay there for a weekend without us thinking you've forgotten us.”
I looked at him.
“Your mother and I have been practising,” he said.
“What?”
“Not making our feelings your packing list.”
I leaned against his shoulder. He smelled of soap and the workshop.
“I'll miss this.”
“It'll still need sweeping when you visit.”
That evening, Luca came round with a small box. Inside was the plastic tiara from the sound desk.
“Artistic director,” he said. “For emergencies.”
“You stole a prop?”
“I asked. It was abandoned and the owner preferred not to establish custody.”
I put it on. It was too small and pinched behind my ears. Luca took a photograph only after I nodded, then sent it to Asha with the caption your institution's standards are about to improve.
We talked about his plans. He had a new technical project at the arts centre and a training weekend later in the autumn. I asked him to send the recording when it was done. He said he would, then warned me not to become somebody who only called when she needed reassurance about a girlfriend.
“I won't.”
“You might occasionally. That's allowed. Just remember I also have a life.”
“I know.”
He smiled. “Good. Now tell me where the tea is. Your family keeps moving the mugs.”
After he left, I went through the photograph folder one last time. I packed the private cinema picture, the group shot from Nell's garden and a photograph of Mum and Dad outside the shop on the day they repainted the sign. Dad had paint on his face. Mum was laughing at him. Neither of them had noticed the camera until afterwards.
The new guide went into the same bag.
I left the old map in its folder on the shelf. Not because I no longer cared about it. Because some things could stay at home without being abandoned.
Nell: A Guide with Missing Pages
I had considered making Kit a list of reasons not to forget me.
Even before I wrote it down, I could hear how terrible that sounded. It was not a gift. It was a hostage note with better stationery.
So I made something else.
The notebook was small enough to fit in a coat pocket, with plain pages and a cover I could draw on. I wrote THE VERY UNOFFICIAL GUIDE TO US across the front, then sat looking at the title for a long time.
The dangerous part was obvious. I could fill it with a beautifully organised account of our relationship and hand Kit a version of us she hadn't helped write. I had recent evidence that this was not my best idea.
I left most of it blank.
On the first page, I wrote our names, alphabetically. On the second, I wrote a short account of the picnic, including the fourth fork and Ollie's inability to operate a front door. On the third, I left a space labelled Kit's corrections, additions, objections and superior memory.
Then I wrote a note at the back.
This isn't a plan for what you have to do. I wanted somewhere we could put the things we choose to keep. You don't have to write in it. You are allowed to tell me the title is too much.
I read the note to Taz over the phone.
“The title is too much,” she said.
“I knew you'd be supportive.”
“It's also exactly you. Both things can happen.”
She was away for the company's residential week. I could hear people laughing in the corridor behind her and someone asking who had taken a prop suitcase. She sounded happy and tired and busy in a way that made me miss her before she'd even finished speaking.
“How is it?” I asked.
“Hard. Brilliant. I've learned that I can forget a line while looking directly at the page.”
“Advanced skill.”
“I'm broadening my range.”
We talked for twenty minutes. I promised to come to the performance when the dates were confirmed and put a reminder to ask about it in my calendar, because affection did not make me reliable by itself.
Kit met me at the harbour the evening before she left. We took the lower route, not because either of us needed to prove anything about the steps but because we wanted a longer walk. The air smelled of seaweed and chips. A boat engine turned over beyond the wall, then settled into a steady rumble.
I gave her the notebook without a speech.
She read the cover. Her mouth moved into a smile and then something softer.
“Is it finished?”
“No.”
“Good.”
She sat on the bench and opened it. I watched the water because watching her read felt too much like standing beside a teacher marking an essay.
At the picnic page, she laughed.
“You forgot the olive.”
“Add it.”
She took a pen from her bag and did.
Then she turned to a blank page and drew the rain chain. Just a few lines, the wall behind it, the little cups hanging down. Underneath she wrote: Sometimes it doesn't make any sound. Still worth going.
I sat beside her.
“I expected you to improve the title first.”
“The title's all right.”
“High praise.”
She closed the notebook and held it between both hands.
“I love you,” she said.
The words arrived without warning and made every joke in my head go quiet.
I had thought about saying them. I had also worried about using them to make leaving more difficult, as though an admission could be tied round somebody's ankle. Hearing Kit say them here, calmly, with tomorrow still happening, felt different.
“I love you too,” I said.
She looked relieved enough that I realised she had been frightened as well.
I kissed her. The harbour wall was cold against my hand. Her hair moved in the wind. For once I did not try to memorise everything because I was afraid there would never be another version. I let the kiss be the kiss we were having.
Afterwards, we sat close and talked about stupid things. The museum's sailor mannequin. The giant crab. Whether the title of our imaginary bus film needed a sequel. We talked about departure time and the bag that wouldn't zip and what she would eat on the journey.
Ordinary conversation kept making the next day real.
When we reached my house, the porch light was on. I didn't ask her to come inside and stay until leaving became physically impossible. We stood at the gate, holding hands.
“I'll see you in the morning,” I said.
“Yes.”
“You don't have to be cheerful for me.”
“Neither do you.”
I nodded. She kissed my forehead, then my mouth, and went home with the notebook in her pocket.
Inside, Dad was watching a programme about restoring old furniture. He looked at my face and lifted the edge of the blanket beside him without saying anything.
I sat down.
On screen, a man discovered that a table leg was not original. He seemed much more upset about it than the table did.
I leaned against Dad and cried for a little while. He kept the programme on. It helped that something in the room could remain ordinary while I wasn't.
Kit: The Road Out
The car was full before my last bag went in.
