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				‘Samaritans. Can I help you?’

				The voice on the phone is calm, quiet, but it shocks me to the core. Three rings and there she was. She.

				I didn’t expect to be put straight through.

				I can’t speak.

				I sit hunched in the darkness on the floor beside my bed, clutching the phone to my ear.

				I don’t know what to say.

				I’m a mess.

				‘You are through to the Samaritans. Can I help?’

				I wish you could. A tear rolls down my cheek and I dash it away but more follow. Then my nose starts to run and I sniff and it sounds loud and draggy in the silence of my bedroom.

				She’ll think I’m disgusting.

				‘You can talk to me if you want,’ she says.

				She sounds nice. She sounds like my first teacher in Reception class – what was her name? Mrs Moffat. I loved Mrs Moffat.

				I was a good girl then.

				I start crying – big ugly sobs that hurt. Once I start, I can’t stop.

				Pulling my knees up I bury my face in my arms, trying to muffle the sound. Everyone is asleep. No one can hear me up here at the top of the house. Except the woman on the end of the phone. She can hear me.

				She’ll think I’m a nutter.

				I don’t know how long I cry for. It seems like ages. At last, with big, shuddering gasps, I manage to get myself back under control. I thought I was good at that, controlling things, but I was wrong. I scrub my face angrily. What am I doing? It’s nearly two in the morning and I’m ringing a complete stranger.

				‘I’m still here,’ she says softly. ‘You can talk to me if you like. When you’re ready.’

				‘I’m so ashamed,’ I hear myself whisper. It doesn’t sound like me.

				‘It’s OK, I’m listening.’

				‘I don’t know what to do.’

				‘You can tell me anything you want.’

				I shake my head. The silence stretches into eternity. She gives a little cough, like she’s trying to remind me she’s still there.

				At last I say, ‘I’ll get into trouble if I tell anyone.’

				‘Don’t worry. This is a safe place to talk.’

				But I’m scared she’s lying. Anger surges through me.

				‘Yeah, right! I’m not stupid, I know the way you work. Like, if someone was doing something bad to me, you’d have to report them, wouldn’t you?’

				‘No. But I could try to help you.’

				‘You wouldn’t tell on them?’ For a moment I feel a flicker of hope, then I realize it must be a trick. My voice turns to scorn. ‘What sort of helpline are you? What if I was being bullied or abused or something worse? What if I was being threatened . . . ?’ My voice trails away.

				‘Are you?’ she asks, and an image of a dark car with tinted windows flashes across my brain.

				‘No!’ I snap. ‘It’s not like that!’

				Once again she is silent, waiting for me to continue.

				After a while I say, uncertainly, ‘What if I’m not the victim? Have you thought of that? What if it’s me that’s done something wrong?’

				‘I’m not here to judge you,’ she says calmly. She’s doesn’t seem to be the least bit bothered that I yelled at her. Mrs Moffat, dealing with a child in distress. She’s not going to be able to stick a plaster on this one and make it better though, is she? The tears start to flow again.

				Can I trust her? I don’t know who to trust any more. I rock slowly to and fro, moaning to myself, like a crazy person. She’ll get fed up of waiting soon. No one likes waiting. Not Scott, not Logan. Nobody.

				I hear her voice, far away, indistinct, and put the phone back to my ear.

				‘What did you say?’

				‘It sounds like you’re having a bad time.’

				I feel myself nodding as I choke back the tears.

				‘Would you like to tell me about it?’

				‘I can’t.’

				‘Why not?’

				‘I promised.’ My voice is a whisper. ‘I promised I wouldn’t say anything.’

				She waits. I was wrong about her. She’s good at waiting. It’s like she’s got all the time in the world.

				‘Can you tell me who you promised?’ she asks finally.

				‘My boyfriend. He could get into trouble if he gets caught. He could go to jail.’ I moan softly. ‘So could I.’

				‘Anything you tell me is completely confidential.’ Her voice is neutral.

				I sigh deeply. What have I got to lose? ‘I wouldn’t know where to begin.’

