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      The summer had been long and hot, beginning with a heatwave in April that stretched through to September. 2008 was a year for sun worshippers: scorching days and muggy nights, aquamarine cloudless skies, kaleidoscopes of summer flowers bursting with sweet scent, and dry, parched, crunchy grass. At night, I lay at home with the windows open and the fan whirring. The days I spent sitting in air-conditioned coffee shops and libraries, people watching. My future stretched before me, full of hope. Inside me was a growing sense of excitement, an ambition I had never felt before, a hunger to succeed. I longed to make an impression on the world, to shape young minds, to make a difference. I was full of idealistic romantic notions; some might say I was naïve. Because 2008 was also the start of something terrible, a downward spiral that consumed me physically, emotionally, and most of all, mentally. My previously idyllic life was shaken up, tossed around, and shattered into a thousand pieces. My whole world imploded as I descended into a hell of raging fire and terrifying nightmares. I became another person, no one recognised. I became - one of the beautiful ones.
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          2004

        

      

    

    
      My name is Caitlyn Shaw, and since I was knee-high, I have aspired to be a teacher. Mum, who is prone to bouts of nostalgia, often told me I would spend hours playing class with my teddies; signing an imaginary register and teaching sums and spellings to my furry, lifeless friends. As the oldest sister in a family of five girls, my leadership skills were honed to perfection. Dad called me bossy, and of course, I would retaliate hotly, ‘You say that as if it’s a negative attribute.’ I was all for equality, non-gender bias. Anything a man can do, a woman can achieve too. I was driven, determined, and ambitious. Not for me a life of marriage, housework, and children. I wanted an important career. I longed to leave an impression on the world. I figured that I could do all that and more through teaching.

      ‘Why don’t you become a politician?’ It’s Friday evening; my best friend Hannah is lying on my bed, applying glittery eyeliner in front of a handheld mirror. ‘You’re so… what’s the word? Begins with an A.’

      ‘Argumentative?’ I’m dabbing on foundation with a manky sponge that really needs binning.

      ‘No. Well yes, you’re that too. I mean, you’re good at talking, debating.’

      ‘You mean articulate.’ I study my reflection, pleased that my spots have been temporarily covered with the help of Miss Perfect’s ivory mousse.

      ‘Yes!’ Hannah flings her eye pencil in the air. It lands beside me on my dressing table. ‘You could be the next female prime minister. Imagine it, Caitlyn Shaw, living in Number Ten Downing Street with an entourage of servants at her beck and call.’

      ‘No thanks,’ I reply with steely determination. ‘Because I am going to be the best teacher ever.’

      Hannah bounces up on the bed. ‘Let’s run away to London,’ she says with excitement. ‘We can share a flat in the West End; you as a teacher and me as a pop singer. I’ll be famous, of course, and a millionaire by the time I’m twenty-five.’

      ‘Is that really what you want to do?’ I regard my best friend with amused eyes.

      Hannah lets out an almighty sigh and flops down onto the duvet. ‘Oh, I don’t know. Anything, anywhere is better than here.’

      ‘What’s wrong with Great Harrington?’

      ‘What’s right with it, you mean.’

      ‘Well, I like it here,’ I’m pouting as I apply lip gloss. ‘I don’t think I’d like living in a city much.’

      ‘But there’s no action here,’ Hannah paces to my window and pulls back the netting. ‘Just miles of fields. Sheep and cows everywhere.’

      ‘That’s a bonus of living in the countryside.’ I put the lid back on my lip pencil and turn to look at her. ‘It’s pretty here, you have to admit.’

      ‘Pretty dull.’ Hannah comes to the dressing table and squirts my most expensive perfume liberally over her chest and arms.

      ‘It’s not too late, you know.’ I stand up and straighten the skirt on my velour dress.

      ‘For what?’

      ‘To alter your choice to a London university.’

      ‘Move away?’ Hannah exhales noisily. ‘I couldn’t leave my family and you, Caitlyn.’

      ‘Don’t forget Declan,’ I say with a smile.

      Hannah nods. ‘I absolutely couldn’t leave Declan.’ For all her expostulation, my best friend is a true home bird. Her family and friends are her world.

      ‘Well then, you’ll just have to commute and study history at Birmingham.’

      Hannah gravitates her eyes into a huge roll. ‘Why are you always so sensible and right about everything?’

      I shrug indifferently. ‘Because I’m perfect?’

      Hannah laughs. ‘You might be right there. So, are we ready to smash this party?’

      The pair of us stare in the full-length mirror. Me in red and Hannah in black.  We look like the girls from Abba; me dark haired and Hannah blonde.

      ‘Shoes!’ I say, crossing to my walk-in wardrobe. I slip into a blingy designer pair and pick up a matching handbag. ‘Now I’m ready.’

      ‘Then let’s go, girl!’ Hannah links her arm through mine, and we clatter out of the room, giggling and whispering.

      On the way down the opulent staircase, we cross my sister Melanie. She’s carrying a bottle of lager and a plate of toast and gives us a scowl as we pass her by.

      ‘Does Dad know you’re drinking his beer?’ I ask.

      ‘Butt out, Caitlyn.’ Melanie sticks her finger up before carrying on to the top of the staircase.

      ‘Don’t your parents mind her drinking alcohol?’ Hannah asks. ‘She’s what… sixteen?’

      ‘Dad’s pretty laid back,’ I shrug, ‘and I don’t think Mum even notices.’

      ‘I heard that,’ shouts Melanie, ‘and it’s none of your goddamned business.’ Her words are accompanied by a door slam that resounds throughout the house.

      ‘Jeez, I thought my brothers were bad,’ Hannah says as we totter down the last step. ‘What an attitude!’

      ‘I wish I had brothers,’ I sigh. ‘Boys are cool, and girls… well, they’re a nuisance.’

      ‘My brothers have their moments too,’ Hannah says ruefully.

      ‘Well, look at you both. What a fine sight.’ Dad ambles down the hall, newspaper in his hand. ‘Go and show your mother some love; she’ll be proud as punch.’

