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31 DECEMBER

I am dancing and I am happy and I have hiccups.

I always dance at New Year. Even as a kid I was doing the Macarena at midnight. Tonight, thanks to the awesome blue lights that Dan has rigged up in his great glassy living room, I feel like a sea serpent in an aquarium, wafting and swaying so smoothly that you can’t see the joins. I am Miss Price and Professor Whatsisname in Bedbrooms and Knobsticks all rolled into one.

My white dress sparks to life as the strobes flash. Vashti and Laura look in my direction as I blind half the room, lighting up like a crane at Christmas. Wow. I am a luminous sea serpent.

‘Hanna.’

‘Not now, babes,’ I say, eyes closed and arms mid-wave. ‘I’m in the zone.’

‘Han, you just whacked me in the face.’

Sol is rubbing his cheekbone and trying not to get trampled by the rest of the dancing crowd. I know he wishes he wasn’t here. He’s not a party king.

‘Call it an affectionate punch,’ I suggest.

‘You’re drunk.’

‘I am not drunk. I am awesome.’ I squint around the floor, trying to spot Dan Danny Dan my man manny man. I want to run my hands all over his ripped torso and tweak his floppy earlobes. I want to bite him. Four weeks in and I’m obsessed.

‘You’re drunk,’ Sol repeats.

‘You all right, Han?’ says Laura, reaching for me – or my dress, it’s hard to tell which – with her long purple nails.

‘She’s fine,’ says Sol. ‘Just needs a bit of air.’

He threads me through the pumping room to where a set of shiny glass doors open on to a big deck-like balcony overlooking the garden. There are solar lights edging the lawn and a lion water feature. Dan has the best house ever. Dan is the best boyfriend ever.

‘I’m the king of the world,’ I say.

I spread out my arms and attempt to lean over the balustrade like Kate Winslet in Titanic. Sol hauls me back into an upright position. I press him on the nose to keep him from sliding around, but no matter how hard I press, he won’t stay still.

 ‘You’re going to give me a nosebleed if you keep doing that,’ he says.

I take my finger away. I do not want Sol’s nose blood all over this dress because then people will be talking about my outfit for all the wrong reasons in the morning.

My boyfriend is clearly outlined in the window upstairs. I feel a rush of pride, shortly followed by an urgent need to run upstairs and kiss his knuckle-chewingly handsome face. From down here I can see his lovely raven-black hair sticking up and his beautiful Greek profile and his white shiny teeth as he breaks into his killer smile and turns to talk to whoever he’s talking to.

Sol claps like someone getting the attention of a kid on a bouncy castle. ‘Let’s get you a drink of water,’ he says, in a tone that can only be described as brisk. His eyes are normally murky-pond green, but right now the strobing lights coming through the glass doors of the living room are making them flicker like flames.

‘Outside, inside,’ I grumble. ‘Make up your mind.’

I throw one more glance up at Dan’s window as Sol tows me back to the house.

And that’s when I see Lizzie Banks kissing my boyfriend.

 

Sol is now saying something else in his best calming-small-animals voice. I can’t hear the words clearly. He sounds a long way away, like he’s at the other end of a great tunnel. I dig my very high heels into the deck and stare at the way Lizzie’s got Dan squished up to the window, with her chipped nails in his perfect hair. Her nails are flaky red, like the blood that is now draining out of my heart. The shock has knocked the hiccups clean out of my body.

‘Lizzie Banks is kissing Dan,’ I say, in a voice that feels thick and odd and not mine at all. ‘SHE’S KISSING HIM.’

‘Who’s kissing who?’ says Trixie, whirling by in blue sequins and false lashes so long that I feel the extra drag of air at eye level as she passes.

I rush through the dancing crowd, passing my brother and his girlfriend Leah PDAing away as usual. I have to reach the stairs and climb them so I can fetch Dan to safety. Lizzie … Anyone but Lizzie. My dress is so tight that I can’t rush as fast as I would like. Sol keeps a tight grip on my arm.

‘Don’t make a scene, Han,’ he says. ‘It won’t end well.’