				‘At the beginning,’ she says. ‘In your own words.’

				So that’s what I do.

				I start at the beginning like she says.

				The day I met Suzie.
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				It’s September, the first day of college. I’m standing in line waiting to register for Hairdressing and Beauty Studies, and I’m about to start the second year. The way I remember it, I’m chatting away to my mate, Mel, who’s on the same course as me, catching up on what we did over the summer – which in her case had been lying on a beach in Ibiza in a skimpy bikini and getting trashed, and in my case had been packing in loads of practical experience at Herr Cutz, my work placement, where Gordon, who’s as German as I am, kindly took me on for the whole of the summer holidays.

				And seeing Rick, of course.

				‘Lucky!’ she says, but I don’t ask her if she means getting to hang out with my gorgeous boyfriend or spending weeks on end sweeping up other people’s unwanted hair, because I’m distracted by what’s going on in front of us. A girl is trying to enrol.

				‘I can’t register you without an address,’ says the woman behind the desk emphatically.

				‘I’ll have one soon. I’m seeing a flat this afternoon.’

				Her voice is little more than a whisper. No match for Nikki Barton, the cow in the office who thinks she runs the place though everyone knows she only got the job because she’s shagging the Principal.

				I hate it when weak people get a bit of power and it goes to their heads.

				‘I need an AD-DRESS,’ Nikki repeats, her bright red lips enunciating each syllable slowly like the girl is too thick to understand. She’s got lipstick on her teeth. ‘I can’t enrol you without one. Now please move out of the way.’

				The girl, thin and wispy-looking, seems like she’s going to cry so I stick my oar in.

				‘She’s staying with me. You can put my address down till she gets one of her own.’

				The girl looks up at me, startled, but says nothing. Beside me Mel’s giggling as Nikki shoots me a look of pure hatred. But there’s nothing she can do. All she needs is an address. Stone-faced, she copies down my address and the girl’s details. Her name is Suzie.

				Suzie Grey.

				‘Course?’

				For a second the girl looks blank.

				‘What course do you want to do?’ snipes Nikki, like enemy fire.

				The girl turns to me. ‘What course are you doing?’

				‘Me?’ She’s startled me. ‘Hairdressing. And Beauty. I’m in the second year.’

				‘Is it all right?’

				‘Yeah, it’s OK. It’s good.’

				She nods. ‘I’ll do that one then. Hair and Beauty.’

				She turns back to Nikki, who is staring at her by now as if she’s grown another head. To be honest she’s thrown me too. How random is that? Choose your future by the person standing next to you. I gaze at her back view as she waits for her form to be processed. She’s stick-thin, like a starling, I can see her shoulder blades jutting out beneath her top. She’s dressed same as us in jeans and a T-shirt but she looks different somehow: drab, mousy and dismal, like she’s got the weight of the world on her narrow shoulders.

				Mel rolls her eyes and I mouth at her silently behind the girl’s back. ‘Suzie Grey – suits her!’

				Mel giggles again and the girl turns to stare at her with pale, expressionless eyes. Mel’s smile freezes solid on her face. The girl’s face is sort of blank but hostile – it’s freaky. Then she looks at me and says, ‘Thanks,’ before turning away.

				‘What a weirdo!’ gasps Mel, and we watch her walking down the corridor, fair hair hanging limply to her shoulders.

				‘She looks sad.’

				‘Is she really living with you?’ demands Nikki Barton and I say, ‘Yeah, yeah, of course she is.’ We both know I’m lying.

				‘Rather you than me!’ says Mel as we fill out the papers to enrol on to the second year of Hair and Beauty and then go to find the others in the common room.

				Rick isn’t there yet. It’s a bit early for him. He can sleep for England. But I know he’ll haul himself out of bed eventually to re-register on his motor vehicle course because cars are his life and there’s nothing else he’d rather be doing. Except seeing me of course.

				At least, that’s what I thought then.

