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To Stella


Chapter One

‘Most girls of your age would jump at the chance to move to California,’ my mum says. She had been standing in front of the fireplace to make the big announcement, but, thanks to my reaction to it, she’s now sitting on the sagging sofa next to me.

I stare at her. ‘You are joking, right?’

‘No. No, I’m not joking,’ she says. ‘I’m sorry, Emma, but this is a great opportunity for me. And it’s a great opportunity for us as a family.’

I glance at my sister, who’s sunk deep in a beanbag in the corner of the room. She’s fiddling with her phone, a half-smile on her face.

‘Bex!’ I say. ‘You can’t be pleased about this! Tell me you’re not pleased about this!’

She glances up at me from under her floppy fringe. ‘I think it’ll be cool to live in Hollywood.’

‘Well, it won’t actually be Hollywood,’ Mum says.

‘Near enough,’ Bex says, grinning. She’s a drama dork, my sister. I bet she thinks she’ll be talent-spotted at the airport and have her own Disney XD show by the end of the year.

‘It’s a new start,’ Mum says.

‘It’s a new start for you,’ I tell Mum. ‘What about me? I don’t need a new start. I’m happy here.’

Mum rubs her eyes and then says, ‘Oh, damn!’ when she realises she’s wearing make-up for once and she’s just smeared mascara over her face.

‘I know,’ she says, licking her finger and wiping under her eye. ‘I know it’s going to be hard for you to leave Bramhall and all your friends, but if you don’t come with me, you’ll have to live with your dad, so—’

‘I’m not doing that,’ I interrupt. And then I roll my eyes. ‘I’m not saying I’m not coming. I know I have to come. I’m just not happy about it.’

‘And you’ve made that perfectly clear,’ Mum says.

‘What does Dad think about it anyway?’ I ask. ‘Did he suggest we go live with him instead?’

‘Not exactly, no,’ Mum says, which I know means ‘not at all’.

Bex’s head snaps up from her phone – she’s obviously been texting all her friends: OMG! MOVIN 2 LA!

‘What did he say?’ she asks Mum.

‘He’s all for it,’ Mum says, and rubs her eyes again. ‘I mean, obviously he’s not thrilled that you’re going to be so far away, but he sees what a great opportunity it is and he thinks a new start will be good for all of us.’

‘He’ll be able to come and visit, won’t he?’ Bex says. Her cheeks have gone red, probably because she was so busy texting in her excitement, she forgot all about Dad.

‘Of course,’ Mum says. ‘And we’ll come home when we can too.’

‘And he’ll be able to get on with his new life without having to worry about us,’ I say. ‘Does he still have to pay maintenance if we move thousands of miles away?’

‘That’s between me and your father,’ Mum says, rubbing the back of her neck and rolling her shoulders back.

She looks so tired that I feel bad for acting like such a brat.

‘Is it a really good job?’ I ask her.

Her face lights up and she looks years younger. ‘It’s an incredibly opportunity. I wouldn’t even consider doing this if it wasn’t – you know that. I’m going to be working on the properties and evolution of young high-mass stars and—’

‘Where will we live?’ I interrupt. I know from past experience if Mum starts talking about her research we’ll be here all day. ‘Somewhere better than this?’

Mum pulls a face. ‘I would hope so. Don’t worry, we’ll find somewhere really nice, I promise.’

I close my eyes and try to picture myself in LA. Lying on the beach. Rollerblading in Malibu. Shopping on Rodeo Drive. For some reason my subconscious has given me enormous fake boobs.

I open my eyes and look around this room, with its peeling wallpaper, threadbare carpet and view of the redbrick wall of the factory opposite.

‘If we really, really hate it…’ I start.

‘We can come home, of course,’ Mum says.

‘OK,’ I say. ‘I’ll give it a try.’

Mum drops her arm around my shoulders and gives me a quick squeeze. ‘Thank you.’

The house phone rings and she rushes to the kitchen to answer it. I scuff a torn bit of carpet with my shoe and think about telling my friends that I’m moving to LA. I’m not sure they’ll really care. My friends are great, but my best friend Jessie moved to New York last year and I certainly haven’t replaced her. It’ll be funny, us both being over there. But I think LA is actually further from New York than we are now. Still, we’ll be in the same continent, at least.

‘Do you really think Dad wants to get rid of us?’ Bex asks.

