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It felt like the winter had
gone on forever, and it still wasn’t over. It was March, but that
didn’t stop the weather from being bitterly cold and the classrooms
at college from being almost frigid. I was in my Sociology class,
desperate for the clock to start moving closer to home time, so
that I could get in my car, crank the heat up as high as it would
go, and head home. It was nicer at home, with central heating that
wasn’t broken and windows that weren’t cracked.

Despite its reputation as a
somewhat posh college, Sanford needed a big makeover in terms of
heating and windows. The walls had fresh coats of paint on them
every few years, I’m sure, but things like the lift always working
didn’t seem to matter to them.

I guess I should introduce
myself if I’m going to sit here and complain. I’m Tara Leverton,
tall, slender with short brown hair and pale white skin. Yes my
father is *the* Colin Leverton, the once famous pop star, now
inspiring a new generation of teeny boppers who loved everything he
wrote, said, and did. He was off on tour later today. He’d been
sure to tell me that he’d wait for me to get home from college just
to go over everything once more before he left me to my own devices
for six weeks.

I was looking forward to it. At
seventeen I had been left home alone for an evening and sometimes
the odd weekend, but SIX weeks? Yup, loving every second I’m sure.
I had plans to have my boyfriend, Nate, over, and to have my
friends come party, as long as the neighbours didn’t get their
noses out of joint. I was sure that my father would be none the
wiser. After all, I’d had a seventeenth birthday party and he still
didn’t know about it.

Kaolin, my best friend, was sat
next to me. She matched me in height, though she was paler than I
was, and her hair was long and blonde. I could tell that she was
also itching for class to finish, but she had other reasons for
that. She wanted to get together with Gareth, her boyfriend of
several months. He was Nate’s best friend.

Nate was my first boyfriend.
We’d only been dating about four weeks. Things were still really
new. We’d kissed sure, a few times, but I wasn’t big on sharing
that with anyone. Kaolin and Gareth wanted to double date, but I
didn’t want the audience. It was hard enough for me to agree to
date Nate, months in fact since he told me he liked me. It wasn’t
that I didn’t like him, I’d just not been sure how I felt after
everything that was basically was my life.

What can I say? I have baggage.
So would you, if you were me. Last summer, I went through a
horrific trauma, and then just after my birthday in October, I went
through another. Now it’s a new year and I’m ready for a better
one. Thankfully, I had a good counsellor who was helping me deal
with it all, but one of my major breakthroughs was dealing with,
and acting on, my feelings for Nate. I just hoped that I’d be able
to work out what a real relationship felt like, before the poor guy
got frustrated with all the limitations I’d placed on ours and
dumped me.

I caught a movement out of the
corner of my eye and saw that Kaolin was trying to discreetly pass
a note to Gareth, who was sat next to Marie. Evelyn, one of the
other members of our group, was on the other side of me. They both
looked as bored as I did, but to be fair, that was more to do with
the subject matter. We were now studying health sociology, and no
matter how much Mr. Collins tried to “spice it up”, it was just
plain boring. I’d enjoyed the part we’d done on crime, but this
wasn’t a surprise. I was planning to head straight into the police
force once I’d finished my A-levels.

I figured that Kaolin, who was
usually someone who studied hard and enjoyed herself doing it,
would’ve enjoyed the subject matter more if she weren’t making
lovesick faces at Gareth, much to Mr. Collins annoyance.

“Is there some
place you two need to be?” he said, causing Kaolin to jump slightly
and look embarrassed, as it was obvious to the whole class who he
was talking to.

“No, sir,”
Kaolin said meekly. She’d always been a serious student, but she
was also in love and that didn’t make her concentration the
best.

“How about you,
Mr. Dunny? Fancy learning something today, or is passing notes with
your girlfriend more important?” Mr. Collins said, turning to look
at Gareth who was flushing a deep shade of red.

I glanced at Kaolin who was
still looking down at her hands. I guess she’d never been caught
passing notes with her boyfriend. I didn’t know much about her past
before we met. I assumed she’d not had a boyfriend before, but she
was full of surprises these days.

“Sorry, sir,”
Gareth said, still looking flushed.

Mr. Collins looked around the
class and when he was sure that he now had everyone’s attention, he
went back to the lecture. I figured that once class was over we’d
all have a chance to dissect Gareth and Kaolin’s embarrassment. I
was just glad that it wasn’t me!

No one else passed notes for
the rest of the lesson. We’d only been about half way through the
hour lesson when Mr. Collins put the spotlight on Kaolin and
Gareth. They’d both been embarrassed, but the minute he dismissed
us from class for the day, neither one seemed to feel it had done
any lasting damage to their desperate need for public displays of
affection.

I walked down the stairs with
Marie and Evelyn, with the lovers trailing behind us. We all
usually got together with our other friends after college, though
it was dependant on who’d had classes the last period and who had
gone home for the day already. When I entered the canteen, I could
see Lilly sat with Nate and Cindy. None of them had needed to stay,
and I was surprised that Lilly was still there, since she usually
got picked up right after her last lesson of the day.

“Hey guys,” I
said, as I took the seat between Lilly and Nate. “Is your taxi
late?” I asked Lilly.

Lilly was in a wheelchair and
had a brittle bone condition. She’d only been back at college for
about six weeks, after she was attacked and assaulted in October.
The fuckheads behind that had been caught, thanks to yours truly,
but Lilly had suffered a broken pelvis and spent about six or seven
weeks in the hospital with an external fixator keeping her bones in
the right position so they could heal.

After Kaolin, Lilly was my
closest friend. Having both gone through things neither one of us
wanted to repeat, we had a kind of bond where we never talked about
it unless the other needed to. It’d been Lilly who’d made me see
that all the changes in my life after leaving school, both the good
*and* the bad, didn’t mean that I had to lose who I believed I
was.

I’d spent many afternoons
leading up to her release talking with her and taking her Law
coursework. She was a hard worker, and the one thing she’d hated
most about being stuck in the hospital was the thought that she’d
fall behind, and end up having to repeat the year or something. But
Lilly had never met a challenge she couldn’t take on . It was
something about her I admired, that she could decide to do
something, and would go all out to get it done.

“Yeah, my
parents forgot that it’s Monday, so the taxi wasn’t here when I
finished. I figured I’d wait for you guys and then head on home.
Someone had to keep Nate company,” she said with a wicked grin on
her face.

“They must be
losing it,” I replied. “They’ve been on top of getting you home the
second class is out. Maybe they’re finally relaxing about it
all?”

“Yeah, you get
attacked one time, and suddenly you’re not allowed out without an
escort,” Lilly said, mostly to me.

I saw Cindy pale at the blasé
way Lilly talked about what had happened to her. After all this
time, you’d have thought everyone was used to it, and the majority
of us were, but Cindy still struggled to understand that the way
Lilly talked was just her way of dealing with it all. She’d been
clear from the day after, that she was not to be pitied, she wasn’t
going to get counselling, and she didn’t need her hand holding. It
seemed her parents might finally be listening to what she
wanted.

Cindy was an odd one, that was
for sure. I may have only known her since we both started at
Sanford in September, but I was still trying to figure her out,
whereas with everyone else, I already had some idea what made them
tick. She was medium height with short blonde hair, pale white
skin, and slightly pudgy. I don’t mean that she looked bad, if
anything she was very pretty, but she was also very shy. It’d taken
a long time for her to really trust those of us she hadn’t been at
secondary school with, namely Marie and Evelyn. I figured that she
just took a while to warm up to people and then, with both Marie
and Evelyn being victims of an abduction, she’d found it harder
still when Lilly had been targeted by the same guys.

