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Chapter One

“I can’t believe we’re going to New York.” Jessie said.

“I know.” Emma grinned. “Am I dreaming? Pinch me.”

Jessie pinched Emma’s arm.

“No.” Emma said. “We’re really going. To New York. For the summer.”

“I know.” Jessie said.

“That top looks great.” Emma said, leaning back. “I’m glad you bought it. We have to make a good impression right from the start.”

“On who?” Jessie asked, not for the first time.

“On New York!”

“I think you’re overestimating New York’s interest in us.” Jessie said, smiling.

“You never know. And you can’t be too careful. Who knows, we might meet two boys at the airport.”

“I think Taylor’s put me off boys for life,” Jessie said.

“Give over!” Emma said, squeezing her best friend’s arm. “Yes, Taylor’s an idiot and you’re better off without him, but you just have to put that behind you. New York boys will be way hotter than Taylor, I promise you.”

Boys or no boys, Jessie was thrilled with the outfit of J Brand jeans and a Marc Jacobs top that Emma had insisted she buy. She felt different. She was trying to think of herself as “New York Jess”. New York Jess wouldn’t have fallen for Taylor. New York Jess wouldn’t be running away from her broken heart. But at least New York Jess had a fabulous pair of jeans. Every cloud has a silver lining.

As the flight attendant walked down the aisle, checking everyone had their seatbelts fastened, Jessie felt butterflies rise in her stomach. She’d been winding Emma up all day, but she couldn’t believe they were getting to spend the summer in New York either. She’d been dreaming about it for so long and finally it was going to happen. And now it was going to be better than she’d imagined because Emma was going to be with her. She smiled at Emma, who was bouncing up and down in her seat with excitement. They were going to have an amazing time. And whatever happened, at least there was no risk of bumping into Taylor.

She still couldn’t believe she’d been so stupid. She’d fallen for the oldest trick in the book. She’d liked Taylor Hutchinson for ages. She’d seen him the first day of her new school – after her parents had split up and she’d moved to Manchester with her mum. Taylor was so… God, it sounded ridiculous because she should have had more sense…but he was so dangerous-looking. Like he didn’t care about anyone else, about what anyone thought. He was all floppy hair and brooding eyes, but she’d thought he was different inside because he’d been the first person to smile at her. She knew why now, of course – he just wanted to get into her pants – but at the time, her first day in a new school when she was feeling possibly more insecure than she ever had in her life before, he’d smiled. And she’d thought that underneath the hair and the glare he turned on the teacher as soon as he entered the room, he wasn’t as bad as he wanted people to think. She really couldn’t believe it. She’d thought he was good and sweet inside. But it turned out his insides were just as hard and mean as his outsides. Why did people say you couldn’t judge a book by its cover? In Jessie’s experience you totally could.

Emma grabbed Jessie’s hand as the engine started to make that weird squealing noise. This was the part where Jessie realised how completely ridiculous flying was. They really expected this great, huge hunk of metal to just lift up into the sky? Apparently they did.

Emma fell asleep not long after take-off, but Jessie was too excited to sleep. Too excited and, if she was honest with herself, too nervous. She knew her mum had changed, she could hear it in her voice on the phone. She was all “New York”. All parties and bars and weekends in the Hamptons. And, for all Jessie knew, all loved up with the director of her play. Actually she had no idea if anything was really going on between her mother and Jack, but she’d always suspected his interest was more than professional. He’d taken her mum and her play to Broadway; he couldn’t have done that out of the goodness of his heart, could he?

And then there was Ben, who her mum and her mum’s play had also taken to New York. Jessie hadn’t really mentioned Ben to Emma. Not lately anyway. She’d tried not to even think about him, but here he was, popping into her head as her eyes stared, unfocussed, at some crappy Jennifer Aniston rom-com on the screen in the back of the seat in front. He’d stood in the rehearsal studio staring at Jessie in the mirror whilst reciting the lines for his leading role. And she’d stared back and felt her stomach do a little hiccup of excitement. If Emma was right and Jessie needed a new boy to help her get over Taylor, maybe Ben was the one.