She’s still got the two little red smudges on her cheeks that she always gets when she’s angry or upset.

‘Not really,’ I say. ‘Or not permanently, anyway.’

‘Why don’t you want to go, Em?’ she says, as her phone beeps and she glances at the screen. ‘It sounds so cool.’

‘I’m sure it’ll be great,’ I say, getting my own phone out of my pocket. ‘I’ve just had enough of change this year.’

‘I know what you mean, but that’s all been bad change. This will be good change.’ She grins at me and goes back to texting.

I head up to my room, tripping over the loose bit of stair carpet as I do almost every single time I pass it. I hear Mum on the phone saying, ‘That sounds incredible. And how much is it?’ and wonder who she’s talking to.

In our old house, my room was my sanctuary. If ever I was upset or worried or angry, I felt better in my room. Mum and Dad let me choose pretty much everything for it and it was so me. It had a bay window with a window seat, built-in bookshelves and a fireplace that I’d filled with candles. I put framed pictures on the walls rather than posters and I had this huge starburst mirror that Dad found at a car-boot sale and knew I’d love. Back when he cared about what made me happy.

My room here is bigger than my old room, but that’s about the only thing in its favour. It’s just plain and square and boring. And painted magnolia. The mirror and the pictures are packed up now, we’re not allowed to hang anything on the walls in this house because it’s rented and, according to the landlord, the brick is too soft. But there’s no point in thinking about it. Things change. I have to get used to that idea. Jessie’s parents split up a couple of years ago and her mum and dad both found themselves boyfriends, so I should know better than to expect everything to stay the same.

I lie down on the bed and text Jessie. It actually worked out really well for her, eventually. Her mum had moved to New York and now they’re all living there – her mum and her boyfriend, her dad and his boyfriend, and Jessie and her boyfriend, Finn. Not all together, obviously. But they’re all really happy. Much happier than when her parents were still married, Jessie says.

I tell Jessie to Skype me when she gets a chance and then I stare up at the enormous water stain on my bedroom ceiling. It looks a bit like America, if I squint.


Chapter Two

‘Oh my god, that’s so exciting!’ Jessie says.

I’m sitting up in bed with my knackered netbook on my knee. It usually crashes every few minutes, but for some reason it works fine with Skype.

I snort. ‘You sound like Bex.’

‘Oh, I bet Bex is beside herself, isn’t she?’

‘Yep. She’s probably googling “child-star agency representation” and watching High School Musical as we speak.’

Jessie laughs. ‘And how do you feel about it? Not keen?’

‘Not really, no. It’s just too much change, you know?’

‘I do, yeah. But, you know, you hate where you live and it could be a really good change. And if it doesn’t work out you can always come home…’

‘Now you sound like Mum.’

‘I know,’ Jessie says. ‘I’m sorry. But what else can you do? You may as well try to enjoy it. It’s LA, after all!’

‘Yeah, I’ve been watching Ryan Gosling paparazzi videos on YouTube to try to convince myself.’

‘And if that doesn’t convince you, I don’t know what will,’ Jessie says, before adding, ‘“Hey, Girl…”’

I laugh. It’s from this Ryan Gosling Tumblr she sent me that we’re both obsessed with.

‘“Hey, Girl,”’ I say, in my best fake Ryan Gosling voice, ‘“I know you’re scared about moving to LA. Would it help if I met you at the airport?”’

Jessie snorts and then sighs. Neither of us has any idea of what Ryan Gosling’s really like, obviously, but we’re both in love with the internet’s version.

‘I remember you telling me on the way to New York that it was the place to find a boy,’ she says. ‘And you were right, weren’t you? I bet LA is teeming with hot boys—’

‘Yeah, and surgically enhanced women. I’m not sure grumpy and pasty is going to go down all that well.’

She laughs. ‘Oh, you never know. Grumpy and pasty might be the new hipster thing… And you don’t look pasty anyway. You look great, as usual.’

I pull a face. ‘I don’t. I’m pale and spotty.’ I point to a spot under my chin. Jessie looks fantastic – her long, wavy hair is glossy and she’s so much more groomed than when she lived in Manchester.

‘Well, there you go!’ Jessie says. ‘You need some sun.’

‘And I’m certainly going to get some.’

We’re both quiet for a few seconds, then Jessie frowns and I know exactly what she’s going to say.