“Hi,
beautiful,” Nate said, interrupting my train of thought. He was a
little taller than me, ginger hair with a little scruff to match,
and had more colour to his white skin. He reached out to hold my
hand. I’d known that he’d be waiting when we got out of
class.

“Hey,” I said,
trying not to stammer. I have faced down murderers, serial killers,
stalkers, and rapists, and seen unthinkable things, but looking at
Nate when he’s paying me a compliment, or just holding my hand
makes all my thoughts run out of my head. Kaolin thinks it’s cute.
I think it’s annoying.

“Hey, before
you head off to lover land, I’m gonna walk out with Cindy, she said
she’d wait with me until my taxi comes. Call me later, okay?” Lilly
said, poking me in the arm as she spoke. It’d become something of a
ritual that I would call or IM with Lilly so that she didn’t die of
boredom at home, and was able to live vicariously through my own
first relationship, and the saccharine sweetness of everything that
happened.

“Sure thing,” I
replied, smiling. “I’ll see you both tomorrow.”

Cindy smiled and nodded, then
led the way as Lilly drove her electric wheelchair behind her.

“Are you two
heading home soon?” I said, turning to look at Marie and Evelyn.
After their own attacks, Evelyn and Marie always walked out
together and made sure the other got home safe. They’d been friends
at secondary school, and even primary I think, and they they were
otherwise returning to normal.

“Yeah, I just
wanna grab a cup of tea before we head out. It’s fricking freezing
out there,” Marie said. “Not that it’s much better in
here!”

“I wish they
would stop spending money on crap and actually fix the fucking
heating,” I said, thinking back to my earlier
observations.

“I love it when
you swear,” Nate said, his smile showing off his dimple.

“Ummm,” I said,
desperate to think of something to say, anything would do. So long
as it didn’t make me look like a love struck teen who needed to
take some time and learn more vocabulary. “Thanks?”

Evelyn had to cover her mouth
so that it wasn’t obvious that she’d just snorted with laughter. I
shot her an evil look. Was it my fault that my love life was a
joke? That I got all tongue tied and, though I would never admit
it, “twitterpated” around Nate?

“Thanks for the
support,” I hissed, jabbing her leg.

“Sorry, but you
really need to work on your moves,” she whispered back, though it
was now obvious to anyone looking that she was laughing.

“Weren’t you
about to leave?” I said, raising my eyebrow. I’d thought about
offering them both a lift home since Marie was right, it *was*
bloody freezing, but I was suddenly feeling much less
generous.

“Yeah, yeah,
yeah, we’re going. Call me later, okay?” Marie said, pulling Evelyn
up by her arm before she could both insult and embarrass me
further.

That just left the couples.
Gareth and Kaolin were sat across from us in their own little world
of love. I don’t know how she was able to be so eloquent and
composed around him. I don’t think I would ever be comfortable
enough to actually kiss Nate with witnesses around.

“Hey,
lovebirds,” Nate said, rocking the table. “We gonna head out,
Gareth?” he said, when they finally broke apart. “I have work
tonight, so if you want a lift?”

After a final display of
affection with Kaolin, with Nate and I watching, Gareth said his
goodbyes and they both headed out. I got up too, and started to
head towards the door of the canteen. I didn’t have to look back to
know that Kaolin was trailing behind me.

“We could have
left with them if we’re all going to the car park,” she said,
catching up with me.

“I guess,” I
said, shrugging my shoulders. “Does it really matter though? You’ve
kissed the guy so many times today that your lips must be
sore!”

Kaolin laughed. “One day you’ll
understand. Hopefully that one day will be very soon,” she said,
but not in a mean way.

I had to agree with her, I was
sure that one day I’d want to spend my time locked at the lips with
a guy. After all, it would be nice to, for once, to be somewhat
normal.
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I got home around four-thirty.
Dad was sat in the kitchen, reading a piece of paper. He had a
suitcase along with a briefcase that I assumed contained notes,
pieces of music and other important things that one takes on a
music tour around the country. He looked up as I walked into the
kitchen. When he saw it was me (though who else it would have been
I don’t know), he stood and headed towards the kettle.

“Cuppa?” he
asked.

I nodded and he went about
starting to make my tea. I’d had a cup or two during my two free
periods, but as a tea addict, I can assure you that I was gasping
for another. There was the added bonus of tea being hot, and like
I’ve been saying, it was bloody freezing outside.

“I thought we
should talk before I leave,” Dad said, his back to me as I took my
normal seat at the kitchen table.

“What time is
the taxi coming?” I asked.

Dad would spend most of his
time travelling between venues and if it had just been the one or
two, he would have driven, but since it was a six week tour, he was
indulging in a tour bus and would therefore have no need for his
car.

“Around
eight-ish. I’ve put Kaolin on my insurance in case you need to use
my car for any reason,” he said.

I couldn’t think of a single
reason why I would swap my 2006 Volkswagen Beetle for his Honda
Civic. It was a nice car and all, but I loved *my* car. It was
perfect for me, even though I wasn’t allowed to drive because of a
medical condition I didn’t have. The ability to see other people
die presented as seizures, so no driving for me. So unless mine
suddenly became unusable, there was no way I’d need his car, but I
appreciated the gesture.

“Okay,” I said.
Dad had made the tea and put my cup in front of me. He sat down on
the other side of the table, and pushed the piece of paper he’d
been reading towards me. I skimmed it. “What is this? Like an
in-case of emergency thing?”

“It’s my
itinerary. It’s also a list of the numbers of each venue, as well
as the hotels I’ll be staying at. I’ve also transferred £4000 into
your bank account so you can keep the fridge stocked and you won’t
starve,” he said.

“Dad, you’re
coming home like every weekend or something, and I’ve been on my
own before,” I said, resisting the urge to roll my eyes.

“Never for this
long, and while I plan to come home at least a few times, there’s
always the possibility that I won’t be able to. Jon has been
working hard to make sure I have some down time, but I don’t know
how things will work out until they actually happen. So, as I was
saying, there’s money in your account and you have my number
already, but I also included Jon’s in the list, and a few other
members of the management team in case you need something in an
emergency.”

“I’m sure I’ll
survive six weeks without you!” I said, laughing a little. “I’ll
have Kaolin over and we can have a few raves… kidding about that
last part!” Although I did plan to throw a party or two, Dad didn’t
need to know about that.

“The list also
has the ground rules. No boys after eleven. You don’t miss college
unless you are actually sick, and no parties. At all,” he replied,
looking serious.

I raised my eyebrow. “Dad, I’m
seventeen, I should be able to have ‘boys’ over if I want, besides
you’ll be living it up with hot groupies, won’t you?!”

“Tara,” Dad
said, blushing a little. “I need to know that you’re taking this
seriously. I have to leave after dinner, and I still have a bunch
of things to do. Promise me that if something happens, you’ll call.
And, if you need help, and you can’t get hold of me, call DCI
Clifford at the station, or one of the other numbers on the list. I
know this is a big adventure to you, but I don’t like the thought
of you being alone for so long, not after what happened last year.”
He was rambling and he knew it. I also knew that he wouldn’t stop
until I made him.

“Okay, okay!” I
said, holding up my hand. “I will stick to the rules, I promise!”
But I crossed my fingers in my lap. After all, what he didn’t know
wouldn’t hurt him, and it wasn’t like I planned to have a
drug-induced orgy with every man in a five mile radius. He was
being rather uptight about the whole thing, which was weird even
for my dad.