      I veer around the furniture into the sitting room. Mum is lying on the sofa, fanning herself with a rolled-up magazine. The heat in the room is oppressive; it’s been scorching for days, and there’s a thunderstorm brewing. The wind is whistling through the open windows, making the drapes flap outwards. I suppose it should be expected for August. It’s been a muggy summer. I long for the coolness of autumn and the start of university. Unlike my bronzed father, who will bask semi-naked for hours in the garden, I prefer the cold and being wrapped in thick jumpers. I must be like Mum in that respect.

      I notice one of my other siblings, Harriet, curled up on an armchair. As usual, she has a book in her hands. Harriet is the family brain box. I mean, I’m an A-grade student and pretty clever myself, but Harriet is in another league. She’s down on the gifted and talented register at our secondary school. She speaks fluent French and German and plays the piano and trombone. She aspires to be a doctor, and for a thirteen-year-old, she’s okay. Mum’s mouth drops open when she sees Hannah and me looking glammed up. I hope she isn’t going to start reminiscing about my baby days. Before she gets the chance, I tell her we’re running late.

      ‘Have a fabulous time, darlings,’ she calls across the room. ‘You’re both looking wonderful.’ Mum gives me a thumbs up, a gesture which makes me cringe with embarrassment.

      As we turn away, I mumble to Hannah, ‘She told me the other day I can start calling her Ruth instead of Mum now I’m eighteen.’

      Hannah splutters with laughter. ‘Your parents are so cool.’

      ‘No, they’re really not,’ I shake my head. ‘They just think they are.’

      Dad is waiting for us beside the front door. He’s twirling his key around his forefinger and asks us if we’re ready to leave. Before I can respond, I hear the patter of feet running across the polished floor. My twin sisters catapult themselves at me.

      ‘Where are you going, Caitlyn?’ Seven-year-old Jade looks up at me with her beautiful cerulean blue eyes.

      ‘You said you’d read us a story.’ Mae pipes up, wrapping herself around my legs.

      ‘I’m going to a party,’ I reply, ruffling their golden hair. ‘I promise I’ll read you a story tomorrow.’

      ‘A party?’ The twins gasp with wonder. ‘Will there be clowns there and jelly and ice cream?’

      ‘No,’ I say with a laugh. ‘It’s a grown-up party, but I’ll be dancing and having lots of fun.’ I squat down to drop a kiss on their foreheads. They’re warm and smell of baby lotion and fruity shampoo.

      ‘Be good for Mum,’ I tell them, waving goodbye as I close the door behind me.

      ‘Your sisters are seriously cute,’ Hannah says. ‘You’re so good with them.’

      ‘It’s a case of having to be,’ I reply, lowering my tone, ‘especially as Mum’s not always there for them.’

      Hannah gives me a sympathetic look. ‘Still suffering with her nerves?’

      ‘Yep. Dad,’ I holler, ‘which car are we going in?’

      ‘The Mercedes,’ he shouts back. He’s standing at the end of the drive talking to our neighbour.

      ‘How many cars does your dad own?’ Hannah asks, looking wide-eyed at the fleet of parked vehicles.

      ‘Urm… three. The Porsche is Mum’s. Although she hardly drives anywhere, so I don’t know why she bought it.’

      ‘What a waste.’ Hannah runs her fingers along the shiny red sports car. ‘I would love to whizz through the country lanes in this baby. Will he buy you one when you’ve passed your test?’

      I flush. ‘Erm… I’ll be happy with a small car.’

      Sometimes I hate that Mum and Dad are wealthy. We live in a five-bedroom detached with imposing iron fencing and miles of countryside as a sublime view, but I’m acutely aware that Hannah lives in a three-bedroom semi on the neighbouring run-down estate. I don’t want her to think I’m just another rich bitch who is spoilt by her parents. I’ve already told her the story of how Dad was born in poverty and worked tirelessly for everything he owns. After being kicked out of school for unruly behaviour, he began his working life as a labourer, toiling and clawing his way to the top. Now he’s the managing director of his own steel firm, and despite his loud, sometimes overbearing personality, he’s my hero.

      Hannah and I clamber into the car, sinking onto the seats. It’s stiflingly hot; the leather sticks to my perspiring thighs. I slide down the windows and inhale the countryside air. Mum’s watching us from the doorway, sneezing into a handkerchief. Dad crosses the drive to kiss her before clambering into the driving seat.

      ‘So, what time is this party going on until?’ He asks as we pull out onto the country lane.

      ‘All night,’ Hannah says with undisguised glee.

      ‘Do you want me to pick you up?’ He catches my eye in the mirror.

      ‘It’s alright, Dad,’ I reply. ‘We’ll get a taxi.’

      ‘Fair enough. But I’ll take my mobile to bed just in case.’

      He switches on the radio, and classical music fills the air.

      Hannah and I pull faces and burst into laughter.

      ‘What’s so funny? Don’t you like my choice in music?’

      ‘Have you any dance music, Mr Shaw?’ Hannah winks my way.

      ‘Nope.’ He replies, scratching his beard. ‘Would eighties music suffice?’

      ‘That will do, I suppose.’

      Hannah crosses her legs and inspects her false nails.

      ‘You look gorgeous,’ I say.

      ‘Good. Hopefully, Matt Monroe will notice that too.’

      As we whizz down the countryside lanes, we listen to Nik Kershaw crooning about being in someone else’s shoes.

      ‘Even if it were for just one day…’ Dad joins in, and I roll my eyes at my friend. The car judders to a stop beside a fork in the road, and we wait for a blacked-out SUV to pass us by. Then he’s turning right and following the signs for the village of Great Harrington. Hannah pulls her compact mirror out of her bag and reapplies another coat of lipstick. I lean back on the leather seat and listen to Dad chattering about what’s happening next weekend. It’s my parents’ wedding anniversary and the twins’ birthday. They’ve booked a table in the poshest restaurant for miles, and we’re all expected to attend. Then, Sunday afternoon, Mum has organised a garden party to celebrate Mae and Jade turning eight. Which means the whole extended family will be invited. It will be a mass gathering, which has the possibility of being either fabulous or catastrophic. And as the eldest Shaw daughter, I’m expected to assist and keep my younger sisters in check.