‘Have you talked to your dad about it?’ she asks.

Yep. Knew it.

‘Not yet,’ I tell her.

‘But you are going to?’

‘I don’t know. He’ll want to see us before we go, obviously.’

‘Em, you really need to talk to him,’ Jessie says.

I shake my head. ‘I don’t know what to say to him.’

‘Just tell him how you feel. You said that to me when me and Mum weren’t really speaking and you were absolutely right. I can’t believe you’re doing the same thing now.’

‘I know,’ I say. ‘I will speak to him, honest.’

‘Things won’t get any better if you keep avoiding him,’ she says.

‘They’re not going to get better anyway, are they? They’ll still have split up. He’ll still be with someone else. We’ll still be thousands of miles away.’

‘I know. But you’ll feel better about it. I promise.’

 

After we’ve talked for a while I go downstairs to find Mum. She’s sitting at the kitchen table and writing a list on one of the big yellow notepads she loves. She looks up at me and for a second I’m startled – she looks like she’s been crying. It could just be that she’s rubbed all her mascara off, but I give her a hug just in case.

‘I’m sorry I was such a cow,’ I say. ‘Shall I make you a cup of coffee?’

She sighs, making the pages of her pad flutter. ‘Yes. Please. Although I don’t think I’ll get much sleep tonight anyway. Coffee’s the last thing I need.’

‘I could do you a hot chocolate…’ I say, opening the kitchen cupboard, forgetting that the door’s loose. It crashes down onto the countertop and Mum jumps.

‘We should just take that one off the hinge,’ she says.

‘Sorry, I should’ve remembered it’s knackered.’

I get the jar of hot chocolate out and spoon it into Mum’s favourite mug (it has THE PHYSICS IS THEORETICAL, BUT THE FUN IS REAL on it and it’s so geeky it always makes me smile) before filling the kettle.

‘That was Michael on the phone earlier,’ Mum says. ‘He’s found us a house.’

Michael got Mum the job and he also happens to be Dad’s best friend. He and my parents worked together at the Jodrell Bank Observatory and then he got a job at UCLA and moved out there with his wife, Jackie, and their son, Oscar. And then Michael and Jackie split up too and Jackie moved to somewhere near San Francisco. Oscar stayed with his dad in LA because he was happy at school there. Michael and Jackie are still really good friends, apparently – they’ve even been away on holiday together. Mum and Dad used to joke about it, before they split up too.

Mum pulls her hair out of its low ponytail. ‘It’s near his house and he says it’s a wonderful area. Says you two girls will love it.’

‘So you’re going to be working with Michael? And we’re going to be living next door to him?’ I stir the hot chocolate. ‘Is there something you want to tell me?’

Mum snorts. ‘God, no, nothing like that. I’ve known Michael since university! And it’s not next door, it’s just nearby. He’s been a really good friend to me since your father…left. And you’re friends with Oscar, so…’

I roll my eyes. ‘I haven’t even spoken to him for about five years!’

‘I know, but you always got on so well. It’ll be nice for you to have a friend out there.’

I put the hot chocolate down in front of Mum and start making one for myself.

Oscar and I were quite good friends for a few years, but it was one of those friendships you just grow out of. I started spending more time with Jessie, and Oscar was always such a dork. He never wanted to do the same things we did – he was always doing projects based on his dad’s research – so we just kind of stopped hanging out. I sent him a card when his parents split up and I always meant to email him, but I never got around to it. And then it just seemed like I’d left it too long. I wonder what he’s like now. I bet he’s exactly the same.


Chapter Three

I put it off all weekend, but I promised Mum I’d do it before the end of the week, so on Sunday evening, I ring my dad’s mobile. It rings six times – I count – before being answered with a scuffling noise, as if he picked it up and immediately dropped it.

‘Emma?’

It’s not Dad. It’s Clare. Exactly who I’d been trying to avoid by ringing his mobile.

I’ve only just managed to say ‘Yeah…’ when Clare says, ‘He’s just upstairs. Hold on. I’ll get him. I know he’s really keen to…he’s really looking forward to talking to you.’

‘OK.’

She doesn’t chat as she goes off to find him, which I appreciate. She seems like a nice enough person, but we’ve only met a couple of times at the customary ‘getting to know the children/new girlfriend’ lunches, so small talk seems a bit pointless.