Dad looked at the space, looked at the bag and announced that geometry was a matter of confidence. Mum moved a box, turned the bag sideways and solved the problem without consulting confidence at all.
Nell arrived while we were checking the house. She wore the denim jacket and carried two coffees, neither of which I could drink in a moving car without risking most of my future belongings.
“For before,” she said.
I took one. Her hands were cold.
Mum and Dad found reasons to go inside. The reasons were not convincing, but we appreciated the effort.
We stood on the pavement outside the shop. The shutter was down because it was Sunday. The sign above us had a patch where Dad had repainted a letter slightly darker than the rest. I had looked at it every day for years and only now wondered whether I would remember the exact colour.
“You've got everything?” Nell asked.
“No. Probably.”
“Good. Very prepared.”
She smiled, and the smile trembled at the edges.
I put my coffee on the wall and took her in my arms. She held me tightly, her face against my shoulder. There were no useful words for the way I wanted to leave and stay at once. I didn't try to make one desire cancel the other for her benefit.
“I'll call when we're there,” I said.
“After you've got in. Don't call from a car park because you think I'm waiting with a stopwatch.”
“Are you?”
“Not visibly.”
I laughed against her hair.
We kissed once, then again because the first one had been mostly smiling and sadness. Mum came out carrying the document folder. Dad locked the door and checked it twice.
Nell stepped back.
“Go and make strange sounds,” she said.
“I will.”
“Very strange.”
“I promise.”
I got into the car before I could make leaving into a series of false departures. Through the window, I watched Nell put her hands in her jacket pockets. She raised one when we pulled away. I kept looking until the shop disappeared round the corner.
For the first part of the journey, I was quiet. Mum didn't fill it. Dad drove. The road moved us through places that were familiar, then less familiar, then simply places I would have to learn in a different direction next time.
At a service station, we ate sandwiches from home beside people buying expensive versions of the same thing. Dad spilled tea on the edge of the map Mum had printed. She told him the phone had the route as well, enjoying the reversal so much that he had to smile.
By the time we reached Manchester, I was talking again.
The accommodation office was busy. Families queued with bags and boxes. Someone had brought a full-length mirror without working out how to carry it upstairs. A boy in a university sweatshirt was trying to persuade a lift to hold the door by looking annoyed at it.
We checked in, collected what I needed and found the room.
The brick wall was still there.
The bed looked smaller with my bag on it. The desk looked better once I put the lamp in place. Mum helped me fit the sheet. Dad checked the window latch, then stopped himself from testing every fixture in the room.
In the kitchen, we met Bex, who was starting a costume course and had already labelled her milk with her name, the date and a small drawing of a threatening cat.
“Not unfriendly,” she said. “Just experienced.”
I liked her immediately.
Asha arrived later with a stack of storage boxes and a parent who was carrying all the awkward pieces. She was in the same building, one floor below. Seeing someone I knew made the corridor feel less like a hotel.
We agreed to meet after we'd unpacked. Not an elaborate social promise. Just tea in the kitchen, then a walk to find the nearest shop.
When Mum and Dad were ready to leave, the room was almost tidy. That made it worse. There was no task left to postpone the goodbye.
Mum hugged me first. She held on long enough that I felt her take a breath against my hair.
“Ring when you need to,” she said. “And when you don't.”
“I will.”
Dad hugged me with one hand still holding the car keys. They pressed cold against my back.
“Remember the folder,” he said, then laughed at himself. “Wrong last words.”
“They're not last words.”
“No. Good point.”
I walked them to the entrance. I watched the car leave. Then I went upstairs alone.
For five minutes, the room felt impossibly quiet.
I put the photograph of Nell by the lamp. I put the guide on the shelf. I opened the notebook she'd given me and found the page with the rain chain.
On the next page, I wrote: The room is smaller than expected. The wall is exactly as advertised. There are people in the kitchen. I'm going to meet them.
Then I called her.
Nell: A Town with One Person Missing
The school corridor had been painted during the holidays in a colour officially described as warm stone and unofficially described by Taz as porridge with institutional ambitions.
I stood beneath the new noticeboard on the first morning back and tried to work out why everything looked smaller. The lockers were the same. The radiator still made the same noise. Somebody had already put a crisp packet behind the fire-door sign, suggesting continuity remained a powerful force.
Kit wasn't there.
She hadn't been in all my classes before. Some days we'd barely crossed paths. Her absence was still specific. I knew she would not appear at the far end of the corridor with a camera bag knocking against her hip. I could not save something funny to tell her at lunch and assume the opportunity would exist.
Taz arrived carrying a folder large enough to qualify as furniture.
“Don't look at the walls too long,” she said. “They win.”
I hugged her before she could put the folder down. She made a surprised noise, then hugged me back.
“Hello to you too.”
“I missed you.”
“I was away for a week.”
“An eventful week.”
She looked at my face. “Ah.”
We went to registration. She told me about the residential course, the late-night rehearsals and the argument over whether a prop suitcase needed to contain actual objects to feel convincing. I told her about the Beacon placement. For a while, being back was simply being with my friend again, not standing in the outline Kit had left.
The school-paper meeting happened on Thursday. Rafi came with a sketchbook, as promised. So did two students who wanted to write about sport, a girl interested in music reviews and somebody who appeared to have come because the room had biscuits. I respected the clarity of that ambition.
I had made an agenda. I had also written a note at the top that said ASK FIRST, which I kept covered with my hand because displaying your personal development in capital letters was not a normal editorial practice.
We talked about the next issue. Rafi showed us three drawings of the school entrance, each with a different exaggeration of the new paint. They were funny and sharper than my proposed opening joke.
“Could this be the cover?” the music writer asked.
I looked at my layout plan. It had a large headline I'd already spent an hour choosing.