‘Damn right it won’t end well,’ I grunt in fury. I’ve got to the bottom of the steel and glass stairs, and am now considering how best to climb them in knee-length body-con. A stair lift would be good. ‘Trixie says Lizzie Banks has been after Dan ever since we started college.’ I feel hot as I say Lizzie’s name. ‘It’s embarrassing, actually. I’m embarrassed for her. I mean, what a joke. Lizzie Banks is a JOKE.’

Sol is stoutly refusing to let go of me as I attempt to hop up the steps. Every time someone comes past, he nods at them with a nonchalant ‘All right?’ in a bid to defuse suspicion that all is not well. Dimly I feel grateful. Mainly I feel like something very large has just been dropped on me from a great height.

Trixie appears at the living-room door. As she assesses my third enraged attempt to climb the staircase without ripping my dress, I can see the cogs whirring beneath her coal-black extensions.

‘Everything all right?’ she says, fixing Sol with large glitter-lashed eyes.

‘Everything’s fine, Trixie, thanks for asking,’ says Sol. ‘Han, the door’s this way.’

Vashti and Laura appear, drawn by the promise of drama.

‘You’re leaving?’ says Vashti.

She doesn’t have to say anything else. I know. Only lunatics and losers would leave Dan’s party half an hour before the clock ticks over into the new year.

Sol gives my arm an extra-hard tug. ‘Yup.’

I have no choice but to give up on the staircase and pant quietly by his side, a defeated dog in a white tube bandage. The tears are beginning to rise.

‘Hanna?’ says Sol. ‘Come on.’
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The party muffles to nothing as Sol shuts the huge front door behind us with a click. I take a shuddering breath. God, it’s cold out here. I realise I have forgotten my coat. Wait – I didn’t bring a coat. Only geeks wear coats to parties.

‘I had this dream that Dan and I were going to get married in Singö,’ I gasp, grasping Sol’s coat lapels as he hustles me down the drive. It’s hard going in these shoes. ‘We were going to ride bicycles in matching fisherman’s jumpers and have beautiful children who spoke three languages. My heart skips like a lamb on Red Bull every time I think of him. This isn’t over, Sol. Lizzie Banks is just a blip on the radar screen of our love.’

Who knew this much emotion could make you feel sick? My stomach has started boiling like a pan of overheated soup. I’m impressed with myself for taking rage to this level.

Why did it have to be Lizzie?

‘How can I get him back?’ I wail.

And then I’m sick on Sol’s shoes.

It’s incredible how much less emotional you feel the moment after you vomit. Instead of rage and grief, I now feel exhaustion. I lean against the nearest lamp post as Sol tries to wipe his shoes clean on the sparkly, crunchy grass beside Dan’s gate. My eye make-up should be acting like a wall of potato salad at an all-you-can-eat buffet, but it isn’t. I can’t keep the tears from spilling over.

‘Welcome to the Dump Club,’ Sol says.

I’m so shocked that I almost stop crying on the spot.

I have never been dumped.

I have, in fact, been the dumpee my whole dating career, from the twenty-three minutes I spent with Hugo Jackson at the Year Seven Christmas disco before moving smoothly to the other side of the dancefloor with Andrew Gillespie, to Dan Dukas wafting two tickets to Fantastic Beasts and Where to Find Them under my nose a month ago while I was waiting for Stevie O’Shea to buy us into Inferno.

‘I have NOT been dumped,’ I say, appalled. ‘Lizzie Banks took advantage of the situation, that’s all.’ And not for the first time, I think bitterly.

Sol looks at me through his over-long ginger fringe. ‘Kissing involves two people. Or one person and a melon, if you’re desperate.’

I snort with miserable laughter as I stare at my mascara-smudged palms. Then I start crying again because the world has never looked so bleak.

‘A person’s first dumping shouldn’t happen on New Year’s Eve,’ I sob. ‘It’s against the rules in every movie ever made.’

‘Life isn’t a movie, Han.’

As we pass the bus shelter, the memory of Lizzie’s hands running through Dan’s hair assails me again, in an overflowing toilet of horror that makes me gasp for breath. No one tells you this stuff destroys your breathing apparatus as well as your heart.

‘I feel like an excavator has dug out my lungs,’ I gasp, sinking on to the plastic bus shelter bench. I thump my chest to demonstrate.

‘I know.’