I hear her go up the stairs and I try to picture where his study is in their house – Clare’s house – but I can’t quite remember. I’ve only been there once. I know it’s a box room that Clare used for an exercise bike and a rowing machine before Dad moved in, but she put them in the garage and now she parks her car on the street.

I hear the music, so I know she’s getting closer – it’s ‘Venus’ from Holst’s The Planets. Mum always laughed at him for listening to it so much – she said it was the cheesiest thing for an astrophysicist to love – but he always has it on when he works. He says it helps him focus. It’s how I always knew whether or not he was at home when I came in from school – no Holst meant no Dad. I haven’t heard it since he left.

If Clare says anything I miss it because the music stops and the next thing I hear is Dad’s voice, saying ‘Emma?’

I feel a painful clenching in my stomach and then the pain’s replaced by butterflies. I never thought I’d get butterflies talking to my dad. Never.

‘Hi,’ I say, and it comes out in a whisper.

‘How are you?’

‘I’m…fine. Thanks. How are you?’

‘Good, thanks. Sorry, I left my phone downstairs. I’m working on a protostar study and practically everything else has gone out of my head.’

I nod. He was always like that. They both were – he and Mum. Me and Bex used to call them ‘spaceheads’.

‘So,’ he says. ‘LA.’

‘Yep.’

‘Sounds very exciting. It’s an incredible opportunity for your mum.’

‘So she keeps telling me,’ I say. ‘And for Bex too, I think. She’s already talking about meetings with agents.’

‘Yes,’ he says. ‘Bex told me.’

I always forget that Bex talks to him much more than I do. Bex is more resilient, that’s what I heard Mum say on the phone one day. Bex takes things in her stride. The suggestion being, I suppose, that I don’t. But there are some things that are too big to just accept, aren’t there?

‘How do you feel about it?’ Dad asks.

‘I’m getting used to the idea,’ I tell him. ‘Mum and Bex both seem really happy and, you know, we can always come back if it doesn’t work out.’

‘Of course,’ he says. ‘You know you don’t have to go if you don’t want to? You know you could come here?’

My eyes fill with tears and I have to swallow a couple of times before I can speak.

‘Emma?’ he says. I picture him with his elbows on his desk, frowning into the phone, and I can’t believe he’s living somewhere else with someone else. It just seems impossible.

‘No,’ I say. ‘I want to go.’


Chapter Four

It takes ages to get through LAX and we’re all yawning as we queue at immigration. I’d thought I’d be able to sleep on the plane, but I was freezing – they turned the heating off when we went through some turbulence because it stops people being sick, but after they turned it on it took ages to warm up again – and I just couldn’t manage to get comfortable. Mum and Bex both slept on and off while I watched random episodes of The Big Bang Theory and How I Met Your Mother and thought about how long it was taking. LA really is the other side of the world.

I can’t quite believe we’re going to be living so far away from Dad. Not that I particularly want to see him at the moment, but it just seems wrong. What if something happens to him? What if something happens to one of us? It’s almost a day away. I keep thinking of when I was little and I fell over in the playground at school and hit my face on the kerb between the concrete and the grass. It knocked one of my teeth out – it was a baby tooth and it had been loose anyway – and burst my bottom lip. I remember sitting on the ground and wailing. I was really shocked that the blood was so warm, running down my chin. I remember seeing one of the teachers running across the playground towards me, which made me cry even harder because she looked so scared, and then the next thing I remember is sitting on my dad’s knee in the Head’s office. He was holding a paper towel with ice in it to my face and whispering in my ear that I was fine, everything was OK.

It must have taken him at least ten minutes to get there, even if he’d been working at home, but it had seemed to me that I was hurt and then Dad was there. Almost instantly. And I felt better. And now he’s tens of thousands of miles away. If I could’ve told my six-year-old self, sitting on the playground, that one day Dad would fall in love with someone else and leave us, she wouldn’t have believed it. I still don’t believe it, and I’m ten years older.

 

‘You’re quiet,’ Mum says to me, as we finally make it through immigration – which is intimidating: the officers wear dark glasses, and we have to be fingerprinted and have our retinas scanned.

‘I’m tired,’ I tell her. Which is true, but not really why I’ve been quiet.

She stops walking and looks at me and Bex.

‘Are we ready for this?’ she says. Her eyes are sparkling, so I know she is.

‘Absolutely,’ Bex says, grinning.