“I’m sure I’ll
get lost in college work, and Kaolin will probably spend most of
the time here. Nate might come over occasionally, but it’s not like
he’s going to be living here.” I was mostly saying that to reassure
my dad that life would not stop, nor would it fall apart, if he
relaxed and enjoyed his album tour. He’d worked so hard, getting
the album out in time for Christmas, and it had paid off… big time!
He’d been Christmas number one, and then again in the New Year.
Once the record label saw how well he was selling, they were
falling over themselves to get him on tour, and offer him more
money to commit to another album.

He’d given up the limelight
after my mum was killed eleven years ago. Faced with the prospect
of not only having a small child to look after, but also a small
child with a supernatural gift, he’d had enough on his plate
without having to worry about what to do with me if he were to go
back to work.

However, after I left secondary
school and headed to college, he’d decided to do a charity single.
People went nuts for it, and that led to an album, which lead to
where we are now. There’d been some issues with the press fixating
on me and my involvement with the police. They’d done a few stories
about my ‘downward spiral’, which they now believed was work
experience, which wasn’t a complete lie. With all the spotlight on
Dad’s tour, I was sure that the bottom feeders would come out
again, to see if I went off the rails without supervision. I would
rather die than let them plaster my face all over the tabloids.

Besides which, I figured I’d be
busy doing cases with Mike. You never know when it’s useful to have
the victim’s perspective on a murder case. That’s where I stepped
in. I didn’t talk to the dead though, all I had to do was touch
something that had belonged to them and bam: I went back and
witnessed their last moments on earth. My mother had the same gift,
as had her grandmother, and as would my descendants, if I had any.
This ‘gift’ became a reality to me once Mum died, since it was her
death that triggered it to come out of its dormant slumber in my
DNA. Apparently I’m a lot like her; she worked with Mike too, back
when he was a lot lower in the ranks of the local police force.
Still, having very few memories of my mum, it was nice to know that
we had some sort of connection, no matter how thin.

“Right, let’s
get on with dinner,” Dad said, standing up and heading over to the
fridge.

I didn’t know what he planned
on cooking for me, but I knew that he’d object to me saying that we
could just get take out. He saw it as our last chance to sit down
and enjoy a family meal before he was gone for a while. So I sat
and watched as he made a quick chilli con carne and I ate with him,
whilst discussing random, unimportant parts of my day.

I figured that once I’d sent
him on his way, I could call Lilly and talk to her for a while.
After all, it was only Monday, so I had the whole week before I
could think about a possible party at the weekend. I could even
invite Nate to watch a movie or something. That would be nice to
experience without Dad hanging around.

It wasn’t that he didn’t like
Nate, the opposite in fact, he loved Nate. He loved that I finally
had my first boyfriend, and that I had chosen someone who treated
me well, and didn’t push me before I was ready. Nate had been very
respectful of my need to take things slow. So slow in fact, that to
some people we were stationary. Dad knew about my issues, and he
respected that Nate had some idea as well. My only problem with how
well they got on was that I didn’t really have Nate just to
myself.

At college there was usually
always someone hanging around, and at home, Dad had become the ever
lovely third wheel, so it would be great to have some time to just
spend with Nate alone. Still, no matter how much I wanted it, the
thought still sent me into a cold sweat. I trusted Nate, it wasn’t
him that made me feel that way, it was my trauma. I knew that he
would never go beyond my boundaries, and I thought that was an okay
place to be with my first boyfriend. But I didn’t do well with
closeness, it turned my stomach to think about, especially after
what had happened with Adam. I hated that I feared it, but I
couldn’t seem to get my brain to work with that. I really needed a
‘relationships for dummies: a step by step guide’ book or
something!

The taxi for Dad came early and
he rushed around trying to get everything ready. It made me giggle
watching him, because Dad was usually one of those people who was
early, and was always ready to go somewhere if he was being picked
up. I guess going on tour for the first time in just over twelve
years was a little bit scary, even for some who was as famous as my
father.

“Right, I think
that’s everything,” he said, stopping as he handed over the laptop
case to the taxi driver. “Please call if you need me, and I’ll try
to check in between shows. I love you! Remember the rules, and
don’t burn the house down!” he said quickly, pulling me into a
quick hug. “Oh, and keep out of trouble, you hear me?”

I laughed. “I’ll be fine, Dad.
Now, go before you say something we’ll both regret!” I said, almost
pushing him out the door.

I watched from the doorway as
he climbed into the taxi and it pulled away, taking him to where
he’d meet the tour bus. Dad would call to tell me when he got
there. If I recalled correctly, his first stop was London at the O2
Arena and from all the hype and press that’d been following him for
a few weeks (and me at times), I think he was going to be thrown
back in at the deep end. I knew he could swim, but still, it
worried me.

Once I was sure he was gone, it
would be about two hours before he called again, I headed up to my
room with the house phone, fully intending on ringing Lilly and
then Kaolin, to talk about our plans for the next six weeks.

I’d tacked Dad’s schedule to my
notice board so that I would have, at least, some general idea when
he’d be home and if he wasn’t, where I could find him. I was about
to dial Lilly’s home number when my mobile rang. I thought that was
good timing, until I noticed it was Nate calling.

“Hey, aren’t
you at work?” I said, trying to play it cool.

“Yup, but I
wanted to check in and see if we have any plans now your dad is out
of town for a while?” he asked.

If I didn’t know better I’d
have thought he’d set his clock by my dad’s departure. It was a
little spooky, but hadn’t I just been saying that I wanted to spend
some time with Nate alone, doing couple things, without my dad
playing chaperone?

“He’s just
left, it’s like you’re psychic!” I said, laughing.

“Well, do you
fancy getting together at some point?” Nate asked, and I could tell
from his tone that he was just as nervous as I was.

“How about you
come over tomorrow and we’ll watch a movie or something?” I
said.

I guess it was time for me to
learn how to swim too.
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When my alarm woke me on
Tuesday morning, I was struck by how quiet the house was. While I’d
always been someone who likes to grab the last second in bed. Dad
had always been up with the sun, and downright chirpy about it too.
I hated to admit it, and would never do so to his face, but the
house didn’t feel right without the sounds of morning stuff being
done and Dad humming a tune or two.

Since I had History first
period, I didn’t have a choice about a short lie in. If I was going
to get to class on time and be ready when Kaolin arrived to pick me
up, then I needed to get my arse in gear. I headed to the bathroom
and hopped into the shower. I would just have to get used to the
quietness over the next few weeks. I’m sure it’d become the new
normal after a while.

Once I’d eaten
breakfast and had a couple cups of tea, Kaolin texted to make sure
I was up and about. U ready? b w/ u in
15! Despite the fact that we lived on
opposite sides of town, with college closer to her than to me,
since she’d passed her test and was the only one legally allowed to
drive, she acted as my chauffeur. The car was mine, but she was the
one who drove it.

I sent a quick text back,
grabbed my bag, and was outside waiting for her in a few moments.
As I waited, my mind wandered onto thoughts of Dad and his first
concert. Technically, the show didn’t start until tonight, but he’d
probably be awake and going through last minute rehearsals by now.
From there, my mind jumped to the date I’d made with Nate after
college tonight. It was nice to think that it would just be Nate
and I watching a movie.