				It’s great to catch up with everyone again. I love the first day back after the holidays. The college pools students from miles around and most of them I haven’t seen since last term. We’re roughly divided into two camps: people like me who’ve been busy working throughout the summer and people like Mel who’ve been partying on foreign beaches. Unlike the first, the second camp have wild, wild stories to tell.

				‘What did you get up to this summer, Ind?’ asks Becky, who’s on my course too.

				‘Worked at the salon.’

				‘All summer?’

				‘Yeah, it was great. Gordon took me on full-time. I’ve learned loads. He let me have a go at cutting.’

				‘Really?’ Becky looks impressed. ‘I’ve never done anything other than wash hair and sweep the floor. You’re going to be so ahead of the rest of us.’

				I try not to look smug. I haven’t told her the best bit yet. He’d practically promised me a job when I finish college – and jobs like that are like gold-dust at the minute. I decide to keep it to myself.

				‘Did you see much of Rick?’ asks Leah.

				‘Every night.’

				Rick had been working the summer at a garage, cleaning cars and machinery. My boyfriend eats, breathes and sleeps cars. He buys old wrecks and does them up. When he’s not at the garage, he can be found under his car of the moment, a Seventies mini, which is his pride and joy. It doesn’t really do it for me – though, I must admit, I’d been more than happy for him to ferry me about in it every night. At least with wheels, we could drive out to places and be on our own.

				It had been a summer of love . . .

				‘Rick?’

				‘Mmm?’

				It was a scorching hot day. Straight after work we’d headed for the coast, desperate to be free of the sticky, airless city and the salon and garage with their cloying smells.

				Now we are lying in the sand dunes playing our favourite game. Rick is on his back, face turned towards the evening sun. I’m lying on my stomach directly behind him and I’m stroking a blade of grass gently across his upside-down brow. He can’t move, that’s the rule. Not a shiver, not a shudder, nothing.

				‘Why don’t you ever invite me to your house?’

				I watch his eyebrows drawing together and say, ‘You moved!’ But he murmurs, ‘No I didn’t!’ and even though he did I carry on, loving being this close to him, studying him. I trail the grass down the frown-line still visible between his eyebrows to the high, straight bridge of his nose, then make a detour across the closed eyelid nearest to me with its thick, black lashes.

				I love that contrast of fair hair and dark eyelashes, it’s one of the first things I noticed about Rick. ‘Answer my question,’ I say softly.

				‘No reason.’

				‘There must be.’ I am so close to him I can feel his breath.

				‘I want to kiss you,’ he moans.

				‘Not allowed. And anyway, don’t change the subject.’

				‘I’m not. I always want to kiss you.’

				‘Tell me why you won’t take me home and then I’ll let you kiss me.’

				No answer. He just lies there looking blissed out.

				‘If you don’t tell me I’ll go this way.’ I draw the grass slowly down his cheekbone and come to rest at the corner of his mouth. It lifts slightly in a torture of anticipation but I let it pass. I’m enjoying this too.

				‘Nooooo . . .’ he groans. ‘Not there.’

				‘Tell me then,’ I persist, and when he refuses to answer I begin to trace the outline of his beautiful top lip, the most sensitive part of his face, and it twitches involuntarily.

				‘Because my dad’s a jerk!’ he mutters, then he pulls my head towards him. ‘Now give me that kiss!’

				But it’s difficult kissing someone upside down so I wriggle away and stand up, hands on my hips, taunting him. ‘You’ve got to catch me first!’

				Rick springs to his feet and I’m off, running towards the sea. He’s chasing me and even though I know I’m safe with Rick – he’d never hurt me, he’d never hurt anyone – it’s thrilling, like I’m escaping from somebody really dangerous, someone who’s out to get me. I scream with excitement on that deserted beach yet at the same time I’m laughing – laughing so much I can hardly stay upright. It’s almost a relief when he grabs hold of me at the water’s edge and lifts me up into his arms, but I kick anyway like I want to get away.