Sol has always tried so hard to empathise, but how can he really understand a situation like this?

‘You’ve never had a girlfriend,’ I point out. ‘You have no idea.’

Sitting down beside me, Sol opens his coat and lets me snuggle up against him. ‘Shows how much you know,’ he says over my head.

‘You have had a girlfriend?’

I don’t mean to sound disbelieving. It’s just … Sol with a girlfriend doesn’t compute.

‘A lot can happen between the ages of twelve and sixteen,’ he reminds me.

‘Like growing three feet and a voice like a foghorn.’

‘I don’t have three feet,’ he says seriously.

It’s three months now since Sol Adams scooped me off the college canteen lino with half a pint of strawberry yoghurt splattered across my backside as I screamed, ‘I can’t believe you’re here! Why didn’t I know you were here?’ at my best friend from primary school while he mopped me down. It’s true what they say about only missing stuff when it comes back again, armed with serviettes. I realise I am feeling better. Sol always had the knack of lifting my mood. How I survived for years without him is beyond me.

‘I would know if you’d been out with anyone recently though,’ I say, wiping my nose. ‘Approximately seventy per cent of our daylight hours have been spent together since September.’

‘There’s always the other thirty per cent of my time to account for.’

I force my mind away from the dark places and think about this. Sol has always been the stealthy type, sneaking about like a crapping cat. Could he have been seeing someone without me knowing?

‘Who is she?’ I say with sudden interest. ‘When did she dump you? Why don’t I know about her?’

‘How do you know it’s a she?’

Dan goes clean out of my head. A lot can happen between the ages of twelve and sixteen.

‘No,’ I say.

‘No,’ he agrees. ‘She’s someone you don’t know.’

I am dumbfounded. ‘I am the world’s worst friend,’ I say, when I can find my voice. ‘You’ve been dumped and I didn’t even know you were going out with anyone.’

‘You know now.’

‘Why did she dump you?’ I say indignantly. Sol is lovely. Sol is perfect. Sol might not be fanciable, but Sol is everything else. Then I pale. ‘It wasn’t because of me, was it? I know we spend loads of time together but it’s never been like that. She does know that, doesn’t she? She does know we don’t fancy each other?’

Sol stands up. ‘Let’s keep walking or we’ll freeze to death.’

I stagger to my feet, mainly to stay in contact with Sol’s lovely, warm, geeky coat, and bang my nose right into his back. He has stopped dead in the middle of the road.

Tiny white sparkles are floating in the icy haze over our heads. They grow thicker and busier, twirling away like a million glittering Cinderellas at the Prince’s ball.

Snow.

I’m not cold any more. I’m in that scene in Serendipity minus the glove twirling down from the sky. I’ve always wanted to be in that scene.

‘This is a movie,’ I say, spreading out my arms and not even minding the pinpricks of cold as the flakes land on my almost-blue arms. ‘It’s snowing on New Year’s Eve!’ I check my watch. ‘It’s snowing on New Year’s Eve at midnight,’ I add ecstatically – if you can be ecstatic and heartbroken at the same time. ‘We have actually gone beyond the celluloid here.’

‘No one makes films on celluloid any more.’

‘All right, Steven Spielberg.’ He’s being deliberately obtuse. ‘What I’m trying to say is that we have moved beyond movies and into the realm of signs.’ I say this in hushed tones to match the rapidly whitening scene around us.

‘Don’t tell me,’ he says. ‘Serendipity?’

I wriggle under his coat so that my arm winds more snugly around his tummy. We walk on down the empty road, enjoying the feeling of our very own snow globe, our perfect cocoon of calm. And it’s an amazing feeling, given the circumstances of the evening.

At my gate, I pull my arms free from his warmth.

‘Home sweet home,’ I say. I make a weak rocker sign with my fingers. ‘Party on. Thanks for looking after me. I’ll return the favour one day when you forget to be sensible. If that day ever comes.’

Something flits across Sol’s gaze.

‘Happy New Year, Hanna,’ he says.

There is the weirdest moment, like the rest of the world has somehow stopped turning. There isn’t a sound anywhere. There is a kind of halo around Sol as he stands in front of me in the dancing snow below the streetlight, flakes on his ginger lashes and something I don’t recognise in his pondy eyes.