Of course, things could go
horribly wrong and I could end up freaking out and scaring him off,
but I hoped we’d just have a nice evening and enjoy the chance to
spend some quality time together, without an audience. I wondered
if we’d ever reach the Kaolin and Gareth stage, where we hung off
every word and couldn’t go five minutes in mixed company without
kissing.

Now, saying that makes it sound
like I think there’s something wrong with the way my best friend
and her boyfriend act. I’d just like to make it clear that I don’t.
We’re all different and while Kaolin had never really left the
honeymoon part of her relationship, I had yet to arrive in regards
to mine. To be honest, I wasn’t even sure if I *ever* would reach
that stage.

To be blunt, I had so many
issues that it would take way too long to explain them all. Put
simply? I’m antisocial and weird, but Nate seems to like me that
way, and it’s not like I don’t have a bunch of friends, so maybe
that’s too harsh a judgement of myself. I’m slowly learning to come
to terms with the fact that my life has changed a whole lot since
this time last year. Not all of them were good changes, though you
could argue that since I’m still breathing, they couldn’t have been
that bad. Whatever, Kaolin was the one studying psychology, not
me.

Kaolin arrived right on time.
“Morning,” she said as I climbed into the passenger seat.

“Hey, did we
have any History coursework due today?” I asked, a niggling thought
in my brain telling me I had forgotten something.

“No, it’s not
due until tomorrow,” Kaolin said, without even having to look at
her study planner.

“Oh, cool, I
just felt like I’ve left something important at home,” I
said.

“So…” Kaolin
said in an annoying tone that told me she was going to ask me
something that I probably didn’t want to tell her. I didn’t
respond, I didn’t want to encourage her. “Well?”

“What?” I
asked, knowing that this would be my downfall.

“Did you
arrange a date with Nate now your dad’s away?” she asked,
practically bursting with anticipation.

How did this person end up my
best friend? We’re like chalk and cheese and yet, there’s something
about the two of us that works so well. She keeps me grounded, and
I usually get her grounded.

“Ugh, Kaolin,
is that all you can think about?” I said, trying to hide my
embarrassment.

“You did call
him, didn’t you?” she asked. “I mean, if my mum left me alone for
six weeks, hell even six days, I’d have Gareth over all the
time!”

“He called me,”
I said. I knew there was no point in trying to hide it, doing so
would just prolong the agony. “He’s coming over to watch a movie
tonight.” I held my hand up to stop her saying anything. “JUST a
movie, okay? Not everyone is going at it like rabbits.”

Kaolin laughed. “Just so you
know, Gareth and I are not going ‘at it like rabbits’, and even if
we were, there’s nothing wrong with that!”

She didn’t sound upset or hurt,
which I’d been worried she would, because she seemed to have it all
sorted. I didn’t want to make it sound like I thought she was doing
something wrong because of how my mind worked. She just seemed to
find the whole thing amusing.

“There’s
nothing wrong with having sex, Tara, and before you get all
worried, there’s nothing wrong with not having it either. You need
to just let go and let it happen, the relationship I mean. I’m not
suggesting you go from hand holding to sex in one night. Stop
worrying about what everyone else is thinking, and just focus on
you two. You’re the important ones in the relationship, and you’re
the ONLY ones that matter in that regard, okay?”

I didn’t roll my eyes, though a
year ago, I probably would have. I would’ve also told her that I
had way too much baggage and too many secrets I couldn’t share to
start a relationship with anyone, but life had changed all that.
While I knew that unless things with Nate and I became really
serious (and I mean marriage serious) I wasn’t going to be able to
share my gift with him, I also knew that everyone had something
they’re hiding, and if we all stopped having relationships with
people because of that, the world would be full of some very lonely
people.

“Okay,” I said.
with a small nod.

She didn’t say anything more
about it. And the rest of the journey passed mostly in silence,
with me subtly trying to check my phone for any messages from Dad
or Nate.

“Are you seeing
Gareth before class?” I asked, as we got out of the car and grabbed
our bags. She locked it and we started to head towards the
entrance.

“No, he had
some coursework he wanted to get checked over before his class
starts,” Kaolin replied, alternating between watching where she was
going and looking at her phone screen and smiling.

I was about to ask her
something when I walked directly into Nate. My face planted on his
chest. What had I just said about it being a good day? Scratch
that, now I have to go curl up and die from embarrassment.

“Oh, god, I’m
so sorry!” I said, standing back just in time to catch the wince on
Nate’s face. “I wasn’t looking where I was going, I’m such a
klutz!”

Nate smiled, rubbed his chest a
little and then reached over to grab my hand. “Hey, it’s okay,
Tara, no damage done,” he told me. I felt myself blush as he pulled
me into a hug. “We still on for later?” he said low enough that
only I could really hear him. I nodded and he let me go, keeping
hold of my hand. “We better get to class, Ms. Marks hates it when
we’re late!”

I giggled and didn’t even
notice when Kaolin and Jen fell into step behind us. I kept hold of
Nate’s hand as we walked up the stairs and towards our History
class. Maybe I was starting to enter into the honeymoon stage;
maybe this was a sign that I was actually a pretty normal
seventeen-year-old with her first boyfriend. It was nice to think
about it, to pretend for even a moment that it could be true, but I
eventually had to let go of his hand, as we took our seats and
waited for our class to start.

I knew that I wouldn’t get a
chance to talk to Nate again. He had lessons all morning and after
college would be heading to work. I also knew from yesterday’s
shenanigans that it wouldn’t be a good idea to text him in class,
nor would passing notes be the best plan either. So I just sat
quietly next to him, with Kaolin on the other side and Jen next to
her, and tried to keep my mind on the lesson.

Usually I loved all things
History, but for some reason I was finding it hard to concentrate
with Nate’s leg touching mine. I felt like my face was permanently
red, and that everyone was watching me as I tried, awkwardly, to
pretend that being so close to Nate didn’t bother me. I mean, we’d
been dating for a few weeks now and we’d sat next to each other in
class before, so maybe I was just losing it. As much as it pains me
to admit, I was almost glad when the bell rang and we left the
classroom.

“I have to run,
and I’m working before we get together,” Nate said, pulling me into
a hug in the corridor. You’d think that would embarrass me more,
but it didn’t. “Text me when you’re on your way home and I’ll call
or something, okay?”

“Sure,” I said,
with a small smile on my face. I wanted it to look outwardly like I
was just as excited about our date as he was, and I was, but inside
I was also freaking the fuck out about what on earth we’d do whilst
watching the film. I mean Kaolin wouldn’t be there and it wasn’t
like I could phone her and ask for advice half way through the
film, right? Thankfully, while she had a Psych class next, she
would then have a free period before we headed over to our last
class of the day. I would just have to pump her for advice
then.

I waved as Nate, Jen and Kaolin
all headed off to their next class. Thankfully, Marie and Lilly
should be downstairs in the canteen before the end of my first
spare period. After that they’d be off to lessons too. I headed
downstairs and stopped at the canteen to grab a cup of tea. I
thought about doing some reading for my classes, but to be honest,
my heart just wasn’t in it.

I grabbed a
seat at a table, with a view to the doors so that when Lilly or
Marie turned up they’d be able to see me, and that’s when it hit
me. The thing I’d thought I’d forgotten. I hadn’t called Lilly the
night before. I’d been so worked up with arranging things with Nate
that I’d forgotten to call her. I pulled out my phone and sent a
quick text. Sorry I 4got 2 call, hve lots
2 tlk abt, free now so come c me in the canteen whn u get here
xxx.