				But now he’s threatening to drop me in the sea and I’m fully-dressed and he just might do it – you never know with Rick, he just might – so I really do want to get away now, I’m not pretending any more. I beat his chest and shriek, ‘No, Rick! Don’t you dare! I’ll never speak to you again! I mean it!’ The gulls screech in sympathy and in the end he puts me down in shallow water.

				‘I’m soaked to the skin!’ I yell, even though it’s not true, only the bottom of my jeans are wet. I kick water, trying to splash him, only he’s already soaked through because he’s been staggering round in the waves carrying me. All of a sudden, he throws back his head and lets out this almighty roar and suddenly he tears off all his clothes, chucks them on the shore and dives into the waves, coming up shaking his head in a perfect circle of spray.

				And that’s when I do it. I don’t plan this to happen, it just does. I tug off my T-shirt and jeans and my bra and pants and dump them on the sand right next to Rick’s clothes and I dive in too.

				It’s bloody freezing! I come up beside him gasping with shock. He laughs and pulls me up into his arms and I wrap my arms around his neck and my legs around his hips trying to haul myself up high out of the cold water. But then I look down at his beautiful laughing mouth and I just have to kiss it and it’s surprisingly warm and tastes of salt. I dip my head lower to kiss his neck, then his collar-bone, and they taste of salt too.

				I search for his mouth again and it’s so warm – hot even – his tongue teasing, probing, licking my body into heat like flames in a fire. Overhead the seagulls wheel and squawk. I have never done this before, not in the sea I mean, I don’t even know if it’s possible. But it is and I gasp again though this time it’s not with cold. I’m not cold any more.

				It’s with surprise.

				And delight.

				And love.

				Afterwards Rick dries me with his T-shirt and then we dress and go to the pub. My clothes are damp and prickly with sand but I don’t care. We sit outside under the stars and drink cider and talk and talk and talk. Rick tells me all about his dad, who sounds like a real loser, and his mum, who’s perpetually worn out trying to keep things together. We’d been together for ages but this was the first time he’d really off-loaded to me.

				‘I don’t wanna be like him,’ he finishes, his beautiful face twisted into a fierce scowl. ‘Lazy git. He’s never done a decent day’s work in his life.’

				‘You don’t have to be,’ I tell him. ‘What do you want to do?’

				‘Own my own garage.’ His eyes light up. ‘I’ve never told anyone that before. You know something? I didn’t even know it myself. But that’s what I really want to do.’

				‘It’s a brilliant idea!’

				‘Yeah.’ But then his face falls. ‘It’s not going to happen though, is it?’

				‘Why not?’

				‘People like me don’t own their own businesses.’

				‘Of course they do! I’m going to run my own salon one day!’

				He looks at me with a small, twisted smile. ‘You’re different.’

				‘No I’m not! Rick, look at me!’ I reach up urgently and cup his face in my hands, forcing him to look into my eyes. ‘You can be anything you want. You’re a brilliant mechanic, you know you are. You just have to plan a bit, save up, work flat out. You can do it, I know you can.’

				He stares at me, eyes expressionless, unreadable, and I find myself holding my breath. Watch it, Indigo. You’re doing it again. Sorting people’s lives out for them. Pushing. You’ll push him away if you’re not careful.

				Then he grins and says, ‘I can do it with you by my side. You’re the best thing that ever happened to me, Indie,’ and he takes me in his arms and we hug like we’ll never ever let each other go.

				And that was it, we’d set the pattern for the rest of the summer. I don’t mean we tore our clothes off every night and rushed into the sea. I just mean that we’d go off together on our own in that little mini and we didn’t look for anyone or anything else, we just wanted to be together, the two of us. We fitted, you see. We were enough. And now, maybe, we had a future together . . . I wouldn’t have swapped my summer with anyone. It must have showed because Leah sighs.

				‘You two . . .’

				I can’t help smiling smugly. Rick is the fittest guy in our year. Tall, fair, blue-eyed and with a smile to die for. Everyone wanted to get off with him at the beginning of college but he chose me. At the Christmas Ball we were voted Hottest Couple of the night.