“Ladies and gentlemen, as we start our descent, please ensure your seat backs and tray tables are in their full upright position. Make sure your seat belt is securely fastened and all carry-on luggage is stowed underneath the seat in front of you or in the overhead bins. Please turn off all electronic devices until we are safely parked at the gate. Thank you.”

Jessie and Emma waited respectfully for the announcement to end before grabbing each other’s hands and squealing.

“I can’t believe we’re about to land in NEW YORK!” Emma squeaked.

“Me neither.” Jessie said. “Oh my God, Em!”

They stared at each other and then Emma, her face serious, said, “I know.”

The flight attendant came to make sure they’d complied with the instructions.

Once she’d gone, Emma said, “Are you worried about seeing your mum?”

Emma knew how much it had hurt Jessie when Natalie had moved to New York, however much Jessie tried to hide it.

“I’m not exactly worried.” Jessie said. “I’m a bit nervous, you know? I haven’t seen her since Christmas, but she’s been fine on the phone and everything. It’ll be easier with you here too.”

It had taken Jessie a long time to understand that she wasn’t the priority in her mother’s life. Once she had really got that – her mother moving to New York without Jessie had made it pretty clear – it had taken her even longer to accept it. She thought she was pretty much there, a year later.

As she’d promised, Natalie was waiting for them at Arrivals. Jessie was quite surprised to find that she felt pleased to see her and realised that maybe she’d even missed her a little bit. She just looked so…familiar. Although she also looked thinner. And glossier.

“Wow.” Emma whispered, as they approached. “She looks very ‘New York’.”

Jessie nodded, still staring at her mum, who was wearing loose black trousers and a (very) white shirt with flat diamante sandals and lots of silver bracelets. Her hair was lighter than it had been in England – almost blonde, in fact – and sunglasses were pushed up like a headband.

Jessie sucked her stomach in and hoped her unruly hair didn’t look as ridiculous as it felt.

“Darling!” Natalie said when they finally reached her. She pulled Jessie into a hug and squeezed. “It’s so good to see you.”

Jessie suddenly felt a little bit tearful. To stop herself from crying she focussed on her mum’s perfume. It was strange. It almost smelled like chocolate. It was kind of nice, but also a bit sickly and overwhelming.

Natalie pushed her away, still holding her with both hands on her upper arms, and smiled at Emma.

“Emma! How are you? You look lovely.”

As they walked outside and Emma started telling Natalie about the flight, Jessie realised her mum hadn’t told her that she looked lovely, just Emma. Her hair must be as bad as she feared. She pulled the bobble out and ran her hands through the tangles before putting it back in a low ponytail. She felt annoyed with herself. Why did she let her mum get to her? They hadn’t even been here five minutes and she was already acting so insecure.

“Just over here for the taxis, darling.” Natalie said, gesturing across the road to a row of yellow cabs with a queue of tourists lined up on the pavement alongside them.

“Yellow cabs!” Emma said, grabbing Jessie’s arm and Jessie grinned. New York. She really was in New York.

“Yes!” Natalie said as they crossed. “I was going to order a car service, but I thought you’d prefer the more authentic version. Since it’s your first time here.”

Natalie chattered while they waited for a taxi. About how much Jessie was going to love the apartment. About how she couldn’t wait to show them New York. About how much fun they were going to have, the three of them.

But Jessie felt restless. She wanted to get to Manhattan. She’d tried to see the skyline from the plane but she’d been on the wrong side. She wanted to see the Empire State Building. And the Chrysler Building – the shiny one from the Sex and the City titles. She wanted to see Times Square and the Statue of Liberty. She didn’t want to be standing in a queue. She could do that in England.

Eventually they were first in line and the three of them got in the back of a cab with a Yankee Stadium advert on the top.

“How long does it take?” Emma asked as the taxi pulled away from the kerb. Jessie had been about to ask the same thing.