I put my phone on the table and
leaned back in the mostly uncomfortable chair. I hoped someone
would turn up soon, because my mind left to its own devices would
probably freak me out a whole lot more than worrying about being
sat next to the guy I’m dating.

I heard the whir of wheels
powered by a battery and saw that Lilly was headed my way. She was
wearing a thick coat, but looked more than a little bit damp.

“Is it
snowing?” I asked, once she was within hearing distance.

“Might as well
be, at least then it looks pretty,” Lilly replied, shaking her head
from side to side. “It’s like the heavens opened out
there.”

“Ugh, not
nice,” I said. “You want a cuppa?” She had parked herself in the
space next to me and was putting her stuff on the table.

“Sure that’d be
nice, then we can talk about your date tonight with
Nate!”

I wondered how she could’ve
known about it, but didn’t say anything. I got up and headed over
to the tea station. Once I’d paid, I headed back to join her at the
table. Marie had apparently arrived while I’d been gone. She looked
just as wet and soaked as Lilly did.

“Ta,” Lilly
said when I handed her the cup.

Marie left her coat and bag in
her seat and went off to grab something warm for herself.

“So, tell me
everything, what are you planning to do? If you give the right
amount of detail, I may forgive you for not calling!” Lilly said,
in a tone that could’ve been either serious or joking.

I decided not to worry too much
about her tone and started to tell her everything that had happened
between now and the last time we spoke yesterday. I didn’t know
whether Lilly had ever had a serious boyfriend before, but she did
give good advice, and if there was something I was in dire need of
right then, it was good advice.
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By the time I’d sat through my
last classes of the day, eaten, and gotten some more advice from
both Lilly and Kaolin, I was more than ready to head home and get
ready for the big ‘date’ as everyone was calling it. I didn’t see
what the fuss was all about. So my dad was out of town, and my
boyfriend was coming over to watch a movie or whatever. It didn’t
mean anything serious, right?

I certainly wasn’t planning to
jump him the second the door closed. It also wasn’t like we hadn’t
been on dates before. Sure, they were usually double dates with
Kaolin and Gareth, and I felt a lot more like a chaperone than
anything else, but this time wasn’t going to be anything special.
As far as I was concerned, we were going to watch a movie, maybe
make out a little, and then have something to eat. I’d probably be
in bed before ten, and there was no way that Nate would be joining
me.

As I walked back towards my car
with Kaolin, I typed out a text to Nate to make sure we were still
on for later, and to ask what time he was planning on arriving. He
responded quickly saying that he was off work at five and would
come straight to my place. That gave me just under an hour to get
ready. I planned to shower, mostly because it was still raining and
my hair had decided to go into a frizzy mess, but also because this
*was* an actual date after all. I may not have much boyfriend
experience, but even I know you’re supposed to make yourself look
smart.

Kaolin was starting the engine
as I put my phone away.. “What time’s the date start?” she asked
with a grin on her face.

“He’s planning
to come straight from work, so about fiveish,” I said, keeping my
tone friendly, but guarded, so that she wouldn’t know how stressed
I was about it. While Kaolin knew more than any of my other friends
about what skeletons I kept in my closet, she didn’t know
everything. Our friendship had changed a little since we’d both
been at secondary school. In a way, it might seem to someone
looking in that we were growing apart, but our friendship wasn’t
the kind that needed to be held up by each of us knowing every
little thing about the other. Besides which, friendships are
supposed to change as we grow up: if they don’t, there’s something
wrong.

Either way, I still wasn’t
about to tell her about my innermost feelings about this ‘big
date’. Maybe that was a sign that was had grown apart, but for me
it was something different. I wasn’t one hundred percent sure about
them myself, but also because it was something I needed to work
through on my own. She wasn’t always going to be around to guide me
through the rest of my life. It was time to stand on my own two
feet.

We didn’t discuss my plans
again on the journey to my house. The only comment she made was
when I was getting out of the car was: “If you need me, I’m home
all night, okay?”

“Okay,” I said,
nodding my head, watching as she pulled away. I was anxious to get
inside quickly, not just because I had to get ready, but also
because Dad was supposed to ring before he had to get ready for
tonight’s concert. If I hadn’t been at college, I probably would
have spent some of his tour with him. It would’ve been nice to
watch from the sidelines, and see a bit more of the country. I’d
lived in the UK all my life, but I hadn’t really seen much of it.
I’m sure Dad and Mum travelled together when I was younger while he
toured, but since he’d been out of the business since I was six, it
wasn’t like I could remember much of it.

Once inside, I had a plan of
attack in my head. I was going to shower, call Lilly for advice on
what make-up, if any, to wear and then find something that looked
good, but not too formal. I just hoped I had time before Nate
arrived because if I was still in my dressing gown when he pulled
up, I’d die of embarrassment.,

I showered in ten minutes and
dried my hair, thankfully because it was so short, it wasn’t hard
to towel dry it. I’d chosen a nice top that Lilly and Kaolin said
made me look good; now it was time for make-up.

I sat at my computer desk, with
my mobile resting by the monitor. I planned to use the hands free
kit so that I could talk with Lilly while doing my makeup. I just
hoped she’d have some idea what she was doing, because I’d never
really been one to use it. I owned various pieces, and Kaolin and I
had gone shopping for some newer stuff more recently, and while I
knew the basics, I did need a little prodding as to how much to
wear and what to use.

“Hey, Lilly,
it’s me!” I said, when she answered. “I have like, thirty minutes
to get myself ready before I run the risk of answering the door in
a top and nothing else.”

“Ha! That’s
more than enough time, now did you pull up Youtube like I told you
too?” she asked, going straight into prep mode.

I did just that, going to the
channel she’d recommended at college.

“Yup, but I
have eyeliner, which I’ve never used, eyeshadow which I have, and
mascara and lipstick and blusher and all of that, and I’m lost as
what to put on next?”

“You’re having
dinner and a movie right?” she said.

“Yup, but we’re
staying home…at least I think we are. God, what if he wants to go
out? What if I look stupid?”

“Tara! Chill!
Okay, if I was there I’d do it all for you, but you know my
parents. Anyway, you don’t need much. I’d go for lipstick and
leaving it at that. But make sure it’s a natural shade. Watch the
Youtube video for directions if you don’t know how to do the
lipstick, but I think you do.”

I did as she said, and when I
was done, waited for her next instruction. “All done, is it really
that easy?” I said, glad to not have to do anything too
complicated.

“Yep, for a
date at home, or even out and about, you’re set makeup wise! Right,
you just need to choose a skirt or trousers. I’d go with jeans,
they’re comfy and casual, but they can also look good.”

“Thanks, Lilly,
I’ll be sure to call after to give you every detail!” I said as we
ended the call. Everyone like me needs a Lilly in their life. Even
Kaolin isn’t all that adept with makeup, though I imagine she was
better than I was.

I stood up and headed over to
my wardrobe where I had a nice pair of ‘smart’ jeans. Once I’d
pulled them on over a nice pair of socks with the London
Underground map on them, I decided to go without shoes and head
downstairs to get a cup of tea. It was mostly to calm my jangling
nerves.

I sat at the kitchen table and
worked on slowing down my brain. The problem with having the
history and baggage that I had, is that even when something good is
happening, your brain can’t help but think up all the ways similar
situations had gone drastically wrong previously. The only good
thing was that I didn’t really have any bad trauma from a big date.
I’d been stalked, but that hadn’t started as anything other than
what I thought was a mutual friendship slash colleague
relationship. How wrong I’d been.