				‘You’ve been together nearly a year now,’ says Leah, who’s never had a relationship that lasted more than a week. ‘Amazing.’

				It is amazing, but not in the way that she means. It’s amazing because I know that deep down we’re so different.

				Don’t get me wrong, we’ve got some things in common, obviously. On the surface we’re pretty similar, though we don’t look alike. He’s fair, I’m dark; he’s big, I’m small. But we both like having a good time; we both work hard (Rick at cars, me at everything) but manage to have a laugh as well; and we’re both (and I’m not being big-headed here) pretty popular on the whole.

				Plus we both really fancy each other, obviously.

				But underneath, I’m the organized and responsible one, good at managing money and focused on the future. Now I sound boring. Whatever happened to that wild, crazy girl in the sea with her man? But it’s true. I know what I want, I know where I’m going, and I’ll do whatever it takes to get there.

				Whereas Rick is a crazy, live-for-today kind of person who jumps into things without thinking and is hopeless with money. That’s why it’s so amazing that he’s actually thinking about the future for once and wanting to run his own garage.

				He’ll have a lot to learn though. He is so impulsive, forever blowing his cash without thinking. Like, for my birthday a few weeks ago he booked a surprise hot-air balloon ride with a champagne picnic. It was awesome, but when I found out how much it cost, I nearly died! We could’ve had a fortnight in Ibiza for that price.

				He blew the money he’d worked so hard for all summer in one go. On me.

				They say that opposites attract. Well it’s true in our case. He’s extravagant, I’m careful; he’s impetuous, I’m cautious; he’s Mr Good Time Guy, I’m Mother Teresa. He calls me Mother T! I’m the champion of the underdog, the saviour of the lame duck, the patron saint of lost causes.

				I can’t help it. I’m forever rescuing stray dogs – literally. I once brought home a mad mongrel I found on the street that was chasing its own tail. There was something wrong with it and my dad ended up paying for it to be put down. Then last winter, I found a cat in a black bin liner dumped in a pond. I made Rick rescue it and he was soaked through. And then, when we set it free, it was totally ungrateful! It was completely feral, biting and scratching us to bits.

				I should’ve learned my lesson. Not everyone wants to be saved. But I can’t help stepping in if I feel someone needs a hand. Like that girl trying to register. I just had to get involved.

				Rick hates it.

				What he doesn’t get is that he’s a bit of a liability himself and that might be part of the attraction – that and the fact that he’s drop-dead gorgeous and loves me to bits. I love him too, I really do, but I’ve got to admit, there’s part of me always hopes I can change him. Not all of him, just the bits that get him into trouble. I just wish he’d think before he acts and stop tearing round in cars and spending money like water. Then he’d be perfect.

				Anyway, as if I’d conjured him up by thinking about him, my not-quite-perfect boy walks into the common room at that point and immediately I know something is wrong. He’s looking really fed up. His eyes are scouring the room, searching for me and, when I wave, he comes straight over and flings himself down next to me.

				‘Ricky!’ squeals Leah and there are high-fives and hugs and kisses all round, but I can tell his heart’s not in it. I’m right. When he turns to me, his beautiful blue eyes are dark with rage.

				‘What’s happened?’ I ask, and he nods towards the other side of the room where it’s quieter and we get to our feet.

				‘Aahh, they want to be alone,’ jeers Mel, and Rick gives her the finger and everyone laughs. But when we sit down, he’s not laughing. I take his hand.

				‘What’s up, Rick?’

				‘I’ve been done for speeding!’ he groans.

				And that’s how it all began.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				

				I pause for a moment, thinking about how happy I’d been up till that day. The person on the other end of the phone is quiet. I wonder if I’ve gone on too long. Maybe she’s fallen asleep.

				‘The trouble with happiness, not the crazy-off-your-face-on-something sort, but the normal everyday sort of happiness, is . . . you never know you’ve got it till it’s gone,’ I say into the silence. I’ve thought about this a lot.