“To the apartment?” Natalie asked. “About 40 minutes.”

For all of those forty minutes Jessie stared out of the window while butterflies darted and swooped in her stomach and Emma, who was sitting in the middle, brought Natalie up to date on pretty much all her news and gossip from the past year. Jessie chimed in occasionally, but she mostly just focussed on the journey and the destination. She couldn’t wait to get there, but she also wanted to remember this taxi ride. They passed apartment buildings behind wire baseball cages that made her think of Sesame Street and rows of small white houses like Ugly Betty’s. After a little while, Jessie knew she was getting closer. To Manhattan. The buildings were getting higher, the billboards were bigger and featured video rather than just posters, but most of all, she could feel it. She could feel it bubbling up inside her.

She worried that she was building it all up too much, but she somehow felt like New York was her destiny. She believed – she knew!- it was where she was supposed to be and she fully expected to feel it as soon as she got there. She desperately hoped she wouldn’t be disappointed. They went through a toll and then a tunnel and then she glimpsed the skyline in the distance. The Chrysler Building and the Empire State. Jessie pressed her face against the taxi window. New York. Where she was spending the summer. And where anything could happen. Anything at all.


Chapter Two

Finn was showered, dressed and ready to go when he remembered he hadn’t called Scott.

He scrolled through his cell phone and called him with one hand while running the other hand through his hair. He winced at his reflection. Too much gel, but he didn’t have time to do anything about it.

Scott answered with his usual, “Yeah?”

“I forgot to tell you. I won’t be able to meet you before. I’ve got to go up to my gran’s. She’s having this thing.”

“Jesus. Your grandmother and her things.” Scott said. “But I’ll probably be going straight there as well. I’ll be stuck at work for the next hour at least. The sprinklers went off and I need to wait for the guy to come and pump the place out. Jacob should be back in an hour, but I can’t leave until he gets here and you know what he’s like.”

“I thought you were picking Sam up at the airport.” Finn asked. Holding the phone between his chin and his shoulder, he wet his hands, ran them through his hair again.

“Yeah, I’m not going to get there. I’ve texted her, but I guess her cell’s still off from the flight. She’ll get it when she switches it back on.”

“Right.” Finn said, frowning.

“So I’ll see you there later then.” Scott said.

“Yeah. OK, right. Yeah.” Finn said. He stuck his cell phone back in his trouser pocket then vigorously rubbed his hair with a hand towel before smoothing it back down again. Not great, but definitely better.

He grabbed his wallet and the bunch of peonies he picked up at Fairway and slammed the door behind him.

Finn had had his arm up for so long he was starting to lose feeling in his fingers. Why had he left it so late anyway? He knew what his gran was like about punctuality. She hated it when he was late and he was going to be really late if he didn’t get a cab like – he checked his watch – ten minutes ago. She was going to have his balls. It was bad enough when he was late just for her, but she’d invited a friend around tonight. A Columbia professor she knew from her Amateur Dramatics club. Not one Finn was likely to have any dealings with when he got to college, but Gran had suggested he might be able to give Finn some insight into the ‘Columbia experience’ and what would be expected of him. Finn wasn’t even slightly interested, but he knew better than to say no to his grandmother, particularly where Columbia was concerned.

Finally he saw a cab pulling up further down the block. He walked quickly towards it, trying not to break into an embarrassing jog. As he approached, the doors opened and the driver got out, followed by a glamorous woman and two cute girls who started looking around in wonder as soon as their feet hit the sidewalk.

As the driver opened the trunk and started hauling cases out, Finn caught his eye and he nodded to confirm that, yes, he was open for another fare. Finn dodged behind the woman and almost threw himself into the cab. Sinking back against the seat, he sighed with relief. He would still be late, but at least he was on his way.

“Where to?” the cab driver asked as he got back in behind the wheel.

“80th and Lexington. Thanks.”

The cab pulled out into the heavy Broadway traffic and Finn’s cell phone buzzed in his pocket. It was a message from Scott.

