

[image: ]






    
         
            
[image: alt]
            

         

         
            
[image: alt]
            

         

         
            
[image: alt]
            

         

         
            
[image: alt]
            

         

      








    
         
            [image: ]

            ALI CRONIN

         

      










    
         

            Text copyright © Hodder and Stoughton Ltd 2010
 Characters copyright © Company Pictures Ltd/Stormdog Ltd 2010

            First published in Great Britain in 2010
 by Hodder and Stoughton Ltd

            This electronic edition published in 2010
 by Hodder & Stoughton Ltd.

            1

            All rights reserved. Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored or transmitted, in any form, or by any means with prior permission in writing from the publishers or in the case of reprographic production in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency and may not be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is pubished and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

            All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

            A Catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

            ISBN: 978 1 844 56983 0

					Typeset in Baskerville by Avon DataSet Ltd,
 Bidford-on-Avon, Warwickshire

					Hachette UK Limited
 338 Euston Road, London NW1 3BH
 An Hachette UK company
 www.hachette.co.uk

				

      

















    

         With very special thanks to Emily Thomas 
         

         
         

      










    
         
         

         
            Prologue

         

         7am, and beyond the grind of the street cleaner outside I could still hear them in her room. She was trying to muffle the noise, but there was no mistaking what they were doing. How could she do this to me?

         It’s not real. It can’t be real. 
         

         I lay half on top of the sheets, one hand stroking my stomach. My whole body felt numb, frozen. If only I could feel this. I wanted to feel it.

         I stopped with the stroking, pulled the sheet back over me and rolled on to my side. Stared out of my window at the early morning sky – just beginning to brighten. I felt sweat on the back of my neck – it was already too hot – and my head was throbbing. My happiness lay shrivelled and shuddering inside me. She didn’t love me. She would never have done this to me if she loved me.

         Then they stopped.

         ‘Thank fuck for that.’

         I scowled up at the ceiling, my lips parted to let out a silent incredulous gasp.

         It felt like the end of the world; the worst thing that had ever happened to me.
         

         If I had imagined for one second that I could believe in love, I saw now that I’d been deluding myself. Because it all ends up the same, whether you love them or not.

         Everyone betrays you, in the end.
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            Effy
            

            Saturday 1 August

            Venice

         

         So she chose Venice. I can see why. It’s like one huge Disney castle, but so much more unreal somehow. And, it’s a good long way from Bristol, and Dad and all the shit back there. So, well played Mother. Anywhere that puts enough distance between me and everyone else. JJ and Cook and Freddie. The three fucking musketeers.

         I’d started something and I couldn’t go through with it. 
         

         And being surrounded by water – like a giant moat, cutting us off from the enemy. Mum and I have run away.

         We’ve rented a small apartment away from the centre and the tourists. The people who own it have gone out of the city for the summer. It’s in a four-sided building with a big courtyard in the middle. Amazing. So picturesque. Even the peeling pink walls, they remind me of strawberry milkshake. There’s a balcony, too. Rusting blue metal. Excellent for sitting, watching, smoking. Seeing and being unseen.

         My bedroom, however, is a freak show. Barbie everywhere. A single bed. Ticky-tack picture of Jesus and Mary topping off the virginal vibe. Naomi and Cook would piss themselves laughing if they could see me now, I thought, when I dumped my case on the bed and stared around me. There’s no computer. I found an internet café within a few hours so I can keep in touch.

         If I feel like it.

          

         Mum was depressed as soon as we got here. So it was grey and pissing with rain, and humid and it stank but, God, all she thinks about is herself lately. Her own fucking problems. Which she created by the way. Maybe I should have been more sympathetic, considering all the shit I’ve stirred up the past few months, but Mum hasn’t really noticed, or seemed to care about that either.

         What about me?

         ‘What’s the matter with you?’ I asked.

         ‘Nothing. I don’t know,’ she said wearily. ‘It’s not really what I expected … Maybe it was a mistake to come here?’

         ‘Maybe.’ I closed my eyes, irritated.

         Make an effort, Effy. You know what it’s like to feel shit. 
         

         I opened the shutters wide. The rain had stopped. Brilliant sunshine made me blink. And smile. ‘See?’ I turned back to Mum. ‘Transformed.’

         A pathetic, weak smile. ‘Yes. It helps.’ She got her cigarettes out of her bag and lit up. ‘So, what shall we do now?’

         ‘I’m going to have a shower,’ I said. ‘Then I’m going out to explore. And find an internet café.’

         ‘Oh, wait.’ She handed me a brown envelope. ‘This is from your dad.’

         I tore it open. Counted five one-hundred euro notes.

         ‘Spending money,’ said Mum. ‘That should be enough. If you need any more, come to me.’

         ‘Right, thanks,’ I said ungratefully.

         It’ll take more than poxy money. 
         

         ‘Well.’ She sighed. ‘I’ll sort this place out and make it more homely.’

         Homely? If it makes her happy I suppose.