      I’m not so much worried about Harriet, Mae, and Jade. Melanie is the difficult one, the rebel of the family, the temperamental one that needs supervising. Sometimes I wish Mum were more authoritative, more confident, more able. Less sickly, less fragile, and uncertain. I wonder why she organised the party; Mum’s always hated crowds, and gatherings with her family usually end in tears. It must be Dad’s influence, I decide; he’s the opposite of Mum: gregarious, outgoing, self-assured. I can just imagine him trying to convince her that a family party would be a marvellous idea.

      ‘Here we are.’ Dad toots his horn as a couple of lanky bare-chested teenage boys dash into the road. ‘How many are actually going to this soirée?’ There must be hundreds of cars lined up at the kerb, dropping partygoers off. ‘It’s teenager city around here.’

      ‘I’ve no idea,’ I reply. ‘I thought it was just going to be a small gathering.’ Hannah and I gawp at the hordes of people filing into Declan’s house.

      ‘Do his parents know?’ Dad manages to find a parking space and indicates before pulling in.

      ‘Probably not,’ I shrug, ‘thanks for the lift.’

      ‘Yeah, thanks, Mr Shaw.’ Hannah looks as if she’s going to burst with excitement. She takes another look at her reflection before opening the door.

      As we walk up the drive, I can hear the pulse of loud music. Declan is standing in the entrance, a bottle of beer in his hand. Hannah squeals when she sees him and throws her arms around him.

      ‘Hi, Cat,’ he catches my eye over the top of Hannah’s wild blonde curls. ‘Glad you could make it.’

      I lean to kiss his cheek and catch a whiff of expensive aftershave and new leather. ‘Happy birthday.’

      ‘Welcome to the party of the year.’ He hooks his arms around our waists, and the three of us cross the threshold and step inside the laser-lit room.
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      ‘This is brilliant,’ Hannah yells in my ear an hour later. She’s waving fluorescent sticks in the air and gyrating her hips in time with the upbeat tempo. We’re standing in the corner, watching a group of lads break dancing on Declan’s expensive rug. The house is full of young people: shouting, drinking, smoking. I went to the toilet earlier, and the bedrooms were occupied by smooching couples; they were even lying on the stairs in various states of undress. I’ve grabbed a bottle of Prosecco and three paper cups. We’re necking it now; it’s warm and flat. I don’t much like it, but I’m too embarrassed to ask for pop.

      ‘I didn’t realise you were so popular!’ Hannah jabs her finger at Declan’s chest.

      ‘I’m not,’ he replies, shaking his head. ‘The majority of the people here dislike or are indifferent to me.’

      ‘Then why invite them?’ I challenge.

      ‘I wanted to be popular for one night. It seems that even the class nerd has friends when there’s a party involved. Besides, they invited themselves. It was originally only going to be you, me, Hannah, and a few from the debating team, but word spread, and now there are complete strangers draining my parents’ alcohol supply.’

      I lean towards him. ‘You could chuck them out.’

      ‘Shut up, Caitlyn,’ Hannah hisses. ‘Matt Monroe is over there with the rest of the footie team. Tonight might be my lucky night.’

      I ignore her and ask Declan where his parents are.

      ‘Thailand.’ He looks at me with his startling blue eyes. ‘It’s their ruby wedding anniversary; they didn’t want me tagging along.’

      I feel a pang of sympathy for my friend. Poor Declan, an only child of rich parents who had never really been wanted. It makes me thankful for my own upbringing. I reckon that’s partly why he hangs out with me so much, to feel part of a large family, even though I regularly complain that the Shaws are a chaotic, dysfunctional lot, we’re still there for each other.

      ‘Let’s dance,’ says Hannah, as she takes hold of my hand and drags me into the middle of the room. Wine sloshes over the edge of my cup and onto my dress as I move my body from side to side. Hannah is pouting and shaking her hips provocatively in the hope of catching Matt Monroe’s attention. I glance over at him and his circle of friends. It’s worked; he’s watching her. I pull my tight dress down, feeling self-conscious that so much of my legs are on show. Someone bumps into me from behind, and I stagger forwards, spilling more of my drink.

      ‘Hold this.’ Hannah thrusts her drink at me. ‘I really need to pee.’ She flounces off, and immediately I stop dancing and just stand there. I neck my drink and then Hannah’s and am looking around for Declan when I feel warm breath on the nape of my neck and a male voice whispers softly in my ear, ‘Want another drink?’

      I spin around and fall against Matt Monroe.

      ‘Urm… Hannah will be back soon,’ I tell him.

      ‘I was asking you.’ He frowns at me, pushes a hand through his wavy hair. ‘Todd likes Hannah, I like you.’ He slips his arm around my waist.

      ‘But she likes you,’ I say, firmly moving out of his grasp. ‘And she’s my best friend so…’

      ‘Everything alright here?’ Declan materialises at my side.

      ‘Get lost, geek boy.’ Matt’s pretty boy face twists into a scowl.

      ‘Come on, Declan.’ I pull him away. Matt is twice the size of him and is renowned for being hot-tempered.

      ‘Hey,’ says Declan. ‘If you haven’t noticed, this is my party and this geek boy is asking you to leave.’

      ‘Asking me?’ Matt starts laughing. ‘But you haven’t said please.’

      I spin around and give him the finger. This elicits a chorus of whoops from his friends.

      ‘You will be mine, Caitlyn Shaw.’ Matt shouts as I stomp off back into the corner.

      ‘He is such a jerk!’ I’m mopping at my dress with a tissue that Declan has handed me. ‘What does Hannah see in him?’

      Declan sighs, ‘the same as most girls in the school see: good looks and popularity. They don’t seem to care that he’s got the personality of a toad and the brains of a slug.’

      ‘I care,’ I insist.