“Yes,” I said. “Provided Rafi wants it used that way.”
He looked startled, then pleased. We discussed size, credit and whether the joke would still work if the image was cropped. He wanted to adjust it himself. I sent him the dimensions rather than doing it for him.
Afterwards, Taz leaned against the doorframe.
“You survived another person having the best idea.”
“Barely. Send flowers.”
She smiled. “Film tonight?”
I checked my phone. Kit and I had said we might call around nine.
“I said I'd talk to Kit.”
“What time's the film?”
“Seven, isn't it?”
“So you could do both.”
“Maybe. I don't want to rush the call.”
Taz nodded. She didn't argue. “Another night, then.”
I watched her leave and felt virtuous for choosing my relationship. That feeling should have made me suspicious. It usually meant I'd arranged the situation so nobody could tell me I'd made a choice.
At home, I did homework, helped Ollie find a missing worksheet and checked the guide's correction inbox. A reader had reported that the garden gate hours had changed for autumn. I forwarded the information to Jo, who confirmed the change before the digital page was updated. The printed guide already told readers to check seasonal hours. That did not make the change irrelevant, but it made it manageable.
At half past eight, I made tea and took it upstairs.
At nine, Kit sent a message saying she was still out with people from the course and might be later.
No problem, I wrote.
I meant no problem in the sense that I knew she was allowed to be out. I did not mean that I had arranged my entire evening around an approximate plan and was now handling the disappointment elegantly.
At ten, I checked my phone.
At half past ten, I checked it again.
By eleven, I had invented several stories in which I was being unreasonable, several in which Kit was, and one in which nobody was but I still felt awful.
The last one was probably closest to the truth. It was also the least satisfying to be angry at.
Kit: People Who Hadn't Known Me at Fourteen
In the first week, I learned that being good with equipment you already understood did not make you good with all equipment.
I also learned that a room full of people who liked the same things could be both exciting and exhausting. Everyone had references. Everyone had made something. Several people used words I knew only from articles and expected them to be part of ordinary conversation.
Asha seemed at home immediately. She knew where to get cheap model board, had already made a friend in the workshop and could ask a question without sounding as if she was apologising for occupying the room.
I knew she was probably nervous too. Knowing did not prevent comparison.
On Thursday, Martin asked us to build a short sound sequence for a scene in which somebody entered an empty house. I had done something similar with Nell. For half a second, I felt relieved.
Then he added constraints: limited tracks, a fixed duration, no music, and a clear change in what the listener understood between the first sound and the last.
My first version was full of good sounds. It did not tell a clear story.
“What happens?” Martin asked after listening.
“Someone comes in.”
“And what changes?”
I looked at the waveform. “They realise somebody else is there.”
“Where do I hear that?”
I pointed to the final sound.
He played it again. “I hear a cupboard. You know who made the sound because you imagined the scene. The listener doesn't have your notes.”
It was a fair criticism. I hated it for five minutes, then opened the file again.
After class, Asha asked whether I wanted to get food with a few people. I said yes too quickly, relieved to be invited. Bex joined us from her course, still carrying a paper bag of fabric samples. We found a place where the tables were too small for everyone's bags and the food arrived at different times.
I laughed more than I had all week.
People talked about bad school productions, strange first jobs and the worst things they'd seen fixed with tape. I had stories. I wasn't only the quiet person from a small town who kept checking labels twice. I could be funny before anyone knew why I was usually careful.
At nine, I remembered Nell. I sent a message saying I might be late.
She replied no problem.
I accepted the words at face value because they allowed me to stay where I wanted to be.
The evening continued. We went back to the hall kitchen. Somebody made tea. Somebody produced a game with rules nobody could explain consistently. My phone was low on battery, so I put it on charge in my room and forgot to bring it back.
When I finally looked, it was nearly midnight.
There was a message from Nell: Going to sleep. Speak tomorrow.
No accusation. That didn't make me feel better.
I typed an apology, deleted the part where I explained every reason the evening had run late and sent: Sorry. I should have told you the call wasn't happening tonight rather than leaving it vague. Are you free tomorrow after school?
She didn't answer. She was probably asleep. I knew that. I still looked at the screen twice more before putting it down.
The next morning, I sent her a photograph of the view from my desk. Brick wall, lamp, a mug with tea I had forgotten to drink. I wanted to show that my life was not an uninterrupted montage of interesting people and brilliant work.
Then I stopped myself from using the photograph as a substitute for saying what had happened.
At class, I rebuilt the sound sequence. I removed three layers, changed the timing of a footstep and made the final sound come from a place the first part had established as empty. Martin listened, nodded and asked one more question that made me rethink the whole ending.
Learning was less flattering than being the person who already knew how the recorder worked.
At four, I went back to my room and waited for Nell's call.
This time, I was the one watching the time.
Nell: No Problem
The conversation went badly for seven minutes before it became useful.
I know because my phone displayed the call length, and I was looking at it instead of Kit's face on the screen. Video calls had introduced a new category of cowardice: technically making eye contact with a person while staring at a number beside them.
“I said I was sorry,” Kit said.
“I know.”
“You said it was fine.”
“I said no problem.”
“Those sound fairly similar.”
“I didn't want to be the girlfriend who stops you having friends.”
“I didn't ask you to stop me.”
“No, you just left me waiting.”
She went quiet. I could see the little room behind her, the lamp, the edge of the photograph. It hurt that the room looked ordinary. Some unreasonable part of me wanted the background to justify how far away she felt.
“I should have cancelled the call properly,” she said. “I know that. But I didn't know you'd turned down other plans.”
“I didn't want to make it sound like a sacrifice.”