And in that moment, I have a perfectly brilliant idea. The kind of idea that only ever becomes reality if you come up with it on New Year’s Eve, preferably while drunkenly standing in the snow in four-inch heels with your best friend.

‘You know what we should do?’ I say with sudden excitement.

The unrecognisable thing vanishes from Sol’s eyes. ‘Oh God,’ he mutters.

‘We should watch a movie together on the last day of every month for a whole year, right round until next New Year’s Eve. Twelve movies, total.’

Sol looks up at the sky again. ‘What is it with you and movies?’

‘They hold answers.’ I prod him in the chest. ‘We need answers, Sol. Why did we both get dumped? What did we do wrong? Don’t you think it’s time we learned from the greats? I bet Audrey Hepburn never failed to hop up a flight of stairs to confront a boyfriend-stealing witch. And I can guarantee you that Amy Adams never fell flat on her arse in yoghurt. We should start tonight. Mum and James are at a party, Raz is still snogging Leah at Dan’s, and my little brother is at a sleepover. So we’d have the house to ourselves.’

Sol brushes a snowflake away just under my eye. ‘You’re bone cold and you’re miserable and you’re drunk,’ he says. ‘And I’d quite like to wash your sick off my shoes. Go to sleep, Hanna. We’ll do it another time.’

I yawn on cue. He’s right. I’m totally knackered. Thoughts of taking off this infuriatingly tight dress and these agonising heels, washing my face and then crying my way through all the Facebook pictures of me and Dan, without being disturbed until dawn, begin to feel quite appealing.

‘The end of this month at mine, then,’ I say, fumbling in my purse for my keys. ‘My place, my choice. You choose the next movie at yours. I promise I won’t interfere. Unless you choose Star Wars. Don’t choose Star Wars. I can’t stand Star Wars. I mean, I’ve never seen Star Wars, but I can’t stand the thought of Star Wars.’

Sol is walking away, his hand raised as the snow swirls around his head.

‘Oh, and Happy New Year to you too,’ I say, a little belatedly.

But he’s already gone.
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1 JANUARY


I am such an idiot. There was even falling snow. It was like that film she’s probably crazy about, Bridget Bloody Jones, with Renée Zellweger in leopard pants and Colin Firth being ineffably cool and wrapping her up in his coat and kissing her.

I groan out loud. Partly at the thought of Hanna in leopard pants. Mainly because I hate myself utterly right now. Because tonight I have realised three things. One: I am hopelessly in love with Hanna Bergdahl. Two: for the first time since our recent reunion, Hanna Bergdahl appears to be single. And three: I am stuck in that inescapable netherworld of demons and acne – the Friend Zone.

For a second, through the haze of snow and streetlight back there on what I will now for ever think of as Loser’s Corner, as I was gazing at her lips and I thought, maybe, she was gazing back at mine, the exit door was plainly marked. One arm slipped around her back, maybe the old rest-foreheads technique, and the way out was right there. Maybe it’s because I came so close this time, the Friend Zone is feeling more inescapable than ever.

She might have thrown up again while we were kissing, I suppose. And I would never have known whether it was through revulsion or what remained of Dan Dukas’s rum punch. So maybe it’s for the best.

It doesn’t feel like the best, that’s all.

Nigel is waiting as I turn the latch. I don’t see him exactly. More sense his devil eyes gleaming underneath the stairs. So I barely flinch when he launches himself at my ankle and savages my puke-flavoured sock.

‘How did it go?’ Gareth shouts from the kitchen.

I steady myself on the post at the bottom of the stairs as I heel off my vomity shoes. Nigel is still hanging on. ‘Great,’ I say. ‘Best party ever. Yay for parties.’

‘Any girls?’

‘Just Hanna.’ Even her name makes me ache.

‘Any boys?’

Andrew sticks his head round the kitchen door. ‘Solomon? Get in here now and tell us everything.’

‘No one gave me a second look,’ I say.

Andrew pulls a face, assessing my outfit. ‘No wonder. Coat like that.’

‘Leave him alone, Andrew,’ says Gareth.