      ‘That’s because you have some taste.’ Declan pours more Prosecco into my cup.

      ‘I agree, but don’t tell Hannah he came onto me, I don’t want her moping about for the rest of the night.’

      ‘Well, she looks happy enough now.’ Declan points to the makeshift dance floor, where Hannah and Matt Monroe are smooching. She has her arms wrapped around his neck and looks like she can’t quite believe what is happening to her. Hannah has fancied Matt Monroe since primary school, but up till now, he’s never noticed her. In fact, last I heard he was in a relationship.

      ‘Doesn’t he have a girlfriend?’ I say to Declan.

      ‘Yep. Janey Jones, and she’s standing right over there.’

      It seems that Janey has noticed Matt and Hannah too and is glaring their way. I can sense trouble brewing and decide to intervene. I pass Declan my drink and weave my way through the crowd. The music has dropped in tempo to a slow, sultry number. Hannah is squashed tight against Matt’s chest and is gazing up at him with a stupid, dreamy look on her face.

      ‘Come on,’ I say, grabbing hold of her arm.

      ‘What?’ Hannah looks at me confused, ‘what’s up, Cat?’

      ‘Declan needs a hand in the kitchen.’ I pull her away from Matt, and the pair of us stumble out into the hallway.

      ‘What are you doing?’ Hannah shrugs me off angrily.

      ‘He has a girlfriend,’ I pronounce the words slowly, ‘and she was giving you daggers.’

      ‘So?’

      ‘So, there’s plenty of single men here that aren’t going to play you for a fool. Why don’t you hook up with one of them?’

      ‘I like Matt.’ She sticks out a stubborn chin. ‘Just because you don’t like men, it doesn’t mean that I’m the same.’

      ‘I like men!’ I protest. ‘One of my closest friends is male.’

      ‘Declan doesn’t count,’ snaps Hannah. ‘He’s more like a woman anyway.’

      ‘I heard that,’ shouts Declan.

      We follow the sound of his voice into the kitchen. Declan is rummaging through cupboards for more booze. He mutters something about trying to find his dad’s tequila. I pick up a knife and a bag full of limes and start slicing.

      Hannah lines up three empty shot glasses, and we wait until Declan’s finally found the tequila. It burns my throat as I knock it back, then I’m sucking on the lime and repeating the whole process again.

      Declan slides onto the floor with the bottle of tequila in his hand. He pats the slate tiles, and we join him down on the ground.

      ‘Here’s to A-level results. May we pass with flying colours.’

      Hannah and I raise our glasses.

      ‘Here’s to starting uni,’ I add, ‘may we have a blast.’

      ‘Here’s to losing our virginities,’ Hannah finishes with a smirk. ‘May we all experience great sex.’

      We stay like that for at least an hour, the three of us, chatting, laughing, fooling around and drinking. It’s been this way since primary school; me, Declan, and Hannah happy in our little friendship bubble, we’ve never needed anyone else. It’s about twelve o’clock when I notice that the noise in the house is escalating. Declan scrambles to his feet and lopes out of the room to see what’s occurring. Hannah goes to pour me another drink, but I place my hand over the rim of the cup. I’m starting to feel queasy. I’ve only ever been drunk once before – the night of my prom – and it made me ill for days. Some people like the lack of inhibition that alcohol gives them, but not me. I like to be in control at all times.

      I’m at the sink, slugging back water when an ashen-faced Declan skids back into the room.

      ‘Someone’s puked all over Mum’s best oriental rug, and they’re dancing on the furniture in there. It’s getting out of hand, maybe I should ask everyone to leave.’ He looks to me for confirmation.

      ‘I think you should,’ I agree.

      While Declan goes to turn off the music, Hannah and I head upstairs to kick the amorous couples out of the bedrooms. One of the lads kicks the door shut in our face, but the others surprise me by leaving without much of a fuss. We make our way back down the stairs and into the main room where the party is still in full swing.

      ‘Declan, you need to turn off the music,’ I yell in his ear.

      ‘I’ve tried,’ he looks flustered, ‘but Matt Monroe and his cronies turned it back on.’

      Hannah has joined the others back on the dance floor and is shimmying her way towards the object of her affections. Declan and I share an eye roll before I walk decisively to his iPod. I cut the music, and the room rings with a chorus of groans.

      ‘Right, everyone.’ I shout in my stern teacher voice. ‘The party’s over. Time to go home.’

      Todd Baker strides towards me with hands outstretched. ‘Come on, Caitlyn, it’s still early. Give us another hour… please.’

      Other people around him join in with the pleading, but I keep a firm resolve.

      ‘The party’s finished. Now come on, everyone, get off home.’ I can see Hannah in a clinch with Matt and wonder how long it will be before his girlfriend notices too.

      ‘Hey.’ Declan looks around with astonishment, ‘people actually do listen to you, Cat, they’re leaving. I just got ignored.’

      ‘You have to be firm,’ I say to Declan. ‘Don’t let others push you about.’

      ‘Yeah, I’m too soft, right? Too nice.’ He looks down at his feet, and I feel a pang of sympathy for my gentle friend.

      ‘You’re a better person than any of these.’ I cross my arms over my chest and watch as people start to slowly file out. ‘Come on, I’ll give you a hand with the clearing up.’

      We go back into the kitchen and are rooting around for black bags when there’s an almighty yell and the sound of smashing.

      ‘Christ! What’s happened now?’ Declan runs out of the room, with me in close pursuit.

      Hannah is rolling on the floor with Janey Jones. They’re both snarling and pulling at each other’s hair, while Matt Monroe and his cronies are standing in a circle, laughing and shouting words of encouragement.

      ‘Hey, Caitlyn,’ Matt says when he notices me, ‘have you come to fight over me too?’

      ‘You are such an arsehole.’ I push past him and tug at Hannah. I manage to pull her off after sustaining a long scratch to my uncovered leg. Janey’s hands claw in our direction, but Matt grabs hold of her.

      ‘You need to leave,’ I glare at the circle of lads. ‘All of you.’