I found myself watching the
clock tick down the seconds as it drew closer and closer to five. I
almost jumped when the house phone jangled me out of my trance. I
couldn’t think of who would be ringing and for a moment I was
worried it’d be Nate cancelling, but when I answered, I remembered
that Dad had said he’d call. “Hey sweetheart, miss me yet?” he
said, laughing a little.

“Nope, have you
gone somewhere?” I joked. “How’s it going? Feel like you didn’t
spend eleven years out of the business?”

“It’s fine,
first concert starts in a couple hours or so, but I don’t go on
until near enough eight thirty. So, what have you been up
to?”

“Usual stuff,
nothing exciting. Went to college, came home, expecting Kaolin any
moment,” I lied for no other reason than panic.

I knew my dad wouldn’t blow up
if I told him I was actually expecting Nate, but I also didn’t want
his mind to be preoccupied with my date when he was supposed to be
starting his big comeback tour. The other thing as well was I
didn’t want to have to dissect it with Dad when he called
afterwards. It wasn’t against his rules, but there are some things
that you just don’t want to talk to your father about.

“Okay, well,
I’ll leave you to it. Remember not to stay up all night, and call
if you need anything, okay? After tonight, we’re off to Birmingham
for a few nights, so I’ll be on the bus most of the day
tomorrow.”

“Cool, I hope
it goes well! Good luck!” I said, before we both hung up and I went
back to waiting. Was it wrong of me to lie to him? Probably, but I
was seventeen and he still treated me, at times, like I was that
scared six –year-old who’d just lost her mum.

Before I had chance to dwell on
it too much, there was a knock at the door. It was still five
minutes to five, so I was glad I’d been ready for a while. I ran my
fingers through my hair and headed towards the door. Taking a deep
breath, I pulled it open and there was Nate, smiling, his eyes
sparkling as he saw me.

“Wow, Tara, you
look amazing!” he said, crossing over the threshold and kissing my
cheek.

“Thanks,” I
replied, somewhat shyly. What was it about this guy that made me
lose the ability to form actual sentences? “You look great
too.”

I closed the door and he headed
for the couch. “I was thinking that we could watch a movie, then
order take out, and if we have time, watch another?” he asked,
sitting on the edge of the seat.

I walked past him and flopped,
rather unattractively, into the seat. Hey, I figured that if I
didn’t want to spend the whole night filled with nervous energy,
then I might as well make it clear that I was comfortable around
him. He took my cue and leaned back against the cushioned back of
the couch.

“What movie did
you wanna watch?” I asked, feeling some of the tension loosen. It
seemed it wasn’t anywhere near as scary as I’d thought. It was
actually rather refreshing to be alone in the house with him,
without anyone watching. Maybe my issue with the whole thing wasn’t
Nate or even my own weirdness, but more that I just wasn’t someone
who enjoyed public displays of affection.

“You choose the
first one, and I’ll choose the second,” he said, reaching out
across the couch to take hold of my hand.

I gave his a squeeze and got
back up, losing the connection for a moment. I decided that since
I’d like to explore the feelings I had without an audience around,
we should watch something we’d both seen before and wouldn’t mind
if we missed any of it.

I held up a Simon Pegg and Nick
Frost film; zombies were always a good bet when a guy was
concerned. Even my dad loved those kinds of films. Nate nodded in
agreement and I put it on, and then settled back into my spot,
leaning closer to him and making sure that my hand found its way
back to his.

This didn’t seem like a bad way
to spend an evening, and as the movie started, I found myself
relaxing more and more. I even managed to give him a kiss on the
lips, and the movie faded into the background as Nate and I started
to act exactly like Gareth and Kaolin.

Maybe she had a point, there
was something to be said about letting go and having fun!
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By the time we both came up for
air, the movie was almost over. I was happy to just let it play in
the background and forget all about dinner, but it seemed that Nate
wanted to make sure I didn’t starve.

“Why don’t I
order something?” he said, brushing his hand over my
cheek.

I could still taste him on my
lips, and for some reason that didn’t make me feel at all
embarrassed. “Sure, there’s a bunch of takeaway leaflets in the
drawer,” I replied, vaguely pointing towards where I meant.

I found myself watching his
lips and only his lips. It was as if the rest of him had faded into
the background. I leaned forward and kissed him again. He kissed
back and it seemed that dinner was off the cards for the
moment.

After another ten minutes of
kissing and general couple goodness, he sat up. While we’d been
making out, we had both moved so that I was lying down on the couch
and he was propped up on top of me. I missed the feel of his body
against me, but I could tell that while Nate was seriously enjoying
our alone time, we needed to take a breather before things went
further than either of us wanted right then.

“God, you’re
beautiful,” he said, sitting back as I rearranged myself so that I
was also upright again. “I could spend an eternity just laying here
with you, kissing you, touching you…” he said, seemingly letting
the words drift off. “… but I need to eat, and I don’t think your
dad would be pleased if I had my way with you on his
couch.”

Now that made me blush! Kissing
seemed to be fine for me, and despite my previously mentioned
baggage, I didn’t really have any bad memories or triggers as far
as kissing went. However, the thought of being naked or in bed with
Nate did two things to me. The first was it made me think of how
good it had felt feeling him pressed against me, and how that
couldn’t be a bad thing. The second was that it also made me freak
out a little. It made me think that he could possibly just be using
me, and if I wanted this relationship to work (and to keep my own
sanity in check), then I needed to step back and make sure I was in
control of what happened.

“Chinese okay?”
I asked, standing up.

Nate looked a little taken
aback by my tone. I think maybe he thought he’d offended me, but he
hadn’t. It was more that I was feeling vulnerable and needed to
distance myself for a moment, to keep my brain and its annoying
panicking reactions under control.

“Did I say
something wrong?” he said, standing up and coming towards
me.

It was times like this I wished
I was able to be one hundred percent honest with him, because while
he knew that I’d been stalked and kidnapped, and almost killed, he
didn’t know how it started. He didn’t know anything about my gift,
or my work for the police (other than what had been reported in the
press), because I’d learnt a long time ago that you just didn’t
trust people. People betrayed you or turned out to be the bad guys,
and that was never a good position to be in.

I took a step backwards and saw
from the look on his face that he was worried he’d upset me, or
that I thought he was going to hurt me. I felt awful for making him
think that, but at the same time, my heart was racing, and I was on
the road to panic attack central. The last thing I wanted to do was
allow myself to freak out while I was alone with Nate. The poor boy
would probably turn and run, never to be seen again.

I closed my eyes and tried to
quell my shaking hands, but it didn’t seem to help. I counted
slowly as I breathed out, and then in again, trying to calm my
fraught system. If there was one thing I wished I could change, it
was that I didn’t react like this to stupid things that shouldn’t
have even been triggers in the first place. I’d given up trying to
understand my traumatised brain, but it would’ve been nice if there
were at least some clues as to what set me off this time.

“Tara, are you
okay?” Nate asked.

I looked up and saw that he
hadn’t stepped any closer. It was obvious to him that whatever was
going on, wasn’t going to be helped by him standing too close to
me.