‘Ready as I’ll ever be,’ I say.

 

Michael is waiting for us in Arrivals, holding a piece of card with WELCOME TO LA written on it.

Michael hugs Mum and then just looks at me and Bex. ‘Wow,’ he says. ‘You girls are growing up.’

‘Yep,’ I say. ‘It happens.’

‘Is Oscar with you?’ Mum asks, ignoring me.

He shakes his head. ‘He wanted to come, but he had to work. He’s really looking forward to seeing you all, though. Shall we go?’

Michael grabs the luggage trolley and wheels it towards the automatic doors. And I don’t move. I feel like I’ve been punched. We look like a family. If anyone was watching they’d think we were his wife and daughters joining him in LA. They’d think Mum and Michael were married. They’d think Michael was our dad.

I see Bex turn as if she’s going to say something and then she realises I’m not there and turns around. She frowns and heads back towards me.

‘What’s wrong?’

‘Look at them,’ I say. I point, limply.

‘What?’

‘We look like a family.’

Bex puts her arm through mine and squeezes. ‘Em, Michael is Dad’s best friend. He’s Mum’s friend. He’s not trying to replace Dad.’

I know she’s right. It’s not that I think there’s anything going on between Mum and Michael, because I don’t, but it still seems wrong. We used to be two families: Michael, Jackie and Oscar, and Mum, Dad, Bex and me, and now we’re all blown apart. Why does everyone have to move on all the time? Couldn’t we at least just stay still until we’d got used to everything? It’s like I’m on one of those moving walkways in the airport. I’ve stopped, but everything else is still moving and I’m going to get thrown off at the end, flat on my face.

We go through the double doors and the heat hits me like a wet towel in the face – a hot wet towel, like the ones we got on the plane after dinner…or was it breakfast? I start sweating immediately and I can feel my face getting redder and redder. I’m so not cut out for this place.

‘Isn’t it glorious?’ Mum says, turning her face up to the sun.

We wait outside in the shade while Michael goes to get the car.

It’s really busy. Cars swerve and honk and a series of car-hire transfer buses pull up nearby. On the other side of the road there are palm trees, which seems strange among all this concrete.

Michael pulls up next to us in an ordinary-looking silver car and piles our cases in the boot. All our other things are being shipped and probably won’t be here for about six weeks.

‘Ooh, you’ve got a Prius?’ Mum says, and Michael spends the next five minutes telling her all about how much more efficient and economical this car is than his old one, while Bex and I fiddle with our phones. I’ve got a text and I click on it, hoping it’s from Jessie, but it’s actually from the local mobile provider welcoming me to LA.

Once we’ve managed to get out of the snarl of airport traffic and onto the main road, Bex tells Michael about the meeting she’s got set up with a casting agent. Vivienne, the woman who owns Starmakers, the stage school Bex has been going to for years, arranged it. I always assumed Vivienne’s stories about her own acting career were exaggerated to inspire her pupils, but Mum and Bex have spoken to the agent – who’s actually flown over in the past to see some of Starmakers’ stage shows – and she’s said she’s interested in sending Bex out on some castings.

As Bex talks, I stare out of the window with a weird sense of déjà vu. Pretty much this time last year I was with Jessie going to New York for the summer. We were both so excited about spending the summer as good as parent-free (Jessie’s mum was much too busy to worry about what we were up to) and about possibly meeting amazing boys. Jessie met Finn and now they’re totally loved-up, but I didn’t meet anyone at all, unless you count the guy in the deli who looked like an older, fatter Joey Tribbiani and was possibly more into Jessie than me anyway. I never seem to meet anyone. Or at least no one I like who also likes me.

We turn down a series of nondescript streets. I can tell we’re in America because of the shops – Radio Shack, Walgreens, Sprint – but there’s nothing to suggest we’re in LA – no paparazzi or Hollywood sign, just boring shiny high-rise buildings and yet more palm trees. And then we turn off into a residential street lined on both sides with bungalows. It reminds me a bit of the estate we used to live on, before Mum and Dad split up. Michael, Jackie and Oscar lived there too, before they moved to LA. The roads are much wider here than at home, but the houses are quite similar. It gives me a funny feeling in my stomach, like we’ve taken our old life and moved it to LA. And then the road narrows and the houses are closer together and it starts to look like the Caribbean – little balconies and smaller palm trees and—
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