      Declan holds the door open, and they ruffle his hair as they pass him by.

      ‘Don’t think I’ll forget this,’ Janey warns Hannah, ‘you better watch your back.’

      ‘Quit with the threats.’ I say to Janey, ‘no guy is worth fighting over.’

      ‘Matt Monroe is mine,’ she hisses at me then points a finger at Hannah, ‘and don’t you forget it.’

      She spins round and scurries out of the room, calling for Matt to wait for her.

      ‘Yeah, yeah.’ Hannah laughs, ‘maybe he wants a real woman and not a silly girl.’

      I shake my head at my friend, ‘he really isn’t worth all this strife, you know.’

      ‘He is, Cat,’ Hannah says firmly, ‘if you spent some time with him, you’d understand why I like him so much.’

      ‘No thanks.’ I pass her a black bag. ‘Now everyone’s gone, we’re going to help Declan clear up and then I’m going to bed.’

      ‘Do I have to?’ Hannah pulls a face and flops down onto the sofa theatrically.

      ‘Why don’t we do this tomorrow?’ Declan suggests. ‘You could stay here tonight, there are plenty of spare beds.’

      ‘Great idea!’ Hannah emits an almighty yawn, and I nod my acquiescence.

      ‘I’ll just message home,’ I say, reaching for my phone. ‘And you should too, Hannah.’

      ‘My friend the sensible one.’ Her fingers fly over the screen as she texts her mum.

      ‘So what did you think?’ Declan is leading us up the winding staircase.

      ‘Apart from the cat fight at the end, it was great.’

      ‘She started it.’ Grumbles Hannah from behind us.

      ‘And you were snogging her boyfriend,’ Declan says with a shake of his head. ‘Can you blame her?’

      ‘Let’s not talk about Matt Monroe anymore,’ I sigh. ‘I’m knackered. So which bed am I sleeping in?’

      ‘You can go in the guest room with Hannah,’ Declan decides. ‘Help yourself to fresh towels in the morning.’

      ‘Thank you.’ I touch his arm and am rewarded with a smile. ‘Good night.’

      ‘Night, loveys.’ Declan ambles off to his own room. Hannah is sprawled on her bed face down. I slip my shoes and jeans off and lie on my back, watching the shadows dancing across the ceiling. I close my eyes, and a few minutes later, sleep claims me.
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      Declan makes us pancakes in the morning. The proper homemade variety with lashings of syrup and caster sugar. We sit in his sunroom to eat them, listening to his parrot Marvin whistling and chattering.

      ‘I would love a parrot,’ Hannah licks her fingers. ‘Have you taught him any rude words yet?’

      ‘Marvin, what’s your favourite swear word?’

      The parrot cocks his head to one side, his eyes roll around, then he squawks, ‘bollocks.’

      Hannah and I are bent over with laughter. Declan tells us his mum is trying to teach Marvin French. She wants to own the first bilingual bird in the UK, apparently.

      ‘Where did his name come from?’  I ask, gazing at his beautiful feathers.

      ‘Dad chose it.’  Declan grimaces, ‘after his favourite soul singer, Marvin Gaye.’

      ‘Oh.’  I shuffle off my seat and go to the cage. Tentatively, I stick my finger in, Marvin reacts by lunging for it with his big beak.

      ‘Ouch!’  I pull my finger away, ‘naughty bird.’

      Marvin replies with a ‘get over it.’

      After Hannah and Declan have stopped chuckling, we take our empty plates into the kitchen and each grab a bin bag.

      ‘I feel awful,’ grumbles Hannah. Her face is a puce colour; she looks like she’s going to throw up. I steer her over to the sofa with a tumbler of water. Declan and I start tidying the kitchen. He switches the radio on, and we sing along to Katy Perry. I’ve put a pair of rubber gloves on and am emptying ash and cigarette butts out of his mum’s best china bowls when I hear the rev of a car engine and then a key turning in the door.

      ‘Christ!’ Declan looks at me wild-eyed, ‘it’s my parents.’

      ‘I thought they were in Thailand,’ I exclaim.

      ‘They are, they were…’ Declan rushes around the kitchen, scooping beer cans up. ‘I am going to be in so much trouble. Shit, what am I going to do, Caitlyn?’

      ‘Stay calm,’ I advise, ‘and let me do the explaining.’

      ‘Coo-eee!’  That must be his mum, I surmise, as I stuff a load of pizza boxes beside the recycling bin. I can hear her gasp and shout for Roger, Declan’s dad.

      ‘I think we’ve been burgled,’ she stutters the words, and I hear Roger swearing.

      ‘Declan!’  They both yell at once.

      ‘Go on.’  I push Declan down the hallway and arrange my face into its most becoming smile.

      ‘Mum… Dad…’  Declan stands there, grinning manically.

      ‘What’s been going on here?’  Roger’s face is as red as his football shirt.

      ‘Calm down, love.’  I’ve forgotten Declan’s mum’s name, but I think it might start with a D.

      ‘Calm down?’  Roger balls his hands into tight fists. ‘He’s had a party, haven’t you?’

      We all stare at Declan.

      ‘Well… I… erm.’

      I step forward. ‘It wasn’t Declan’s fault,’ I say in my most conciliatory tone. ‘It was originally just a few of us having pizza and a few drinks, but then some others gatecrashed, and we couldn’t get rid of them.’

      ‘The house is a tip!’ Roars Roger, ‘Dolly, I need my inhaler.’

      Declan’s mum rummages in her handbag and passes Roger his blue inhaler with a withering look.

      ‘Why are you back early anyway?’  Quizzes Declan, ‘you should be in Thailand.’

      Dolly walks through to the kitchen, plonking her bag down onto the breakfast bar. ‘Your father’s been ill.’  She exhales heavily, ‘first he had food poisoning, and then he developed this weird rash. They thought he had meningitis at one point.’  She looks thoroughly fed up.

      ‘I’ve spent almost a week in the ruddy hospital,’ booms Roger. ‘Couldn’t wait to get home. We hopped on the fastest plane out of there, blooming Chinese.’