“Alarm again. Electrical fault. Will prob b here late.”

Finn put his cell back in his pocket. It wasn’t like Scott to miss a gig, but if he was stuck at work, what could he do? Although Finn couldn’t quite believe Scott was just going to leave Sam at the airport. Yeah, she could just get a cab, but she was expecting her boyfriend to meet her and he just wasn’t going to show?

Frowning, Finn ran his hands through his hair and then shook his head briskly. He checked his watch.

“Hey? Excuse me?” He leaned forward and tapped on the scratched Perspex partition. “Could you take me to the airport instead? JFK.”

When Finn had been younger, he’d fantasised about car chases, but whenever he got a New York cab, he wondered what he’d been thinking. This driver was even worst than most. Yes, he was making good time, Finn thought, as he was thrown from one side of the back seat to the other, but at what cost?

When they screeched up outside the airport, Finn felt like he’d been on the world’s longest rollercoaster. His ears were ringing and he could no longer feel his thighs. He paid the driver and stepped out onto the pavement, his legs buckling briefly like he was drunk.

Dodging the tourists gathered outside the electric doors who were blinking with confusion at the rush of activity on the airport forecourt, he staggered into the building and checked the boards to find out where Sam was coming in. Sam. His grandmother was furious with him – he’d phoned her from the cab, squeezing in the call while they waited in line at the tollbooth – and all because he was picking up his best friend’s girlfriend at the airport. His grandmother didn’t understand. Finn wasn’t entirely sure he did either.

Crossing the concourse to Arrivals, he told himself that it would have been fine if Scott had managed to speak to Sam. Finn just hated the thought that she wouldn’t get the message and would be standing there alone, wondering why Scott hadn’t turned up. He saw her face in his mind, full bottom lip quivering, tears balanced on the long black lashes of her beautiful blue eyes. He mentally rolled his eyes at himself. He was totally losing it.

He reached Arrivals and looked around, no sign of her. What if she’d got the message after all and grabbed a cab? How long should he wait?

“Has LA come through yet?” he asked the middle-aged woman standing next to him.

She shook her head. “No, it was delayed, apparently.”

Finn stared at the double doors. Sam was somewhere on the other side. Maybe expecting Scott – her boyfriend – to be waiting, excited to see her. Or maybe she’d got the message and she was feeling disappointed, but already planning to get a cab. What she wouldn’t be expecting was Finn. What was he thinking?! Would it be really obvious how he felt about her? At least he’d thought to leave the flowers in the cab, but do friends – just friends – turn up unannounced and unexpected to collect friends’ girlfriends from the airport? Damn. He should just go. He turned and took a couple of steps.

“I think this is the LA flight now.” the woman called after him.

He stopped and turned back. Waiting there for Sam could be humiliating, but Sam seeing him running away? That would be much worse.

“Thanks.” He smiled at the woman and resumed staring at the door.

People piled through. Different colours, shapes, sizes. Their faces either burst into spontaneous smiles at the sight of their loved ones waiting for them or stayed in a sort of neutral sort of ‘it’s OK, I knew no one was collecting me’ expression. And then he saw Sam and he felt like his heart was smashing against his ribs. God, she looked so completely beautiful. She was just in jeans, a plain white T-shirt, long black cardigan and no make-up, but she was still the most gorgeous girl to have come through those doors. And she was looking around. She’d stopped and was stretching up on tiptoe, obviously looking for Scott.

Finn’s mouth felt dry. He licked his lips and cleared his throat, before calling, “Sam! Samantha!”

He took a few steps forward and she turned towards the sound of her name. She saw Finn and grinned. When she smiled at him like that Finn could convince himself she might have feelings for him too. He never really believed – outside his dreams and fantasises, at least – that she could possibly feel the same way about him as he did about her, but when she smiled like that, he could imagine maybe she saw him as more than just Scott’s best friend.

“Hey!” she grinned and hugged him.