I take off my coat, snuffle my nose into its creased depths to breathe in the non-pukey parts of Hanna, then hang it up. ‘What are you doing in tonight anyway?’ I ask. ‘I thought you were going to a party.’

Gareth wanders out of the kitchen in his favourite old-man PJs. ‘Nigel wouldn’t let us leave,’ he says.

Nigel has still got my ankle between his teeth. His tail is lashing around like an incensed garden hose.

‘That damn cat held us hostage until nine,’ Andrew explains. ‘I had my best trousers on and he was in no mood to spare them. By the time he gave up we’d both drunk too much to drive. Happy New Year to us.’

‘You sad individuals,’ I say. ‘Held hostage by the cat.’

‘He needs therapy,’ says Gareth.

‘He needs neutering,’ I say.

I can see Gareth retracing the conversation to where it all began.

‘Just Hanna?’ he says a little beadily.

Here we go.

‘We’re friends, Gareth,’ I say.

‘Friends at four doesn’t mean just friends for ever. Friendship is the best foundation for a relationship.’

‘I don’t know about that,’ says Andrew. ‘I’ve never liked you much.’

As Gareth knuckles Andrew on his faintly balding head, I find myself wishing – and not for the first time – that I hadn’t met Hanna Bergdahl aged four, over the sugar paper and crayons. Then maybe I would have had a chance to start again. I could have been all mysterious, instead of the kid she remembers getting locked in the school toilets when we were seven. I could have been cool, not the boy whose ninth birthday party had us all whittling wooden spoons at the Museum of Agricultural Life. There is no way back from this place.

‘Get off, Nigel,’ I say and shake my foot.

Nigel explodes from my leg like a jet-black bomb and hurtles for the cat flap. Which is closed. We all hear the sound of his skull smacking against solid plastic.

‘Justice,’ says Andrew darkly.

 

For a while there, I think I had the Lost Years on my side. You know, the mysterious-past thing. A lot does happen between twelve and sixteen. But four years in the States didn’t even equip me with that basic cool-kid essential: an American accent. Any mystery I might have had has already glimmered and died like a cub scouts’ bonfire.

Hanna, on the other hand, has grown into herself. Particularly, she has grown into her teeth. And her hair, once a bit frizzy, is now as smooth as a wedge of butter. Long too, and thick, and cool to the touch. She’s always had blue eyes but now, they are bluer. Somehow.

I kick my bedroom door shut irritably, lift up the box covering the paper figures on my table – I haven’t figured out how to light them to best advantage yet – and flip on my computer. The FaceTime light is already green and Frank is grinning at me. Four years of mutually getting the shit kicked out of us has built some kind of telepathy across the ocean.

‘Happy New Year, Frank,’ I say, flopping back on my bed.

Frank lifts a long, slim finger. ‘Eight more hours to go here, bud. Five more hours of Mom asking me if I have a date for tonight or if I would prefer to watch reruns of I Love Lucy with her and Dad and the dog.’

We share a wince. Lucy Shapiro is a touchy subject.

‘Ironic,’ I say.

‘Ironic,’ agrees Frank. ‘But I haven’t been hanging here waiting for your return to talk about my non-existent love life. I want to know if you and Hanna finally—’

I hold up my hand. Frank stops. There is a silent moment of empathy.

‘She asked me in to watch a movie but I said no,’ I tell him.

‘You said no? Are you insane? Movie plus couch spells a sure thing, my friend, did no one ever tell you this? I’m guessing her parents were in.’

‘They were out. Her brothers too.’

‘You total asshole,’ Frank breathes.

I hadn’t fully considered my assholery on the movie front. But now Frank has pointed it out, it’s hard to ignore. I could have spent two hours with Hanna, alone, on a couch. Instead, I chose to return home, get savaged by a psychopathic cat, endure a well-meaning conversation with my parents and get insulted by my best mate from five thousand miles away.

‘Go back round there and say you changed your mind,’ Frank orders.

‘She was drunk,’ I say. ‘I said we’d do it another time.’

‘Rein in your ambitions, man.’

‘Do it as in watch a movie another time. We have a date at the end of January.’

At least, I’m telling myself it’s a date. Except of course that Hanna will have another guy by the end of January. She might even have made up with Dan the Douche, although his track record suggests that’s unlikely. I try and fail to take heart from this. A girl like Hanna doesn’t stay single for four and a half weeks.