      ‘They aren’t Chinese,’ Dolly cuts in sharply, ‘we went to Thailand, Roger, not China. Now, I’m going to put the kettle on, while Declan and his friend carry on with the tidying up, and you can go get the cases in.’

      With a small smile at Declan, I pick up the refuse bag and continue filling it. I can hear Roger huffing and puffing his way back into the house. He appears in the doorway, a bewildered expression on his face. ‘There’s a girl fast asleep on our sofa.’

      ‘Oh, it’s just Hannah,’ Declan says, wrinkling his nose as he lifts a piece of half-chewed pizza. ‘You’ve met her before, Dad; she’s been here loads.’

      ‘Have I?’  Roger scratches his head.

      ‘It’s his age,’ whispers Dolly. ‘Now. Who wants a cuppa?’

      A couple of hours later, the house is back to its former splendour. Apart from an awful smelling sick stain which has soaked through into the rug. We’ve filled four bags of rubbish and are standing on the front lawn, waiting for my dad to pick us up. Hannah is looking marginally better, but her hair has balled into a fluffy mess, and there are makeup smudges underneath her eyes.

      ‘Who’s up for a drink tomorrow evening?’  Declan asks. ‘I’ve got tennis practice first thing, and then my weekend is free.’

      ‘I can do tomorrow.’ I nod enthusiastically and look at Hannah.

      ‘Yeah, sure,’ she pushes a strand of hair off her forehead. ‘I’ll be the one drinking pop. I don’t think I can stomach anymore alcohol.’

      ‘You’ll feel better in the morning,’ I say. ‘Let’s meet in the Nags Head at seven-thirty?’

      Declan and Hannah murmur their agreement, then Dad’s swinging onto the drive, and I’m telling Hannah to watch her head as she clambers in the car.

      ‘Enjoy your tennis training.’ I say to Declan. ‘One day you’ll be playing at Wimbledon.’ I sincerely mean my words. Declan is a fantastic tennis player; he’s been training for years and has won heaps of competitions. I go to watch him when I can. Hannah and I are his very own cheerleaders.

      ‘Thanks,’ Declan replies with a smile. ‘I’m glad I have your support. Dad would rather I play any sport apart from tennis.’

      ‘It’s in your blood, and you’re fantastic.’

      ‘Thanks. Again.’ Declan scuffs his feet on the gravel. ‘Like teaching’s in yours, Miss Shaw.’ He pulls me into a gentle embrace, and we stand there hugging until Dad pokes his head out of the window and tells me to get in the car.

      On the journey to Hannah’s, we have to stop for her to be sick.

      ‘Watch the leather seats,’ Dad warns. I get out of the car and stand to one side, grimacing as Hannah pukes over a bunch of wildflowers.

      ‘I am never drinking again,’ she groans, clutching her head with one hand and her stomach with the other. Dad is leaning his arm on the window rim, trying to control his laughter. I steer Hannah back into the car and wind down all the windows. She rests her head on my shoulder for the rest of the journey, and we sway back and forth, jolting over the bumpy country lanes. The trees and hedgerows flash by in a blur. Dad slows down as we cross the old disused railway line. It’s the marking of the entrance to the Stetchford Estate. Hundreds of houses wind upwards towards the crest of a steep hill. At the very top, there’s a shopping precinct, the council offices, and an ugly phone tower mast. Barefooted children are playing unsupervised on the street. Dad stops at a set of traffic lights, and I watch a group of people dancing in a garden, holding cans of beer and cheap wine. They stare back, riveted by the sight of Dad’s posh car.

      ‘Which one is it?’ Dad asks, as we turn into Mayfair Avenue.

      ‘Number 23,’ Hannah and I reply in unison.

      ‘The worst house on the street,’ Hannah murmurs, pulling herself into an upright position.

      ‘Have you got your key?’ I ask, trying not to stare at the house we’ve stopped outside.

      ‘Nope, but Mum will be in, what else would she be doing?’

      I get out of the car and help Hannah up the path. The floor is littered with empty food wrappers which have spilled out of the overflowing bin. There are broken wine bottles over the lawn and dog excrement. It smells awful. I notice a figure standing in the grease-smeared windows.

      ‘Is that your stepdad?’ I whisper.

      ‘He’s not my dad,’ snaps Hannah, ‘just some sorry excuse for a man who shacked up with my sorry excuse for a mother.’ Hannah rolls her eyes at me, ‘his name’s Robert, but everyone calls him Ed. Headcase Ed.’

      ‘Oh, well, maybe I should go.’ I back away.

      Too late. Headcase Ed is standing in the open doorway, wearing a stained vest and a too-tight pair of shorts. He belches loudly before ambling towards us.

      ‘Good night, was it?’ He growls, his face contorted into a scowl.

      ‘The best,’ says Hannah brightly, ‘where’s Mum?’

      ‘Still in bed,’ Ed replies, scratching his protruding beer belly. ‘She had a good night too. She’s out of wine though; can you nip down to the off-license?’

      ‘Maybe later,’ Hannah brushes past Ed and climbs the steps to the front door. ‘See you tomorrow, Caitlyn.’

      ‘Yep.’ I hold my hand up and then dart back to Dad. He’s leaning against the bonnet and is watching a group of youths circling his car.

      ‘Come on, Dad,’ I mumble, ‘let’s get outta here.’

      When we arrive back home, the twins, Jade and Mae, are zooming around the drive on their electric scooters.

      ‘Look, Caitlyn,’ Jade shouts, ‘no hands!’

      I exhale sharply and shout at her to hold on. Too late, the scooter judders up the grassy embankment and I watch horrified as my little sister tumbles headfirst over the handlebars. Dad and I run to her, both grabbing an arm to lift her up. There’s a bump on her forehead and a gash on her knee that is oozing blood. Jade opens her mouth to let out a wail. Dad gathers her up in his arms and I pat her back soothingly. Mae is crying too. The funny thing about my twin sisters is, as well as looking identical, they also seem to literally feel each other’s pain. Dad strides off into the house and I trail after him with Mae in my arms. He sits her on his knee and I go to fetch the first aid kit out of the utility cupboard.