				‘Go on,’ she says, like she wants me to explain what I mean.
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				Well, like I said, I’d been fine with working all summer. I love it at the salon, it’s like a second home and the people who work there are like my second family. Gordon in particular had been brilliant, teaching me how to cut hair and colour. He’s a great tutor and, like Becky said, I know I’m miles ahead of the others on my course. Plus I’d had a good time and he’d paid me for the privilege.

				But that night, after Rick had dropped his bombshell, I can’t sleep. I’m tossing and turning all night long and all I can think is, I’ve worked all bloody summer on minimum wage plus a share of the tips while most of my friends were having the time of their lives abroad and now I’ve got to part with sixty quid of my hard-earned money to pay Rick’s fine for him.

				Because he’s got nothing left, has he? He’s blown it all on me and that bloody balloon flight.

				He didn’t ask me for it, he wouldn’t do that. But the next day, when he comes into college with the weight of the world on his shoulders, I offer. I insist.

				‘I’m paying it.’

				‘Don’t be daft.’

				‘I’ll have to. You’re skint.’

				He doesn’t deny the fact. He just looks at me with those clear blue eyes of his and says, ‘I can’t let you do that.’

				‘Why not? I’ve got it. I’m flush.’

				We both knew it was a lie. I’d saved a bit over the summer because that’s the sort of person I am, but my kit and uniform for the second year was going to cost me three or four hundred quid and there were other expenses too. Plus I’d promised myself a new autumn wardrobe.

				But he’s my boyfriend. I can afford to bail him out, just this once. He’s always spending his money on me.

				‘I’ll give it to you at lunchtime. I’ll have to get it from the cash machine.’

				He kisses me full on the lips, right there in the corridor in front of everyone, which causes a cheer. Then he crushes me to him as if he’ll never let me go and whispers, ‘Just a loan, right? I’ll pay you back.’

				‘Whatever,’ I say, and at that precise moment I honestly didn’t care whether he did or he didn’t. It was worth it to see the envy in other girls’ eyes. Wrapped in his arms, I spot Sad Suzie from the day before sidling past us. Poor thing. Without thinking, pressed up cosily against Rick’s chest, I hear myself saying, ‘Did you get your flat sorted?’ and, startled, she turns her blank eyes first to me and then to Rick and says, ‘Not yet,’ before she scurries on.

				‘Who’s that? One of your basket cases?’ says Rick, and I punch him in the stomach hard and say, ‘Like you, you mean?’ and he pretends to double up in pain.

				At lunchtime I head off to the cash machine in reception. I’ve fished my card out of my wallet ready to insert it when someone beats me to it. Unbelievably, it’s her. Suzie Grey.

				‘Sorry!’ we say simultaneously and both snatch our hands back and then we laugh.

				‘After you,’ she says.

				‘No, you go first.’

				She slips her card into the machine and I look away while she enters her PIN. But then I hear her sighing heavily and I glance back to see her staring glumly at the amounts and then tapping in ten quid.

				‘Have you got somewhere to stay?’ I ask curiously.

				She shrugs. ‘I’m all right.’

				She doesn’t look all right. One of her front teeth is chipped and her hair needs washing. Actually, my experienced eye can tell it needs cutting too, and she’s wearing the same clothes as yesterday. Social suicide in this place. She takes the single note from the machine and slips it into her bag.

				‘All yours.’

				I insert my card and tap in my PIN, resisting the urge to cover it over. She’s still there and I sense, for all her reticence, she wants to talk. I select my request for cash and I can feel her watching me. When it spits out the wad of notes I pick them up, suddenly embarrassed by my comparative wealth. I find myself saying, as I hold them in my hands, ‘It’s not for me. It’s for my boyfriend.’

				Her eyes widen a little.

				‘It’s to pay his fine. Speeding.’

				Why was I telling her this? But she nods as if she understood.

				‘I had a boyfriend like that. Once.’

				You had a boyfriend like Rick? I don’t think so! But I don’t say that, obviously. Instead I say, ‘What happened to him?’