          

         As soon as I got outside I lit a fag, got my phone out and switched it on, waited for my signal to arrive and deleted the roaming text. Ten minutes later a message, from Pandora. Something about Thomas and her mum. Send her pictures. Yes, Panda.

         It was mid-afternoon, and quiet. On the corner of the street, a few old men sat outside a café playing dominoes; a mangy dog sniffed the ground around their feet. An exhausted looking woman wearing a full-length apron was scrubbing the steps of the building next to ours. She stopped for a minute to rest and caught sight of me, standing with my phone. She looked me up and down with disapproval, maybe envy. This was her life every day, scratch, scratch, make it clean. She dipped her brush back in her bucket and carried on.

         I lit another fag and moved towards a low wall opposite our apartment building. I sat smoking, just doing my thing of people-watching. Staring. Three boys, my age maybe, came round the corner of the street. One of them, the tall one with a hat on, looked like Freddie. Beautiful. Bit full of himself. He caught my eye.
         

         ‘Signorina … Ciao … Ciao.’ He whistled. The two with him started aping around, whistling, yelling stuff I couldn’t understand, moving closer to me.
         

         ‘You know what “Fuck off ” means?’ I asked the tall one when they’d calmed down. ‘Fuck. Off.’

         ‘Ooooh. Inglese.’ He started coming over. ‘Very nice. Is on holiday?’
         

         ‘Quoi?’ I blew a perfect smoke ring.
         

         The three of them cracked up. I hummed inside my head and I stuck my legs out. My feet were on fire, it was so hot. My legs were bare. I looked down at them, and then up at the three boys. They’d stopped laughing. There was silence. My breathing started to speed up, but I wasn’t going to let them smell fear. I flicked my fag on to the ground in front of me and we all just stared at each other.

         ‘So,’ I said eventually. ‘Any time you want to piss off is fine with me.’

         ‘Excuse me?’ said the tall one. ‘We are only being friendly. Maybe it is you that will “piss off ” now.’ He looked at his friends. ‘You are being dressed like a whore,’ he added, without turning back. ‘A f-uck-ing whore.’

         I wanted to puke. Throw up all over them. I wanted my dad, my mum. Freddie.

         I’d started something I couldn’t finish. 
         

         ‘Eh, che fate?!’ shouted a voice – an older bloke coming towards me, that expensive look about him. Suit, T-shirt. Poncy Italian shoes. He looked sharply at the three morons and spouted a stream of angry Italian.
         

         The tall one leapt in the air and howled like a wolf. I smirked. Cook. Just like Cook. The other two did the same and then they took off running.

         ‘Ciao bella,’ one of them called back nastily as they ran. ‘English bitch!’ And then they were round the corner. Gone.
         

         Which left me with George fucking Clooney.

         ‘Sta bene?’ he asked. ‘You are OK?’ He shook his head. ‘Take no notice of these boys.’
         

         ‘I wasn’t,’ I said, not smiling. ‘But thanks.’

         I got up, not feeling like exploring any more, and made for the entrance to our building.

         ‘Ah, you are living here?’ he said. ‘Me too.’ He held out his hand. ‘My name is Alfredo, but my friends call me Aldo.’

         My hands stayed put. ‘Effy.’

         We did this weird awkward smiling thing.

         ‘You should not smoke,’ he said, looking at the pack of cigarettes in my hand. ‘It is very bad for the skin.’

         ‘Thanks for the advice,’ I said politely and smiled my most charming smile. ‘I’ll bear that in mind.’

         He pushed through the big wooden door and held it open for me. We were standing in the lobby, which smelled damp, like a cave. I looked at all the old pigeon holes for everyone who lived here.

         I’d like a pigeon hole, I thought. I’d like to get in one and hide there, for ever.

         ‘So …’ said Aldo. He started climbing the stone staircase, half turned back to me. ‘You are here with your parents?’

         ‘My mum,’ I said. ‘We’re here for a month.’

         ‘Ah. You are renting the Tropeas’ apartment? Well … we must all have a grappa together perhaps? Welcome drink!’

         ‘Grappa?’

         ‘An Italian digestif, Effy. It burns the soul.’

         In spite of not wanting to, I grinned. ‘Your English is pretty good.’

         ‘Thank you. I spent a year studying in London. I have been waiting a long time for someone to tell me that. I don’t get to practise it much these days.’

         We got to the top of the second flight of stairs, and Aldo felt in his back pocket.

         ‘Damn,’ he said. ‘I have left my keys at my mother’s house.’ He rubbed his forehead. ‘I am locked out of my apartment.’

         ‘Right.’ I bit my lip and thought about it. ‘Do you have your wallet on you?’

         ‘Yes, but—’

         ‘I need a credit card, that’s all.’ I watched his face, which was confused. ‘To pick the lock?’

         He stared, not getting it for a second, then smiled a fucking amazing smile. He wasn’t bad-looking. I hadn’t noticed before.

         ‘Clever girl. Now, how, and more importantly why did you learn to do this?’
         

         ‘Because I thought it might be a useful skill?’ I said, looking pointedly at his locked front door.

         ‘And so it has been proved,’ said Aldo, handing me his wallet.