      ‘What’s happened?’ Mum appears in the kitchen doorway looking as ethereal as ever. She’s wearing a flowery dress, cinched in at the waist with a puffed-out skirt with tulle underneath. She looks like she’s going to a posh afternoon tea party.

      ‘Just a little accident,’ I reply, diverting my attention to Jade, ‘we’ll get you cleaned up in no time. Unless…’ I glance at Mum, proffering her the first aid kit.

      Mum visibly shudders, ‘I don’t do blood. Would you see to her, Caitlyn?’

      Quickly I nod and kneel down in front of Jade. Once an ice pack has been applied to her forehead for ten minutes and a plaster stuck to her knee, she’s back to her usual effervescent self. She and Mae disappear out of the door, arm in arm, clutching ice lollies.

      ‘No more scooters,’ I call after them.

      I’m putting the contents back into the first aid box when I feel Mum’s hand on my shoulder.

      ‘You should be a nurse,’ Mum says. ‘Don’t you agree, Robert? She’d make a wonderful nurse.’

      ‘My daughter’s going to be a teacher,’ Dad says with a proud smile.

      ‘I don’t want to be a nurse, Mum.’ I say emphatically. ‘I’m studying English, remember?’

      ‘Oh yes.’ Mum’s frivolous laughter rings out.

      ‘You look nice,’ I say. ‘Are you going anywhere?’

      ‘No darling, I just wanted to dress up.’

      Dad pulls Mum close to him. ‘Why don’t we go out? Have a family day somewhere pretty.’

      ‘Haven’t you got work to do?’ Mum clutches the pearls around her throat and I can tell that she’s nervous.

      ‘It’s my day off,’ Dad replies, kissing her forehead. ‘We could drive to Birmingham or Manchester, spend the day shopping.’

      There’s silence in the kitchen.

      ‘I thought you girls would be thrilled at the thought of spending my money?’ Dad chuckles.

      I bite my lower lip and glance at Mum. I shouldn’t have to remind him that she orders all of her clothes online nowadays, after suffering a panic attack in a huge shopping precinct last summer.

      ‘Why don’t we go for a walk?’ I suggest brightly. ‘We could take a picnic.’

      Mum looks relieved. ‘Wonderful idea. Tell your sisters, darling, and I’ll make a start on the sandwiches.’

      I bounce up the stairs, light streaming through the long landing window and the warmth of the early morning sun feels nice on my uncovered arms. I knock on Harriet’s door and enter after I hear a faint voice telling me to come in. My sister is sitting up in bed reading.

      ‘Morning,’ I say cheerfully. ‘We’re going out walking, so you need to get yourself ready.’

      Harriet slides her bookmark into place and squints across at me. ‘Where are we going?’

      ‘Just up the common, you know Mum doesn’t like going too far.’

      ‘Melanie won’t come, and if she doesn’t, I don’t see why I should have to.’

      ‘Melanie is coming,’ I reply firmly, ‘don’t be miserable, Harriet, the fresh air will do you good, get you away from your books.’

      She gives me a scathing look, ‘If I want fresh air, I can open the window.’

      I walk further into the room and smile down at my tousled-haired sister. ‘What are you reading now?’

      Harriet flashes the book at me. Of course, she’s reading ‘The Great Gatsby’, it’s her all-time favourite novel.

      ‘Again?’ I sit on the edge of her bed and nod at her high bookshelf. ‘How many are on your to-be-read pile now?’

      ‘At least eighty,’ Harriet sighs and rolls out of bed. She’s wearing Tinkerbell pyjamas and looks so much younger than her thirteen years.

      I leave her to get ready and make my way to Melanie’s room. Music is blaring and I can hear her singing along. I rap on the door and open it tentatively. ‘I’m guessing you’re awake?’

      Melanie is lying on her stomach, kicking her legs in time with the tempo. She’s the opposite of innocent, shy Harriet. Melanie is loud, brash and at times can be overbearing. She’s artistic and rebellious and loves all things anti-establishment. Her walls are covered with seventies punk memorabilia and are painted black. Her room is a mess, with clothes strewn over the floor and there’s a pungent smell in the air, probably weed I surmise.

      She glances over her shoulder at me. ‘Well, duh! I guess so.’

      As I enter, I trip over a pile of music magazines. Melanie seems to find this hilarious and tips her head back, allowing laughter to escape.

      ‘We’re going out,’ I say, making my voice firm so it hopefully brooks no argument.

      ‘Have fun.’ She waves briefly before resuming the painting of her fingernails.

      ‘As a family,’ I continue. ‘You’re coming too.’

      ‘Excuse me?’ She gives me a filthy look. ‘I’m not going anywhere.’

      ‘Oh, come on,’ I inject joviality into my voice but internally I’m like a tightly coiled spring. Melanie often has this effect on me. ‘It will be nice for us to do something together; we’re all going.’

      ‘Even Mum?’ Melanie raises a black pencilled eyebrow.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Oh, that should be fun. I think I will tag along, just to see one of her panic attacks. Y’know, for the entertainment value.’

      ‘Don’t be so horrible,’ I chide, relieved that my sister has agreed to conform for a change. ‘See you downstairs when you’re ready.’ I back out of the room, banging into Dad who’s whistling a tune from his teenage days.

      ‘Is she coming?’ He whispers.

      ‘Seems so.’ Mum and Dad have a strange relationship with Melanie. Sometimes I wonder if she’s even their daughter. It’s obvious that they’re frightened of her. She is kind of scary, but she’s sixteen for heaven’s sake, and they’re her parents. Shouldn’t it be the other way round?

      I carry on walking, down the opulent staircase and into the kitchen, where Mum is slowly buttering slices of bread.

      ‘Can you do the filling?’ She looks at me hopefully.

      ‘Yeah, sure.’ I slice the cheese and gammon joint. Mum asks about the party, and I tell her about the catfight.