“Was it?”
I opened my mouth, then closed it.
I had turned down a film I wanted to see because I thought being available would prove something. Kit hadn't asked me to do that. She had asked whether we could talk around nine. I had built an evening around the possibility and then resented her for not knowing the size of the structure.
“I made it one,” I said.
Kit rubbed her forehead.
“I wasn't trying to choose them over you.”
“It felt like that.”
“I know. But it wasn't.”
We were both quiet. Outside my room, Ollie dropped something in the corridor and whispered a word he wasn't supposed to know. Under different circumstances, I would have told Kit and made her laugh.
“I miss you,” I said.
“I miss you too.”
“You look as though you're having such a good time.”
“Sometimes I am.”
The honesty stung for a second, then steadied the conversation. She wasn't going to prove she loved me by pretending Manchester was disappointing.
“Good,” I said. “I want that. I just don't know what to do with the rest of the evening when I thought you'd be in it.”
“Maybe don't keep the whole evening empty for me.”
“That sounds sad.”
“It sounds like you still have a life.”
She wasn't being cruel. I knew her face well enough to see that she was frightened of hurting me and trying not to let the fear make her promise something impossible.
We made a smaller plan. One call we'd actually set aside time for, with a clear message if it had to change. Other calls when they fitted. Voice notes that didn't require an instant answer. No pretending a vague maybe was a confirmed appointment.
It was not romantic in the way the harbour had been romantic. It was romantic in the way fixing a leak before the whole ceiling came down might be romantic, though I decided not to use that comparison aloud.
Then Kit told me about the sound assignment.
Not the cheerful version. The one where Martin had asked what changed and she hadn't known how to answer.
I listened. I wanted to say he was wrong, because that would have put me instantly on her side. Instead I asked what she'd changed in the second version.
She showed me the screen. The tracks were simpler now. She explained the timing, the empty space, the sound that made the listener realise somebody else was present.
“That sounds better,” I said.
“It is. I just hated needing him to tell me.”
“Welcome to my entire placement.”
She laughed. The room between us became a little less occupied by the argument.
After the call, I messaged Taz.
Film next week? I have discovered that waiting beside a phone is not a personality.
She replied: Historic breakthrough. Tuesday?
I said yes.
At dinner, Dad asked whether I wanted to come to the pub quiz with him and Mum on Wednesday. It was an early family-friendly session run in the function room, and their team was apparently weak on anything that had happened after 1998.
“I don't know everything young people know,” I said.
“You know what an app is. That's a start.”
I went. We came fourth. Dad confidently misidentified a flag, Mum knew every museum question and I got a pop-culture answer wrong in front of three people who had specifically recruited me for it.
On the way home, I sent Kit a photograph of the score sheet.
Nell: A humiliating evening. Highly recommend.
Kit: Did you have fun?
I looked at Mum and Dad arguing gently about the flag.
Yes, I wrote.
It felt good to have something to tell her that hadn't happened while I was waiting for her to call.
Kit: The Wrong Sound
On Friday, I missed a cue in front of the whole class.
Not by much. Half a second, perhaps. Enough to make a door slam after the actor had already turned away from it, so the scene looked as though the house was disagreeing with its own occupant.
The actor stopped. I stopped. Martin asked us to reset.
I apologised.
“Reset first,” he said. “Discuss afterwards.”
We did the sequence again. This time I watched the action instead of anticipating the line, and the sound landed where it belonged. The scene worked. Nobody applauded. We moved on to the next cue.
After class, I stayed to ask what I should practise. Martin showed me how I'd started watching the button more than the performance. He didn't make it a statement about whether I belonged on the course. He treated it as a skill I needed to learn.
I wished my own brain were as practical.
Back at the hall, Bex found me sitting in the kitchen, staring at a bowl of pasta that had become too cold to be comforting.
“Bad day?”
“Embarrassing day.”
“Ah. Educational.”
She opened the fridge and discovered someone had moved her labelled milk behind three identical cartons. The threatening cat had not secured compliance.
“I stitched a sleeve on inside out,” she said. “Then spent ten minutes explaining why the pattern must be wrong.”
“What happened?”
“The pattern was fine.”
I laughed.
She sat opposite me. “Want to talk about it or be distracted?”
“Distracted.”
She told me about a documentary she'd watched in which a man spent years restoring a boat in a building with a door too small to get it out. We argued about when he ought to have noticed. By the time the pasta was finished, I no longer felt like the only person in the city who had made a mistake that day.
Later, I called Nell at the time we'd agreed.
She answered from the kitchen, then moved upstairs because Ollie was conducting a loud dispute with a game. Her hair was still wet from the shower. She had a pencil behind one ear and hadn't noticed it.
“Before you tell me anything,” she said, “I need you to know that my father has written a formal objection to the quiz flag answer.”
“Was he right?”
“No.”
“Strong basis.”
We laughed. Then I told her about the cue.
I could feel myself trying to make the story funny before she could hear that it had upset me. I stopped halfway through.
“I was really embarrassed,” I said. “Not charmingly. I wanted to leave the room.”
Nell didn't rush to say it didn't matter.
“Did you get it the second time?”
“Yes.”
“Then that's part of the story too.”
I looked at the photograph beside the lamp. In it, she was laughing in the rain. On the screen, she was serious and a little tired and far away. Both versions were her. I didn't have to choose the easier one to keep.
“I didn't tell you about the first assignment because I thought you'd hear it as proof I shouldn't have come,” I said.
Her face changed.
“Kit. I don't want you to fail your way back to me.”
“I know.”
“Do you?”
I nodded slowly. “I do now.”
She took the pencil from behind her ear and looked surprised to find it there.