I tried to answer, I wanted to
lie and tell him I was just hungry, but my hands were shaking like
I was in some kind of drug withdrawal, and I was breathing faster
and faster. So, I shook my head and dropped to the floor. I knew if
I could contain myself, if I could convince my brain that I was
safe, I might very well be able to head off the panic attack before
it got much worse. I felt lightheaded, and I was glad I was on the
floor because I felt like I was going to faint or collapse or
something. I didn’t notice that Nate had sat on the floor as well,
watching me, but not reaching out to touch me at all. I tried to
regulate my breathing and I tried to continue counting, hoping that
it would clue my brain in on the fact that I was safe, I wasn’t in
danger and no one was going to hurt me.

“Is there
anything I can do?” Nate said.

I barely registered that he was
speaking, I was focusing so much on calming the fuck down.

“Count,” I
said, my voice sounding like almost a rasp and my throat feeling
like knives were positioned down the length of it as I swallowed.
“Count so I can breathe.”

“Okay,” he
said.

I didn’t look up to see what
expression he had on his face. I didn’t think I could have coped
with the pity and possible horror that he’d be wearing because of
me.

“One,” he said,
seemingly understanding that he needed to count slowly. He
continued to ten and then stopped. I nodded at him to continue as I
forced myself to breathe out and then in, slowly for the count of
five each time. I could feel the sheer panic losing its grip on me
as he continued to count to ten over and over again.

After what felt like days, I
finally realised that I was no longer shaking. I was breathing
normally and although mentally and physically, I felt like I’d run
a marathon, I was fine.

“You can stop
now,” I said, quietly.

I dreaded having to face him.
This was our first alone date, and I had freaked out because we’d
been kissing. How the hell was I suppose to manage an actual
relationship? Not to mention the fact that he’d probably be freaked
out himself, and decide I wasn’t worth the trouble. I stayed
sitting, waiting for him to say something, trying to mentally
prepare myself for the, “It’s been fun, but I have to go” speech
that I was so sure was coming.

“Does that
happen often?” he said instead after a few moments of
silence.

“Sometimes it
does, yeah,” I said, keeping my head rested on my knees and my eyes
cast down.

“Would it be
okay if I came closer?” he asked, obviously not wanting to trip the
switch and make me all panicked again.

“I think so,” I
replied, still waiting for the other shoe to drop and him to
leave.

Nate didn’t stand up, instead,
he shuffled across the floor slowly, allowing me the chance to tell
him to stop if I needed him to. Before long he was sat next to
me.

“Would it be
okay to touch you?” he asked, still keeping a small line of
distance between us.

I nodded. He leaned over and
pulled me into a hug. I find that after an ‘episode’, I liked the
security of knowing I’m safe, and being held in someone’s arms
seemed to fulfil that need. It was then that I realised that he
wasn’t just comforting me because he was about to dump me, but
because he wanted to make me realise that it was okay. He wasn’t
freaked out and he wasn’t upset. Well he was, but only because he
thought he’d done something to cause the whole thing in the first
place.

“I’m sorry,” he
said. “I should have respected your space.”

I pulled away a little from the
hug and punched him gently in the arm. “That wasn’t because of
you!” I said, trying to find some humour in it all. “I just react
like that sometimes, it’s not your fault, and it wasn’t something
you did. Trust me, if it’d been down to that, I’d tell you.”

“Okay,” he
replied, then pulled me back into his embrace. We sat on the floor,
just hugging for a while when my stomach started to rumble and Nate
smiled. “I guess we’d better get something to eat. You still want
that Chinese? Or do you trust me to make the decision?”

“I don’t mind,”
I replied, disentangling myself and standing up. Nate did the same
and I could feel his eyes on my back as I headed towards the
kitchen. “Order something and I’ll get us something to drink,” I
called over my shoulder.

“Deal,” he
said, heading towards the kitchen so he could look at the takeaway
menus.

I decided that while I was
dying for a cup of tea, it probably wasn’t the drink Nate thought
I’d meant. I knew where Dad kept the alcoholic spirits, but I
figured getting him drunk and letting him drive home was not going
to end well, so instead I looked in the fridge and pulled out some
juice. I could hear Nate talking on the phone, which meant that at
best, our food would arrive within the next forty-five minutes. Sod
it, I’d have some tea while we waited to eat. If Nate could cope
with seeing me have a panic attack and not be put off, drinking
some tea in front of him was not likely to send him running.

He came into the kitchen as I
was getting my tea bag out of the cup. I motioned for him to sit at
the table and I sat next to him, holding my teacup close to me.

“I’m sorry for
all of that mess,” I said, fully planning to try and explain
myself, despite my embarrassment.

“Why? It’s not
like you did it on purpose!” he said, giving me a confused look.
“Tara, it’s part of who you are, and that means it’s something I
have to learn to deal with. My biggest worry was that I’d make it
worse. Don’t beat yourself up over something that’s not your fault.
I wish I could’ve stopped it so you wouldn’t have to go through it,
but I’m not big headed, or arrogant enough to believe that my mere
presence is enough to take away what you went through.”

“Still, I’m
embarrassed by it,” I said, since we were being honest. “I hate
that part of me. I wish no one ever saw it, but it does pop up
sometimes and like I said, it wasn’t you, it was my addled brain
seeing connections to things that happened to me, when there
weren’t any there!”

Nate reached over and took my
hand in his. “Don’t be embarrassed okay? It doesn’t change how I
feel.”

He picked up my hand, leaned
over and kissed it. I felt myself blush a little and realised I was
with someone who wanted to be with me for the right reasons. It was
nice to think that he cared so much for me just the way I was,
flaws included.
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After a nice meal of Chinese
takeaway, Nate and I said our goodbyes and he headed home. I still
felt a little embarrassed that I’d freaked out to the point where
I’d practically been in the foetal position on the floor, but I
took comfort from the fact that he hadn’t run away screaming, and
had just wanted to help me through it.

Once I’d cleared away all the
rubbish and switched off the lights downstairs, I headed up to my
room with the phone. I knew that Dad would try to call when the
concert finished, but I also knew it’d be dependant on whether or
not he had the downtime to do so. After all, it wasn’t every day
you opened at the O2 Arena for a comeback tour after eleven years
out of the business. I was more than aware that people would want
to celebrate with him at the after party.

It was close to
ten by the time I’d finished doing all I needed, and I thought
about ringing Lilly, since I knew she’d wanted me to give her a
rundown of the evening. But, looking at the time, I realised the
chances of her parents being okay with her talking this late were
slim. However, I knew she could get online with her laptop, and
could do that in the comfort of her bedroom, so maybe her parents
wouldn’t have to know. I’d also planned to call Kaolin, so I
decided to kill two birds with one stone and sent a text to both of
them. All clear, want 2 tlk 2 u both. Will
b online shortly xxx.

I put the home phone on my desk
and waited until my computer let me sign into the IM program we all
used. Sure enough, they were both waiting for me online. I pulled
up the chat and went through everything that’d happened. I even
confessed how I’d had a panic attack, but that Nate had been
amazing, sweet, kind, and caring. Kaolin and Lilly were both quick
to reassure me about my worries that I’d messed up.

In the end we chatted for a bit
about the date, and I felt like I had their support.. I felt better
about the evening, how it’d turned out and everything that went
with it. I finally had to log off when the phone rang.

I picked up the phone on the
fourth ring. “Hey,” I said, since I assumed that only my dad would
be ringing at nearly eleven at night. I was right.

“Hey
sweetheart, how’s it going?” Dad said, and he sounded
exhausted.

“It’s fine.
How’d it go?” I asked.

“It was great.
Big crowd, lots of noise and I think I did good. Now, you sure
everything’s okay? You don’t need anything?” he said.