				‘Don’t ask.’

				I grin as I fold up the notes and stuff them into my back pocket. ‘Like that, hey?’

				‘He was bad news,’ she says. ‘Seriously bad news.’

				I study her for a moment, wondering what he’d done to her. She looks like a victim, with her thin, pale face and straggly hair, the sort of person who gets picked on or beaten up or worse.

				I was dying to know what her story was. I can’t help it, it’s like I’ve got a magnet in me that attracts me to people like that. Or attracts people like that to me.

				People who need my help.

				Behind her I could see Rick bearing down on me. He’d spotted me talking to her.

				‘Got to go,’ I say firmly, turning away from her. ‘Nice to meet you.’

				‘You too.’

				When I reach Rick, he puts his arm round me. ‘Don’t even think about it, Mother T!’ he warns.

				‘What?’

				‘Her.’ He jerks his head back towards the girl. ‘Your next project.’

				‘No way!’ I say. ‘I’ve got my hands full with you!’ I take the money from my pocket and hand it to him. His eyes soften.

				‘Are you sure?’ he says and I say, ‘Yes,’ and he kisses me.

				‘Indigo!’ We both turn as my name is called.

				‘What the hell does she want!’ groans Rick as I look back at the girl in surprise. How does she know my name?

				She holds up her hand. ‘You left your card in the machine.’

				I run back to take it from her. ‘Thanks.’

				‘You’re welcome.’

				‘It’s nice to know there are still some honest people about.’

				‘Honest, but skint.’ She gives me a fleeting smile and just for a brief second she looks almost pretty. I glance back at Rick.

				‘Look, do you want a coffee later?’

				She looks surprised, then pleased, then confused, like she wants to but she can’t because she’s broke.

				‘My treat,’ I say quickly. ‘For finding my card. I owe you.’

				‘OK.’ This time she smiles properly and I’m right, she is pretty, behind that frightened mask.

				‘Right then,’ I say. ‘See you in the coffee bar at four.’
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				I get there early but she’s already waiting for me. I order us some coffees and say, ‘Do you want anything to eat?’ and she goes, ‘No, it’s OK,’ but I can see her eyes lingering on the cakes.

				‘Sod it,’ I say. ‘I’m going to have some carrot cake so you’ll have to as well or I’ll look like a greedy pig.’

				But it was her that was the greedy pig. When we sat down, she wolfed down her cake like there was no tomorrow.

				Afterwards she knocks back her cappuccino, then she sits back in her chair and sighs deeply.

				‘Thanks for that. I was starving.’

				I stare at her. ‘Have you eaten today?’

				She frowns. ‘I had some biscuits this morning.’

				‘Are you anorexic?’

				‘Does it look like it?’ she says sharply, licking the icing off her fingers.

				‘Not exactly.’ She looks like she could be, but the way she stuffed the cake down herself tells me different.

				‘Well then. If you must know, I’m a bit short of cash at the moment.’

				‘You took some money out at lunchtime,’ I point out and she darts me a look as if to say, what’s it to do with you? ‘Sorry, none of my business.’

				‘It’s all right. I know you’re trying to help but you can’t. The fact is, I need that money for a bed tonight.’

				‘Ten quid for a bed? Where are you staying? Not the Ritz, I’m guessing.’

				‘The hostel down Dock Street. It’s only temporary,’ she adds defensively.

				Dock Street is a dive. I could imagine what the hostel was like.

				No I couldn’t. I’ve never been in one.

				‘Not living at home then?’

				Her jaw drops and she blinks her eyes once, like I’m stupid.

				‘Duh! Obviously not.’

				Her whole tone said, Stay away from me, Pinocchio, but I couldn’t help it, I had to keep going. If you saw her, you would’ve too. She was trying to be tough but she was too little and scruffy and pathetic to fool anyone.

				‘Where’s home?’

				‘I haven’t got one.’

				‘Everyone’s got a home.’

				‘Shows how much you know.’ Her voice has a bitter edge to it. After a while she says, ‘I was with someone but I’ve left him.’