“I like hearing the good bits,” she said. “I also like being someone you can tell when the day was awful. I just can't be the only person there is.”
“Bex told me about a boat.”
“That sounds promising.”
I explained. Nell became so indignant about the doorway that I had to put the phone down while I laughed.
Afterwards, we talked about a visit. Not a hypothetical future in which trains were free and school ceased to exist. A Saturday in October, with actual times, actual costs and enough margin that a delayed connection wouldn't destroy the whole plan. Nell would come for the day first. We could work out longer visits later, with the accommodation rules and money properly checked.
She looked at the prices while I looked at the timetable.
“That one gets you here before eleven,” I said.
“And home at a time my mother will consider part of the same day.”
“Useful.”
We didn't book immediately. She needed to confirm her shift at the museum, where she'd picked up occasional weekend work through the ordinary rota, not because her mother had invented a job. I needed to check the course schedule.
The plan was small and specific. It made the distance feel less like a test of how much we loved each other and more like a journey two people could arrange.
When we ended the call, I opened the notebook Nell had given me.
Under the page about the room, I wrote: A good day here does not mean I miss you less. A bad day does not mean I chose wrong.
Then I added: Bex's milk remains under threat.
The second sentence made the first easier to keep.
Nell: The Date on the Back
Gran said the photograph had been taken in 1938. The writing on the back said 1939. Dad said he had always thought it was 1947, then admitted he might be remembering a completely different story involving a damaged conservatory.
I put the photograph on the kitchen table and decided that family history was an unreliable narrator with excellent biscuits.
“Who wrote the date?” I asked.
Gran leaned closer. “Not me.”
“Do you recognise the handwriting?”
“Your great-aunt, perhaps. Or my mother. They both made their nines like frightened tadpoles.”
This was vivid but not conclusive.
The photograph showed the market square under water, with a man standing on a step holding a chair above his head. I had been so interested in the flood that I'd barely noticed the chair. Now it was the thing I couldn't stop looking at. Someone had decided that particular piece of furniture was worth carrying into the weather.
Gran remembered being told the story as a child. She didn't remember every detail, and she said so. I recorded the conversation with her agreement, not because a recorder would make memory infallible but because I didn't want my notes to quietly improve her uncertainty into fact.
At the archive, a volunteer helped me compare the image with newspaper reports and street photographs. The shop sign in the background narrowed the date more usefully than Dad's conservatory. The water level did not match the highest marker in the passage because the photograph showed a different part of the square at a different point in the flood.
The answer was less neat than my first idea. It was also more interesting.
I sent Rosa a pitch about the flood markers, the changing shape of the square and what the old reports recorded well or badly. I included the questions I still needed to answer. She replied that the idea had potential and asked me not to promise an anniversary angle until the date was established.
I had, of course, almost promised an anniversary angle.
School continued around the research. Essays did not care that I had become interested in municipal drainage. The paper needed copy. Rafi's cover drawing arrived with a note asking us not to crop the left edge because the joke depended on the figure looking out of the frame.
We didn't crop it.
At the museum, my Saturday shifts involved fewer profound discoveries than I might have hoped. I sold pencils, restocked postcards, directed visitors towards the toilets that actually existed and learned how many people could ask whether a museum was free while standing beneath a sign that said FREE ADMISSION.
The work paid for part of the Manchester trip. It also gave Mum the opportunity to tell me that I could not rearrange the gift-shop display simply because I had a theory about narrative flow.
“Ask first,” she said.
“I know.”
“Knowing and doing remain separate departments.”
I left the mugs where they were.
When the shift and course schedules were confirmed, Kit and I booked the visit. I checked the ticket conditions, the connections and the return time. Dad helped me compare the options, then resisted the urge to print every page after I reminded him that Mum had already done it.
Taz asked whether I was nervous.
“Only about every stage of the journey and seeing her in a life where I don't know where the forks are.”
“Reasonable.”
“What if I hate it?”
“Manchester?”
“The distance. The new people. Being the visitor.”
Taz thought for a moment. “Then you'll find out something. You don't have to enjoy being apart to enjoy being together.”
I looked at her.
“Was that another mug?” she asked.
“A better one.”
The night before the trip, I packed too much. Then I took half of it out. I put the printed train details in my bag, along with a book, a charger, a sandwich and a small packet of the tea Kit liked. The tea was unnecessary. She could buy tea in Manchester. I brought it anyway because useful was not the only possible category of gift.
Kit called while I was choosing a coat.
“Bring the effective one,” she said.
“You've become my mother.”
“Only about waterproofing.”
I sat on the edge of the bed.
“I'm really looking forward to seeing you.”
“Me too.”
“No guide. No project. Just you.”
“And a city containing several complicated tram stops.”
“Nothing can frighten me now.”
We both knew that wasn't true. We laughed anyway.
After the call, I set my alarm and checked it twice. Outside, Marden settled into its ordinary evening. Somewhere across town, the rain chain might be making a sound I couldn't hear. Somewhere much farther away, Kit was getting ready for me to arrive.
For once, I let not knowing exactly how the day would go be part of looking forward to it.
Kit: A Very Approximate Itinerary
I cleaned my room so thoroughly that Bex asked whether an inspector was coming.
“Nell.”
“Ah. More serious.”
I looked at the desk. The books were straight. The mugs were washed. The laundry bag was hidden inside the wardrobe, which was not the same as doing the laundry but would survive a brief visit.
“It isn't that bad.”
“You've dusted the lamp.”
“It had dust on it.”
“A controversial condition.”
She left me to it.
I wanted Nell to like the place. Not so she would approve my decision to come, exactly. More because this room and these people had become part of my days, and I wanted her to understand them without feeling shut out.