Frank is so close to the screen now that I can count his eyebrow hairs. He has a lot of eyebrow hairs. ‘If you’re telling me I have to wait a whole month,’ he says, ‘your movie date had better come up with the goods.’

‘You need to sort your own love life out,’ I tell him. ‘Then maybe my own wouldn’t be so interesting.’

‘If only it were so simple,’ sighs Frank.

As I slide my computer shut, one more good thing occurs to me about a very, very bad evening. If I had gone back to Hanna’s to watch a movie – Don’t think about how we could have been alone, don’t think about it – I would have had to explain about my supposed ex. Hanna is the type of girl who doesn’t give up easily, and I haven’t given her nearly enough information to satisfy her curiosity. She would have talked through half the movie, squirrelling away, digging for details, and details on details. There’s no way my spur-of-the-moment fib would have stood up to Hanna’s level of scrutiny. I would have been a Friend with Delusions, not simply a Friend. I’ll just have to hope she’s forgotten all about it the next time we see each other.
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Morning doesn’t so much dawn, as spill over the horizon in a pool of pale white light. The snow from last night has settled, leaching the few colours on the other side of the bathroom window to subtle shades of pastel. As I shave, I wonder if I can be bothered with New Year resolutions. I wonder much the same every January, then make a couple anyway.

‘I will kiss Hanna Bergdahl this year,’ I say, pointing my razor at the mirror. ‘Failing that, I will stop my Haribo habit. No more sour cherries. They make that shit with hooves.’

I should probably be making resolutions about bigger stuff than Haribo, but I can’t think much past Hanna at the moment. This is a big year, as Gareth and Andrew are fond of telling me. Six months before the questions start to matter.

To take my mind off this fact, I spend five careful minutes adjusting my paper figures, then play with the desk lamp for a while, trying once again to work out the best way to light them. If I position them in a certain way, their shadows are kissing while their bodies aren’t. I may be able to do something with that. I place the upended box back over the scene, protecting them from breeze and Nigel and prying eyes, and resolve to give them my full attention later.

‘Coffee with or without cat hairs?’ offers Andrew as I reach the kitchen. ‘Nigel’s had the filters again.’

‘I’ll pass, thanks.’ I grab my coat and check my keys and phone are in my pocket.

‘Off out already?’ asks Gareth from behind one of the endless Christmas papers he’s catching up on.

‘Stuff to do,’ I say.

‘Anything we can help with?’

‘No,’ I say. ‘Thanks.’

‘Are you going to see Hanna?’

I don’t feel like discussing Hanna with my parents this morning. How long do I have to make polite conversation before I can slide away?

‘He’s checking his phone again,’ says Andrew.

‘What do you have to do at seven o’clock in the morning on New Year’s Day?’ Gareth asks, lowering his paper.

‘Bye,’ I say firmly before Andrew can jump in again.

Pulling the door closed behind me, I relax as I breathe in the brand new air. There is a muffled quality to everything today, as if someone has clamped a large pair of ear defenders around the world. The year is seven hours old, new and clean and full of every kind of possibility. Once a year I get to feel this way. The past is erased. No Friend Zone, no badly whittled cutlery. There is no reason why today can’t be the best day of my life.

The route to the railway station takes me past the end of Hanna’s road. I stop for a moment, shivering in the early morning cold, and gaze at the sleepy windows that climb the street. It’s possible she’s not been asleep long, spending all night thinking about Dan Dukas.

I don’t like to think of Hanna crying.

There is a sudden explosion from a nearby privet hedge and the sensation of teeth clamping around my calf. My yell dislodges a clump of snow from a tree branch overhead, which hits me with pinpoint accuracy. Curtains twitch along the road. I’m wet, cold, shocked and furious.

‘Bloody cat,’ I say, grabbing Nigel and wrapping him tightly in my arms so that he can neither bite nor scratch me. I am basically a cat straitjacket.

The train is due in eight minutes. If I dump Nigel back in the hedge, I can make it in five and take up position on the footbridge. While I am considering this course of action, a car flies past, throwing up a plume of brown snow from beneath its filthy wheels. Under my chin, Nigel starts purring like a smug motorbike. He knows I can’t leave him here.