The man had only been gone
twenty-four hours and he was already convinced I’d eaten us out of
house and home.

“Dad, chill,
it’s fine. I had Kaolin over to watch a movie, we ordered Chinese
and now she’s gone home. I was just waiting for you to call before
heading to bed myself. I have a second period class in the
morning.”

“Okay, Tara.
Call me if you need anything,” he said, sounding like he was
starting to fall asleep.

“Go get some
rest, enjoy yourself. I’ll be fine here on my own,” I
replied.

He grunted and then we hung up.
I think he was finally clued into the fact that he was going to be
there a while and that he had no choice but to trust me. I was more
grown up than I’d been the last time he was on tour. I could look
after myself without his watchful eye on me at all times. I put the
phone on the bedside table, changed into my pyjamas, and crawled
into bed. It hadn’t been a long, hard day, but the panic attack had
really taken a lot out of me, so it wasn’t surprising that I fell
asleep pretty quickly.

My alarm didn’t wake me the
following morning, it was the phone and it had been ringing for a
while. “Hello?” I said, groggy from being so rudely awoken.

“Is that
Tara?”

“Yeah, and
who’s this?”

“Hello Tara, I
was wondering if you had time to give me a quote about your
father’s tour? How does it feel to be back in the limelight? Is it
having any effect on your work with the police?”

It took me a few seconds to
realise that it wasn’t a salesperson offering a quote about
something, it was a journalist demanding I give *them* a quote on
my father’s return to showbiz.

“I’m hanging up
now,” I said, more awake than I would have liked because I was so
angry at having been disturbed for something so
ridiculous.

“Please, just
one more question!” the voice pleaded.

“Goodbye,” I
said, pressing the disconnect button before they could say anything
else.

I checked the clock. It was
just after seven. Fuck, so they’d not only asked me for quotes
about Dad’s tour, but they’d bloody woken me up two hours before I
had to be. Ugh, if there was one thing I would change about Dad’s
success, it would be that the press stopped hounding me when I had
nothing to do with it.

I rolled over and tried to get
back to sleep. I was almost there, when the phone rang again. I
swore and picked it up.

“Look, if you
want a quote, why don’t you call my father rather than me? I’m
trying to get some bloody sleep!” I snapped into the
receiver.

“Oh, sorry,”
Nate said and I swore again.

“Sorry, that
wasn’t aimed at you. I just got woken up by some journalist,
desperate for the inside scoop on how I’m coping with Dad being
gone,” I said, trying to smooth out my tone. “What’s
up?”

Nate laughed. “For a moment
there, I thought I’d dialled wrong. Sorry for the early call, but I
was up, and wanted to check and see how you were doing after last
night,” he said.

Normally, I’d have told someone
calling before eight in the morning to bugger off and check back at
a normal human time, but this was Nate, and I didn’t want him to
think I didn’t want to talk to him. “I’m fine, I’m not happy that I
freaked out, but I am fine.”

“Good. I just
wanted to check. I’ll see you at college?”

“Sure,” I
replied.

We ended the call and I rolled
over again trying to get comfy. Only, it seemed that between the
warm fuzzy feelings from Nate’s call, and the anger at the
journalist waking me in the first place, I was now past the point
of going back to sleep. I sighed deeply, flung my duvet off me and
headed to the shower.

I guess my day was starting
early after all.
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Since neither Kaolin nor I had
to be at college until second period, I decided to take things
slow, given my early start. I cooked myself bacon, eggs, and hash
browns for breakfast, and sent her a text letting her know I was up
and about, but not ready yet. I planned to take a long shower, and
try to start the day with the feelings of the second phone call,
and not the anger I felt at being called early to give a quote
about dad’s tour. I’d let the house phone ring more than once now,
because I figured if it was anyone important, they’d have my mobile
number, and it remained silent all morning.

I left the
house and Kaolin was ready and waiting. As we sat waiting in bumper
to bumper traffic, I got a text which I quickly read.
Hey, just checking in. How r u this am? Feeling
better abt yr date? Lxx. I smiled as I read
it. I read it aloud to Kaolin and typed out a response to
Lilly. Am fine. Nate called earlier 2 c if
I was ok, which I thought was sweet. How was yr night? N e more
nightmares? T xx. I also debated about
sending Dad a text to let him know that people were calling the
house, but decided against it. It would only worry him, and it
wasn’t like he could do anything about it.

My phone buzzed
with a new text. Wnted 2 tlk 2 u abt that
last night, but not w/ K there. Mum wnts me 2 c a shrink, but I dnt
want 2. Not like it wld help! N e way catch u @ college L
xx. I sighed deeply.

Lilly had been having problems
with nightmares ever since her assault in October. I was the only
one of our friends who knew the effect it had on her. She didn’t
want to be seen as the poor cripple (her words, not mine) who’d
been attacked so brutally. I only knew because I’d been the one to
help find her. She didn’t know the details or how I managed that,
just that I’d been involved. She’d called my phone when she’d been
taken and I’d been the one to call Mike and get the police looking
for her.

With her brittle bone
condition, it was lucky that the guy hadn’t killed her. Having been
through my own kind of trauma, I’d been seeing someone for a while
after I had nightmares and panic attacks. Clare was good and she’d
helped me come a long way from where I’d been at the beginning, but
Lilly didn’t want to see someone. She wanted to work through it all
on her own, and knowing how similar we were in regards to being
stubborn, I didn’t think it was something I should push her to do.
The last thing I wanted to do was have her feel she didn’t have
anyone who she could talk to.

I’ve got
4th period free if u wanna grab a drink? T xx.

I didn’t get another text
back.

“So what’s the
bad mood about?” Kaolin said, as we moved through the traffic
jam.

“I was woken up
just after seven by a journalist wanting a quote,” I replied,
dryly. “I hung up before I told them where to shove it.”

“Oh dear!”
Kaolin said, but she let out a small laugh. “Still, you coulda gone
back to sleep.”

“Yeah, but then
Nate called,” I said, planning to leave the rest unsaid.

“That explains
it. I should get him to call you every morning,” she
replied.

I looked at her briefly and saw
the gleam in her eye. She liked that Nate and I were dating and I
had to admit, I didn’t really see much of a downside to it. I had
an appointment with Clare later on, so I’d be able to tell her how
my first alone date went. Maybe she’d be able to convince my brain
that dating wasn’t a bad thing. If anyone could do it, it’d be
her.

We spent the rest of the drive
discussing the essay that we’d be handing in when our class
started. We’d been asked to do an in-depth essay on what we’d been
taught so far about Anti-Semitism between 1919 and 1945. I’d chosen
to focus on the propaganda that had been around during that time
period, whilst Kaolin had chosen to discuss the rise of nationalism
in Germany after the first war ended.

“Anyway, I
managed to get the essay done, which has to be the latest I’ve ever
left something school related before,” Kaolin said, as we turned
onto the road that led to the college.

“Ha! It’s
finally happened! You’re shedding your peek ways and are becoming a
true teenager! It only took until you were seventeen!” I joked.
Kaolin had always been that person who did their homework the day
it was set. She was a mixture of a perfect student and a geek,
hence the word I invented for her: peek. She always went above and
beyond what was asked, and her marks reflected that. The only
reason I’d gotten through the majority of my exams had been because
Kaolin was my best friend, and when I’d had my change of heart
about my GCSEs and college, she’d been the one to rally round me
and help me get the marks I needed.

OEBPS/cover.jpg