“Hey yourself.” he said, smiling and in no way smelling her hair. He could feel her breasts pressing against his chest and he thought his knees might buckle again. That cab ride had been murder on his muscle strength.

“What are you doing here?” Sam asked, stepping back and grinning at him.

“Did you get Scott’s message?”

Her eyes widened. “No! I forgot to switch my cell back on. Is he OK?”

“Yeah, yeah, he’s fine. He just had to stay at work. Sprinkler emergency. Or the alarm. Or both. So—”

“So he asked you to come and get me?” Sam said, smiling. “He’s such a sweetheart. And so are you. Thank you so much for coming out all this way!”

“No.” Finn said. “It wasn’t a problem. I couldn’t leave you here on your own, could I?”

As they crossed the concourse to the exit, Sam linked her arm with Finn’s and he got that feeling he always got when Sam touched him. In the base of his stomach. It was a combination of excitement at her proximity and guilt at the knowledge that he was in love with his best friend’s girlfriend.


Chapter Three

Jessie stopped staring up at the beautiful building in front of her long enough to notice the boy who got into their cab. She only got a quick glimpse of him as he flung himself in the back – he must have been in a hurry – but he was definitely cute. And holding a bunch of flowers too. Maybe Emma was right about the hotness of New York boys.

“So this is home!” Natalie said, pointing up at the building.

Jessie and Emma looked up again. It really was an amazing building – covered in carvings and with tiny iron railings at each window plus a kind of turret at the corner that ran all the way down the building.

“It’s fabulous.” Emma said.

Jessie looked around. Apart from her mum’s building, it didn’t look like the most glamorous area – they were on a really busy street for one thing. And everything was just so different from home: the yellow traffic lights suspended over the street, blue post boxes, dozens of yellow taxis speeding by.

“Shall we go in?” Natalie said.

Jessie and Emma followed her through the canopied entrance and into the lobby with its black and white tiled floor and gleaming chandeliers. A man in a blue uniform pressed the lift button for them and helped them with their suitcases.

Once they were in the lift, Jessie said, “This place is amazing.”

“It’s lovely, isn’t it.” Natalie agreed. “I was so lucky to find it.”

Jessie looked at her mum. It was so strange to think of her having this whole life that Jessie really knew very little about. When her mum had learned her play was going to be produced on Broadway she’d decided fairly quickly that she wanted to move there. By then, Jessie’s parents had split up and Jessie and Natalie were living in a nice – although nowhere near as nice as this – apartment in Manchester. Jessie had known her mum hadn’t been entirely happy. But then Natalie told Jessie about her play transferring to Broadway and her plan to move to New York and asked her what she thought.

Jessie hadn’t known what to think. She’d always been obsessed with New York. For years, it had been her dream to go there, but she’d just settled into a new school. She’d just started seeing Taylor and, at the time, thought he was the most wonderful boy she’d ever known. And she couldn’t help but notice that, “Would you want to come with me?” was one of the last things her mum had said. It seemed she’d only asked her out of politeness, that she didn’t really want her daughter along for the ride. So Jessie had said no. Although that didn’t stop Jessie feeling shocked when her mum had actually gone. Without her.

The three of them got out of the lift, dragging their suitcases, and Natalie led them along the corridor to her apartment. Inside, it was just as gorgeous as the outside of the building had promised. They walked through a circular dining room with a small kitchen off it and into what Natalie – in a perfect French accent – called the ‘piece de resistance’. Jessie rolled her eyes, but she had to admit that her mum was right – the room was beautiful. Almost completely round, it had wood floor, a fireplace, and three huge windows – one with French doors opening onto one of the iron balconies Jessie had seen from outside.

“It’s a Juliet balcony.” her mum said, opening the window. “You can’t go out onto it, it’s just to stop you falling out of the window. There’s one in your room too.”

She showed them through to their room, which was a long oblong shape with two Queen-sized beds and a big window at the end. It was painted all white with wood floor and another fireplace.
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