I march back home.

‘Stalking birds, fine.’ I deposit Nigel in Andrew’s lap. ‘Stalking humans, not fine.’

‘He has a thing about main roads,’ says Andrew.

‘It’s called a death wish,’ I say. ‘You need to neuter him.’

I storm upstairs. Thanks to Nigel I have missed the first train of the year. The one that starts everything. That brings people home from night shifts and parties, reunites families and friends. The blank canvas ready for the perfect frame, the perfect shot, the perfect story. The second train isn’t the same.

Seven and a half hours into the new year, and I have already failed on two counts. That has to be some kind of record, even for me.
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My head hurts almost as much as my heart right now. My eyes are stuck shut with salt crystals and all the mascara I couldn’t get off last night. My stomach still has crease marks on it from that stupid dress. My toes are fused together from my shoes.

‘You have to stop crying at some point, sis.’

‘You don’t understand,’ I sob, my head buried beneath my pillow. ‘I’m never going to be happy again.’

Raz shifts his weight on the end of my bed. I hear the crunch of his apple. ‘Is Dan Dukas really worth this level of grief?’

‘Imagine if this was you and Leah,’ I hiss. ‘Imagine how you would be feeling now.’

Raz rolls his eyes in that way people have when they think they’re rock-solid in love. Mum rolled her eyes like that once, before Dad upped and left with no word of warning.

‘Leah isn’t Dan,’ he says.

‘I don’t know what you’ve got against him,’ I sniff. ‘Oh wait, yes I do. He’s rich, and that goes against all your socialist principles.’

‘I don’t like him because he’s a shit. He went out with Jono’s sister last year. That didn’t end well either.’

‘You can’t believe everything Jono tells you,’ I say.

Raz shrugs. ‘My best friend isn’t the one embarrassing you on social media today.’

I sit up in horror. ‘What?’

‘I hate to kick over your sandcastle, but you should probably know,’ says Raz. ‘Dan Dukas kissing Lizzie was all over Insta before the last stroke of midnight last night.’

I usually appreciate the direct approach. Just as well, because it’s Raz’s default setting. But this morning, I feel like my brother just pulled all my guts out in a slithering grey pile on the duvet.

‘Dan did NOT kiss Lizzie Banks,’ I spit. ‘Lizzie Banks kissed HIM.’

‘That’s just semantics. Dan kissed Lizzie, he Instagrammed the news and he hasn’t called today. These are the facts. He’s not a nice guy.’

My eyes fill up again as I think of Lizzie’s lips gobbling Dan like he’s chocolate. Her fingernails in his hair. I used to paint those fingernails dayglo colours after Brownies every week.

‘She’s a bitch,’ I say dully.

My brother holds up a second apple. ‘Gott Nytt År, sis.’

I take the apple out of habit. Good luck and health and all that. It tastes of dust and broken relationships.

‘Mum’s gone to fetch Linus from Isaac’s house,’ Raz says, getting off the bed and tossing his own apple core into my bin. ‘James is on a run. I’m going over to Leah’s to help her dad clear the garden and earn approximately a thousand boyfriend points, which I intend to cash in this evening.’

‘Gross,’ I say.

Raz grins. ‘Wash your face, you look like you ran up a chimney.’

I crawl to the bathroom. Bloody mascara. They make the stuff with indelible ink. I scrub at my face so hard that my eyelids feel sore and baggy, and still there’s black stuff coming off on the cotton wool. I slather my aching face in moisturiser and hobble back to bed. I don’t have the energy to do much else today, so I grab my laptop and hit Netflix. Thank God for movies. Movies are my safe place, my perfect world, where nothing goes wrong that can’t be fixed by the ninetieth minute.

When I switch my phone on without thinking, it vents like an enraged elephant. Dan and Lizzie have broken the internet. I genuinely feel as if I’m going to be sick again, like I was on Sol’s shoes.

Disabling every social app I have is a wrench, but it’s better than the alternative. I’m left with about fifteen text messages from the girls, all saying more or less the same thing: that Lizzie Banks is a two-faced slut who doesn’t deserve Dan, that I did nothing wrong (except I did, clearly, or none of this would have happened), that he’s crazy to prefer her over me.