That desire kept turning into an urge to arrange everything at its best angle.
I caught myself moving the photograph of us so it would be the first thing she saw. Then I moved it back to where I usually kept it. She was visiting my room, not an exhibition about how much I loved her.
Asha helped me choose places within a manageable walk of the station and college. She suggested a café with good cheap soup, a covered market and a public exhibition she had liked. I wrote them down, then looked at the list and recognised the old danger: a day so full of worthwhile things that there would be no room to sit down.
“What does Nell want to do?” Asha asked.
“See me.”
“Then perhaps schedule yourself.”
I crossed out half the list.
We had permission to use a teaching room for a short visit during the open studio period. I wanted to show Nell the place where I'd made the sound sequence, not put her through a demonstration she had to admire. I asked whether she was interested before including it. She replied with enough questions to reassure me.
On Saturday, I woke before the alarm. The room looked unfamiliar in the early light, cleaner than usual and too quiet. I made tea, ate toast and checked the train updates without assuming the existence of a ticket controlled the railway.
Nell sent a photograph from the platform in Marden. She wore the effective coat. Her dad stood beside her holding a takeaway cup and looking as though he wanted to accompany the train personally to ensure it behaved.
Nell: Expedition begins.
Kit: Any essential equipment forgotten?
Nell: Dignity. Standard omission.
I laughed in the kitchen. Bex looked up from her cereal.
“Go to the station before you start pacing a trench.”
“It isn't time.”
“Walk slowly.”
I did not walk slowly. I arrived early and spent twenty minutes examining the arrivals board as if my attention could keep the times stable. People came through the barriers in waves, carrying bags, flowers, children, the various evidence of having somewhere to go.
I had lived in the city for only a few weeks, but this part was becoming familiar. I knew which exit to use. I knew where the floor dipped slightly by the door. I knew the sound of a suitcase catching on the same seam in the tiles.
Then Nell appeared, and all that useful knowledge became briefly irrelevant.
She saw me, smiled and sped up without quite running. I went towards her. We met beside a pillar where we were only moderately in everyone's way.
“Hello,” she said.
“Hello.”
We hugged tightly. Her bag pressed against my hip. Her coat smelled of cold air and the tea she'd spilled a little on the journey. I had missed the physical fact of her more than the photographs had allowed me to understand.
When we pulled apart, she touched my face.
“You're real.”
“Mostly.”
“Excellent. The call quality was making me uncertain.”
I kissed her. Briefly, because a station was still a station, but not apologetically.
“How was the train?”
“A woman brought a plant taller than she was. It had a better seat than several people.”
“Did you interview her?”
“Nearly.”
We walked towards the exit. I reached for her bag, then stopped myself from assuming.
“Want me to carry that?”
“No, it's fine. I've packed for a day trip, not a colonial expedition. Eventually.”
Outside, the city opened around us: buses, voices, a tram bell, the smell of coffee and rain on stone. Nell looked up and around with the attention I loved, already noticing details I had walked past because I was late for class.
“What first?” she asked.
“Food?”
“Perfect itinerary.”
I took her hand and led her towards the café, leaving enough time to be slow.
Nell: The Other End of the Journey
Kit's room was smaller than the photographs made it look.
Not because she'd deceived me. Cameras did something optimistic with corners. In person, the distance between the bed and the desk required two people to negotiate who was standing where, especially if one of them had brought a bag containing an unnecessary amount of tea.
“The wall is excellent,” I said, looking out of the window.
“Consistent. Never lets me down.”
I put the tea on the desk. Kit laughed and kissed me in thanks.
The photograph of us stood beside the lamp, not dramatically displayed, just there among the things she used. The guide was on the shelf. The little notebook lay under a course handout. I liked finding it in an ordinary place, not preserved like a museum object.
“May I?” I asked.
She nodded.
I read the new pages. The brick wall. Bex's milk. A sketch of a tram stop. A sentence about the first sound assignment, crossed out and rewritten more honestly beneath it.
On one page, Kit had written: A good day here does not mean I miss you less.
I looked up. She was watching me with a little uncertainty.
“I know,” I said.
“I wanted it written down.”
“I'm glad.”
I added a note under the room description: The room contains the correct person. The wall is doing its best.
In the kitchen, we met Bex and Asha. Bex offered tea and fetched the milk carton protected by the threatening cat. Asha asked about the guide and then, more importantly, told me about the cardboard room’s next impossible renovation.
I had worried that they would know a version of Kit I couldn't reach. They did know things I didn't. A joke from class. A terrible lunch. The name of a tutor whose cupboard apparently contained every adapter ever made.
It wasn't pleasant every second, realising I was no longer present for all the small stories. It also wasn't exclusion. When I asked, they explained. When I made a joke, they laughed or didn't, like normal people. I did not have to become their best friend before the afternoon was allowed to work.
At the college, Kit showed me the teaching room during the open studio period. There were cables coiled properly, labels that meant nothing to me until she explained them, a desk with more controls than I trusted myself near and a small stage area that looked unremarkable until somebody changed the light.
She played the sound sequence she'd struggled with.
I heard a person enter a room. I heard the pause, the space beyond them, the sound that made the room no longer empty.
My shoulders tightened before I understood why.
“That,” Kit said, watching me. “That's the bit I couldn't make work.”
“It works now.”
“I know.”
I loved hearing her say that. Not because confidence was always more attractive than doubt, but because this particular confidence had been earned through work she had wanted to hide from me at first.
She let me try a simple cue under her supervision. I missed it by an amount too large to call subtle.
“The haunted house appears to have a scheduling issue,” I said.
Kit laughed. “Try again. Watch the movement.”