      ‘Hannah must really like this guy then?’ She says, after I’ve finished talking.

      ‘I don’t know why,’ I say with a snort. ‘He’s so arrogant.’

      ‘They used to say that about your dad, but he wasn’t at all.’ She holds up the buttery knife, her mind lost in reminiscence. ‘He was confident, ambitious, and incredibly attractive. Is this boy attractive too?’

      ‘Erm, no, not really, and he’s nothing like Dad. Matt Monroe’s a jerk.’

      ‘Oh.’ Mum leans her hands on the sink unit. ‘Is there anyone that you like, Caitlyn? We could talk, about anything…’

      I glance at Mum. ‘No, Mum, I’m not interested in anyone. I’m concentrating on my career, remember?’

      Mum nods, ‘Fair enough. Sometimes I worry about you, Caitlyn; you’re like a closed book. You used to tell me everything when you were little, and now it seems I don’t know anything about your life.’

      I cross the kitchen to fetch the foil and feel a pang of annoyance. ‘I’m not a little girl anymore, Mum. I’m eighteen, an adult, and really, there’s nothing to tell; my life at the moment is so boring.’

      ‘But that will change when you start university.’ Mum smiles. ‘You’ll have so much fun.’

      ‘I’ll be busy with my studies,’ I reply firmly. ‘And anyway, maybe it’s Melanie you should be worrying about.’

      ‘Why, what’s she done?’ I notice Mum swallow.

      ‘Drinking alcohol and smoking weed for a start,’ I explain patiently. ‘I’ve heard at school that she’s unruly too, always back chatting the teachers and ending up in detention. Don’t you and Dad know about this?’ I shake my head in disbelief.

      ‘She’s just being a teenager,’ quips back Mum. ‘Haven’t we all been a little unruly at times?’

      ‘No,’ I reply emphatically. ‘Harriet and I haven’t been, and the twins are golden.’ I pause while I wrap the sandwiches. ‘Teenagers need boundaries, Mum, and in Melanie’s case, a firm hand to guide them.’

      Mum looks at me fondly. ‘When did you get so grown up and sensible? No, you’ve always been my sensible girl. Just remember to enjoy life, darling; don’t take the world too seriously, and if love comes knocking, don’t be afraid to let it in.’

      I’m saved from answering by the arrival of the twins. They grin at me with mud-stained hands and faces. While Mum finishes off packing the picnic hamper, I take them upstairs for a quick swill and a change into clean jeans and T-shirts.

      ‘Where are we going, Caitlyn?’ Mae asks, as I swipe a warm flannel over her rosy cheeks.

      ‘Just up to the common,’ I reply, smiling down at her.

      ‘Why can’t we go to the ball pit?’ Jade complains. She’s standing by the toilet, messing with the lavatory brush.

      ‘Come away from that – it’s dirty!’ I grab hold of her arm and pull her towards me. ‘It’s too nice for the ball pit. We all need to get out there in the sunshine. Plenty of time for playing inside in the winter.’

      ‘Okay.’ Jade does a pirouette, her blonde hair flying behind her, and I stop for a moment to watch her. They may look identical, but Jade and Mae are like chalk and cheese in their temperaments. I call Jade the free spirit; she’s a combination of me and Melanie, a bubbly extrovert. Whereas Mae is more like Harriet: quiet and serious. Their identical faces are like a mirrored reflection though; cute snub noses, sparkling white teeth, and adorable dimples which are all framed by gorgeous blonde ringlets. They take after Mum with their fair complexions. I’m dark-haired, like Dad.

      ‘Can I put some of your lipstick on?’ Jade asks, wide-eyed.

      ‘You don’t need any,’ I reply lightly. ‘You have beautiful pink lips.’

      ‘Pur-lease,’ Jade tugs on the hem of my dress.

      ‘Come on then,’ I say; sometimes it’s easier to give in to Jade’s demands.

      I follow them to my room, and immediately Jade is sitting at my dressing table, preening in front of the mirror. Mae picks up one of my magazines and goes to sit on my bed. I tell them to behave while I have a shower. Inside my en-suite bathroom, I tug off the party dress and step underneath the warm water. I can hear the twins chattering as I wash my hair. Quickly I soap myself down, step out of the cubicle, and, wrapped in a bath towel, I brush my teeth.

      When I go back into my bedroom, Jade is applying glittery eyeshadow to her lids.

      ‘Hey,’ I’m rooting around in my drawer for my underwear. ‘Don’t put too much on now.’ I’m amazed at how much older she looks with my makeup on. Eight years old, going on eighteen. Once I’m dressed, I pull a brush through my long dark hair and apply a layer of lip gloss. Jade pleads with me to style her hair into a French plait. My fingers divide her hair into sections, and then I start wrapping it over.

      ‘Mae, do you want one too?’ She’s still sitting on my bed, twirling a finger around her golden locks.

      ‘No thank you,’ she replies quietly.

      I go over to her and hunker down, so I’m at her eye level.

      ‘Are you alright?’

      She doesn’t reply, just blinks and stares over my shoulder.

      ‘She’s being bullied at school,’ Jade says matter-of-factly.

      ‘What?’ A bud of indignation stirs in my stomach. ‘What’s happening, Mae?’

      Her lips pucker resolutely closed so I turn to Jade with enquiring eyes.

      ‘Smelly Andrea Jeffries keeps pulling her hair and calling her names.’

      ‘Have you told your teacher?’ I take Mae’s tiny hands in my own.

      ‘No.’ She mumbles.

      ‘I’ll speak to them,’ I say firmly, ‘don’t worry, I’ll sort it out. Andrea Jeffries is going to be in a whole heap of trouble.’ I chuck Mae under her chin, and her lips form into a wobbly smile. ‘Now, do you want to take your scooters to the common?’

      ‘Yes!’ shouts Jade. I grab hold of my sisters’ hands and we dance out of the room and down the stairs, where my parents and the rest of the Shaw clan are waiting with bemused looks on their faces.
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