GOD I HATE MY LIFE.

My phone rings.

‘Sol,’ I say. And I burst into tears.

One of the many good things about Sol is that he doesn’t say stuff like ‘It’s going to be OK’ or ‘There, there’ or any of that meaningless crap people say to fill space. He just listens. After about five minutes of me gasping and snotting and cursing and him saying nothing at all, I prod my computer wanly.

‘Want to come over and watch No Country for Old Men?’ I say.

‘You really know how to pick the cheerful ones.’

‘It’s the first one I thought of that doesn’t involve any romance. Do you want to?’

‘Can’t. Gareth is making lunch. Family time.’

I lie back on my pillow and close my sad, tired eyes. ‘Sol, I have to get Dan back.’

‘You have seen Insta?’

‘That’ll be Lizzie Banks.’ Her name tastes like cold Brussels sprouts in my mouth. ‘Dan never knows which buttons to press.’

‘Must be all those phone upgrades he gets. Tough having to relearn phone protocol four times a year with a brain like a pea.’

‘Dan’s brain is bigger than a pea,’ I say with dignity.

‘A brain like a cabbage then. A cabbage is bigger than a pea.’

‘Sol—’

‘I was with you last night, Hanna. I saw what happened. Just ask my shoes.’

I lie back on my bed. ‘Stick ’em in the wash,’ I tell the ceiling. ‘They’ll be grand.’

‘Leap Year.’

Sol is the only boy I know who recognises every single film quote I ever put out there. Even the really rubbish ones, the ones from movies that most guys would rather wax off their own leg hair than watch.

‘I’m going to do it, you know,’ I say, wiping my nose with the back of my hand. ‘Get him back. It’ll be like in Leap Year when Amy Adams goes back to Matthew Goode’s pub and tells him she loves him.’

Sol sounds surprised. ‘Dan Dukas is Matthew Goode in this scenario?’

‘Obviously Dan is Matthew Goode,’ I say. ‘They both have dark hair, they’re both tall, they both have cute accents. What’s Gareth cooking anyway?’

‘Something super elaborate that will use every pan in the kitchen and drive Nigel insane. Well, even more insane. You know, he hijacked me on my way to— when I was out today.’

‘On your way to what?’

‘This place,’ Sol says in his usual evasive manner. ‘Where I went this morning. To think.’

‘To think about her?’

‘Who?’

I’m glad he can forget. ‘The girl who dumped you,’ I remind him a little caustically.

‘Oh. Yes. Hanna, this idea you had about watching movies every month. Were you serious?’

‘I’m always serious when I’m talking about movies,’ I say. ‘Except when I’m talking about serious movies.’

‘Fine,’ he says. ‘As long as we take turns.’

I feel happier. ‘I’ll choose the first one.’

‘Don’t choose Bridget Jones.’

‘Might do, might not. Don’t worry about her, OK?’

‘Who’s worried?’

‘You. You sound weird.’ My phone bleeps. ‘Ooh, sorry, call waiting, can you hold a sec? Loveyoubye. Hello?’

‘Hanna babes,’ breathes Trixie. ‘You must be feeling awful. I can’t believe Dan would do that to you. Do you want to talk about it?’

If Trixie had called first, the invitation would have been tempting. Now I just feel drained, and a little edgy. I need a plan that will make me look less pathetic than I do right now. The girls have certain standards, and I can’t disappoint. I need to ask Sol’s advice. Sol, who is right on the other line, waiting like the angel that he is.

‘Sorry Trix, call waiting. Can you hold?’

I flip across.

‘It’s Trixie, Sol,’ I say. ‘It’s really important that I don’t sound needy with her because it’ll get back to Vashti and Laura, who already think I’m a bit weird, but I have to tell her something to get her off my back about the Dan fiasco. What should I say?’

‘Why do they think you’re weird?’

Because I hang around with you more than I hang around with them. I don’t tell him this. ‘This isn’t the time to question my social agenda. This is the time to help me out.’

Sol sighs. ‘Tell Trixie that you had dumped Dan earlier in the evening, so him and Lizzie mean nothing to you. Remember how we left before midnight? Use that.’
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