The second time was better. Not good. Better.
I handed the controls back before I could establish a career in delayed doors.
We spent the rest of the afternoon walking without trying to complete the whole city. We ate soup. We looked at an exhibition. We sat on a bench and watched people go past. I told Kit about the flood photograph and the school paper. She told me about Bex's sleeve, Asha's models and the part of the course she still didn't understand.
At one point, I stopped talking because I realised I was happy.
Not relieved that the relationship had survived a test. Not performing enjoyment so Kit wouldn't worry. Just happy, in a place I hadn't known, beside someone I did.
“What?” she asked.
“Nothing.”
“You're doing the smile again.”
“It's becoming a medical concern.”
She kissed me on the side of the head.
The return train existed all afternoon at the edge of my attention. I tried not to let it swallow the hours before it. Sometimes I succeeded. Sometimes I checked the time and felt my chest tighten.
When we finally walked back to the station, I said, “I don't want to go.”
“I know.”
“I don't mean I shouldn't have come.”
“I know that too.”
We stood near the barriers while the board changed. Kit held my hand. I wanted a sentence that would make leaving painless, and for once I did not blame language for failing at an impossible job.
“I love you,” I said.
“I love you too.”
Then I caught the train, because loving someone did not exempt a person from the last practical journey home.
Kit: After the Train
I stayed at the station until Nell's train had left, even though I couldn't see the platform from where I stood.
There was no useful reason. The board changed. People moved around me. A man asked which way to the taxis, and I knew the answer. Giving it helped. I was still a person in a place, not only the space left by somebody leaving.
Outside, the evening had cooled. I walked back more slowly than I'd walked there that morning. The city looked the same and didn't. Nell had pointed out a carved face above a doorway I'd passed all week without noticing. Now I looked up at it. It was ugly in an excellent way.
I took a photograph and sent it to her.
Kit: Your contribution to local knowledge remains in place.
She replied a few minutes later.
Nell: Please check on him. He looks underappreciated.
At the hall, Bex was making pasta and arguing with Asha about whether a costume could be deliberately uncomfortable for artistic reasons. Asha said yes. Bex said the person wearing it ought to have a vote. I put down my bag and joined the argument.
They didn't ask me to perform being fine. They asked whether I wanted food.
After dinner, I went to my room. The tea Nell had brought sat on the desk. The chair was at a different angle. She had left a hair tie beside the notebook. I picked it up, smiled and put it in the small drawer where I kept things that were useful for reasons not covered by a label.
The visit had not solved distance. Tomorrow she would be in Marden and I would be here. We would still have calls that didn't line up, days when one of us wanted more attention than the other could give, train fares that required planning rather than sentiment.
But now she had sat in this room. She knew Bex's voice, Asha's hands moving while she explained an idea, the sound of the corridor door, the view I saw when I looked away from my desk. Manchester was no longer a photograph containing the person who had left her.
And I knew she could come into my new life without needing it to become an extension of our old one.
I opened the notebook. Under her sentence about the correct person, I wrote: Visitor brought tea, a very large sandwich, and useful criticism of local stonework. Recommend inviting again.
Then I added the date.
On Monday, Martin paired us for another exercise. I worked with Dev, who had been quiet during the first week and turned out to have an astonishingly specific interest in the sounds made by different kinds of stairs. He was better than me at one part of the software. I was better at recording the practical effects. We divided the work, then changed the division when it didn't fit what we actually needed.
At the end, he asked whether he could use a short clip in his portfolio.
“Sure,” I said. “Send the version first, and put both roles in the credit.”
“Obviously.”
It wasn't obvious everywhere. Here, for that moment, it was ordinary.
I sent Nell the finished exercise later. She listened on headphones and asked why the third stair sounded reluctant.
Because it was old wood under a loose fitting, I wrote.
Then I added: Also, emotional range.
She sent back a voice note laughing. I listened to it twice before opening my homework.
Later that week, Mum called while she was walking home from work. She told me about a problem with the college timetable, Dad's latest attempt to reorganise the mugs and a customer who had brought the guide into the shop with notes in the margins.
“Useful notes?” I asked.
“Some. Your dad told them where to send corrections.”
I smiled.
They were all carrying on without me. The shop, the library, Nell, the town. It should have been obvious. It still required learning not to hear that as loss alone.
Before we ended the call, Mum asked about coming home later in the month. We checked dates. Dad could collect me from the station. Nell had a museum shift on Saturday but would be free afterwards. Luca had a performance he wanted me to hear.
A weekend took shape, not as retreat but as another part of the life I was making.
I put it in the calendar.
Nell: The Next Issue
Rafi's cover came back from the school printer with his name clear beneath the drawing.
He held the first copy by its edges, as though the ink might still be deciding whether to stay. I recognised the expression. It was the one I'd worn over the guide boxes, the one I'd worn seeing my Beacon report online. Wanting your name beside something you made was not vanity by default. Sometimes it was simply wanting the work to arrive with you still attached.
“Good?” I asked.
He nodded. “The left edge is there.”
“We kept it.”
“I can see.”
He smiled and took a copy for his mother.
The issue wasn't perfect. A match report ran long. One headline was weaker than I'd hoped. We had to correct a club-meeting time before printing the rest of the copies. Nobody died of these imperfections. We made the changes, recorded them and moved on.
After the meeting, I stayed behind to put the room back. Taz came in carrying two tickets for the youth company's performance.
“Real date. Real place. No scheduling excuses.”
I checked the date, put it in my calendar and paid her for the tickets before the money could become an awkward conversation later. One was for me. The other was for Mum, who had already declared herself a supporter of anyone willing to learn that many lines voluntarily.