				‘Why?’

				‘You’re one nosy cow!’ But then she adds, ‘Because he was a shit, if you must know.’

				He beat her up, I knew he did. She had that look about her.

				‘You did the right thing leaving him then,’ I say, like I knew anything about it, and she must’ve thought the same because she gives a short, sharp yelp of a laugh.

				‘You reckon? Well, you’re probably right, but now I’ve got nowhere to live and nothing to live on.’

				‘You can get help, here at college. They can find you somewhere to live, help you get benefits. If you go to the office—’

				‘Ask that slapper for help? No thanks.’

				‘No, they’ve got to, it’s the law . . .’

				‘Yeah, but the problem is, to get that sort of aid I’ve got to give them loads of information.’

				‘So?’

				She looks at me as if I’m missing something.

				‘You don’t get it, do you? I don’t want him to find me. I don’t want him to know where I am.’

				It’s more serious than I thought. I haven’t got a clue what goes on, me, living at home with my mum and dad, going about my nice, uneventful, organized life.

				Suddenly she jumps to her feet. ‘I’ve got to go. Make sure I’ve got a bed for the night. Thanks for the coffee and cake.’

				‘Look, if you need anything . . .’

				‘Do you want that cake?’ She looks at the slice of carrot cake I’d hardly started because I’d been so busy talking to her.

				‘Help yourself.’

				She finishes it off in a few big gulps.

				‘If you need anything else . . .’

				‘Like what? A place to live? A job? Three meals a day?’

				Surprised by her bluntness, I find myself lost for words. ‘Anything . . .’

				‘Yeah, thanks.’ She’s dismissive and I don’t blame her. It’s the sort of pointless phrase people say all the time but don’t mean, like Have a nice day or Let’s go for a drink sometime or See you later.

				The difference was, I meant it. But she didn’t know that.

				I want to at least give her some money to buy dinner.

				As she walks away I call out urgently, ‘Suzie?’

				She turns round and says, ‘Yeah?’ and her face is sort of hopeful. But then I remember, too late, I’ve given all my money to Rick.

				‘See you tomorrow,’ I say lamely and she sighs.

				‘Yeah, see you.’

				I watch her walking away and I feel so sorry for her – and sort of outraged on her behalf. She’s only a skinny little kid, no matter how tough she pretends to be. No one should be hungry in this country in the twenty-first century; everyone has a right to a bed to sleep in.

				How naïve was I?

				Now I know there are worse things than being hungry and homeless.

				Far worse.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				

				I feel myself filling up again.

				I can’t speak any more.

				‘Can you tell me what happened to Suzie?’

				The voice in my ear is like a lifeline. I don’t know how long I’ve been here adrift in the darkness, alone with my thoughts.

				But I’m not alone, am I? She’s still there at the other end of the line.

				I hear my voice, stark and grim, like it belongs to someone else.

				‘Suzie disappeared.’
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				She didn’t disappear straight away. In fact, she gradually became more and more visible over the next few weeks. She was always there floating about on my radar, never very far away, much to my friends’ amusement and Rick’s annoyance. I’d bump into her in the Hair and Beauty block, not surprising since she’d signed up for the course, or I’d be in the common room with Rick and a gang of mates and there she’d be.

				‘She’s stalking us!’ grumbles Rick and I laugh.

				‘Don’t be daft. You just notice her because she’s always on her own and she’s a bit . . .’

				‘Weird.’

				‘No – different.’

				It was odd though, the way she’d suddenly appeared from nowhere and become part of our lives. Bizarrely, because she was so inconspicuous, I’d notice if she wasn’t there, if you know what I mean. She was kind of spooky, like an apparition drifting around the edge of my life. Yet she stuck out like a sore thumb.

				‘There’s your friend,’ remarks Mel one day towards the end of a blow-drying class. I was being the stylist, she was my client. I look up to see Suzie coming quietly into the college salon, like a wraith. ‘She looks like she could do with a makeover herself.’
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