“You look busy,” Taz said.
“I am.”
“Good busy?”
“Mixed. Human variety.”
She sat on a desk, ignoring the sign that discouraged it. “And Kit?”
“Good. Coming home later this month.”
“Have you prepared an itinerary?”
“Restrained myself.”
“Historic.”
The flood-marker piece took longer than I expected. The date mattered, but so did the temptation to make the old town sound simpler and kinder than the records suggested. Some people had been helped quickly. Others had waited. The newspapers named business owners more readily than the families renting rooms above them. I could point out the difference without pretending I knew every missing story.
Rosa read the draft and sent questions rather than congratulations. I answered them. The final piece was shorter, more careful and more alive than the first version.
When it ran, I took Gran a printed copy. She put on her glasses and read the part where I had quoted her uncertainty about the photograph.
“You've made me sound indecisive,” she said.
“You were uncertain.”
“I know. It's accurate. I'm just not used to seeing it in print.”
Then she smiled and asked for another copy for a friend.
On the way home, I stopped at the passage. The brass markers were still there, unnoticed by most people moving through. I stood beside them without taking out my phone. The town had not become more interesting because I was leaving it someday or because Kit had already gone. It had been interesting while I was waiting for something else to begin.
My phone vibrated.
Kit had sent the train time for Friday.
I smiled so openly that a woman passing with a shopping bag smiled back, assuming she had been included. I didn't correct her. Some misunderstandings were harmless.
At home, I made a small plan for the weekend and then removed most of it. Kit would want to see her parents. Luca had his performance. She might be tired. I did not need to fill every hour to prove that coming home was worthwhile.
When Mum asked whether I wanted to swap my Saturday shift, I said no. I could work in the morning and see Kit afterwards. The world did not have to stop being ordinary for our time together to count.
On Friday evening, I met her outside the shop after her dad brought her back from the station. She looked tired, pleased and slightly surprised by how much the street hadn't changed.
I hugged her before either of us found a line.
“Hello,” she said into my hair.
“Hello.”
That word kept getting better through repetition.
Kit: Your Turn
Home smelled of the workshop, Mum's cooking and the laundry powder I had bought in the wrong version in Manchester.
My room was tidier than I'd left it because Mum had vacuumed, not because she had turned it into a memorial. The broken shelf still leaned. The old map folder was where I'd put it. On the desk, Dad had left a small packet of spare cable ties with a note that said professional supplies, no charge.
I unpacked only what I needed. I was staying for the weekend. The fact did not make the visit less real.
On Saturday morning, I helped in the shop for an hour, then stopped because Dad had specifically said I was visiting, not filling a vacancy. I went to Luca's afternoon performance at the arts centre and listened to the sound from the audience instead of standing behind a desk. He had made something good. Afterwards, I told him exactly which part had worked on me, and he looked pleased in the way people do when the compliment proves you were paying attention.
Nell finished her museum shift at four. She came out wearing the effective coat and carrying her bag on one shoulder. There was a pencil behind her ear again.
“Occupational hazard,” she said when I pointed it out.
“That's your explanation for everything now.”
“Very useful career.”
We walked without hurrying. She told me about the flood article, Gran's response and the school-paper cover. I told her about Dev, the stairs and the strange pleasure of knowing which cupboard held something at college without having to ask.
At the library window, a copy of our guide stood beside a notice for the next youth project. Different teenagers. A different idea. Jo had not asked us to become permanent representatives of local youthfulness, which was sensible because we were already getting older and still regularly wrong.
Inside the window, the cover looked a little faded at one edge.
“Should we rescue it?” Nell asked.
“We can tell Jo. Let her decide where to put it.”
Nell smiled. “Look at us, tolerating the existence of other people.”
“Advanced level.”
We took the lower path towards the harbour. Halfway there, I stopped and took the little notebook from my pocket.
“I brought this back.”
“Finished?”
“No.”
“Good.”
We sat on a bench out of the wind. Nell read the pages she'd missed. She laughed at Bex's milk, asked about Dev and grew quiet at a sentence I'd written after a difficult day: I wanted to hear your voice, but I also needed to go downstairs and eat with the people who were there.
She touched the edge of the page.
“I'm glad you did.”
“Both things,” I said.
“Both things.”
She took the pen and wrote about the quiz, the visit and the woman with the plant on the train. She did not make every entry about loving me. That made the love easier to see, not harder. It was part of the life on the pages rather than the only thing allowed to happen there.
When she finished, she handed the notebook back.
“You can keep it this time,” I said.
“For how long?”
“Until we swap again.”
She put it in her bag carefully, between a book and a packet of museum postcards.
The water moved below us. A gull landed on the railing, inspected our lack of food and departed in disgust. Somewhere behind the harbour wall, a boat engine coughed, failed and tried again.
“I love you,” Nell said.
“I love you too.”
We kissed, warm mouths in cold air, and then laughed because the pencil fell from behind her ear into my lap.
“Very smooth,” I said.
“I provide practical gifts.”
I gave it back. She held my hand while we watched the boats for a little longer.
There would be another train on Sunday. There would be weeks when we got things wrong, work we cared about separately, friends who needed us, days when the person on the screen felt too far away. We had not discovered a clever way around any of that.
We had learned to ask what the other person meant. To say when a plan had changed. To leave room on the page.
When we stood, Nell glanced towards the route home, then towards the smaller street leading inland.
“What?” I asked.
“There's something I want to show you. Not impressive. Just something I noticed.”
“Is there a cost sheet?”
“No.”
“Feedback form?”
“Absolutely not.”
“Then lead on.”
She took the smaller street. I went with her, our hands warm between us, while the town carried on being larger than either of our maps.