         I ignored the many credit cards on offer, including the platinum Amex, and picked a flimsier laminated card. Membership card or something. I knelt on the floor and slid the card as far as it would go into the space just above the lock, tilted it so it was touching the door knob, then bent it back the other way and leant on the door. Done. I got up and rubbed at my knees.
         

         ‘Thank you so much for your help,’ he said. ‘Would you like to come in for a drink?’

         ‘No,’ I replied. ‘Thanks.’

         Why did I say that? Because my default answer is always No.

         I waited for him to insist, but he didn’t. ‘Well, Effy,’ he said, and held out his hand to grasp mine. It was warm and dry, his hand, not clammy. Big, strong. ‘I am indebted to you.’

         We smiled at each other.

         Keep him there, I thought. Don’t go. I took a lock of my hair in my fingers and stroked it slowly. I once read in some magazine that men hate it when women play with their hair. Bollocks to that.

         ‘Well. See you then,’ I said slowly. ‘Another time.’

         Without waiting for him to speak, I climbed past him, up to our apartment, timing it carefully. When I got to the top of our staircase I looked back.

         But he was gone.

      










    
         
         

         
            Naomi
            

            Sunday 2 August

            Ritzy’s

         

         The music was deafening. Cook’s arm thrashed out and smacked me in the face.

         ‘Oi! Clumsy bastard.’ I thumped him on the ribcage.

         He moved closer to me. Pressed his face way too bloody near mine. ‘Ah, Princess. The Cookie Monster is just being friendly …’ He stroked my cheek.

         I pushed his hand off, but struggled with myself not to smile, just a bit. The thing about Cook is that he is bloody irresistible. I don’t fancy him. I mean, I’m on the other bus now, as it were. He’s totally fucking out of control. The opposite of me. But sometimes, yeah, I wouldn’t mind being able to just do and say what the fuck I want. I’d die before I told him this, but I secretly envy Cook. In a sick kind of way, obviously.

         ‘Cook.’ I gave him the despairing older-sister look. ‘Just calm the fuck down, would you?’

         He laughed like a maniac. ‘I don’t do fucking calm, Naomi. You know that.’ He planted a wet kiss on my nose. ‘Sure I can’t tempt you back on the cock train?’

         I wiped off his drool. ‘The cock train?’

         ‘Well, maybe not.’ Cook had his eyes trained on something behind me. I turned. Emily was standing there. Big eyes looking doubtful. ‘Your fellow carpet muncher beckons.’

         I reached out and took Em’s hand, pulling her close to me. ‘We’ll overlook that remark,’ I told him sternly. ‘Just this once. And only—’ I pinched a handful of his cheek ‘—because you’re just a pussy underneath.’

         Cook sniggered, his face sweating–from the heat, from the MDMA. ‘Fair enough, Naomikins.’ He took a swig of lager and waved the can at us. ‘See yous later, lezzers.’

         Emily wrinkled her nose. ‘What did he want?’ she asked, really trying not to sound bothered that Cook flirts with me. Well, in his own twisted way.

         ‘Nothing, baby.’ I put my arms around her, slid one hand under her top and stroked her spine. ‘Come on, let’s go and do something deviant somewhere.’

         ‘Here?’ Emily smiled, looking sweet and filthy at the same time.

         ‘Here.’ I held both her hands and pulled her back with me towards the toilets. She followed me through a mass of grinding silhouettes towards the Ladies. As we got to the door, I kissed her, really softly, then firmly found her tongue. Emily moaned and pushed her hips into me.

         ‘I’m so happy right now,’ she said pulling away temporarily. ‘If I died tonight, it would be totally fucking OK.’

         ‘Me too.’ I kissed Emily on the forehead.

         I saw Cook raising his can up at me from across the floor. A smutty smile on his face. ‘Sweet,’ he mouthed, and he winked.

         I grabbed Emily’s hand and pushed quickly through the door.

      










    
         
            Monday 3 August

            Naomi’s bedroom

         

 
         What time is it?’ I rolled over and pressed pause on the iPod in its dock. It felt like the middle of the night to me. Emily and I hadn’t got home till 2am. We stayed awake not wanting the night to end. Our last night. But we fell asleep in front of the shopping channel, a bit stoned, a bit drunk. Happy.

         But this morning I felt cranky to say the least.

         ‘About half eight?’ said Em. She was painting her toenails. On my bed.

         ‘Emily! Can you do that in the bathroom or something? You’re going to get fucking Purple Haze all over my quilt.’

         ‘All right all right, Jesus.’ She got up off the bed and hobbled towards the door. She turned to look at me when she got there. ‘What’s wrong with you this morning?’

         ‘Nothing,’ I said automatically. I was scowling, as is my wont. I’m not proud of it, but old habits die hard. ‘It’s just … early.’ I levered myself up on one arm. ‘I’m not good in the mornings.’

         She wasn’t falling for it. ‘Right … But … I’m going to France this afternoon and you’re suddenly acting like … Like everything about me is getting on your nerves,’ she said. ‘You want me to go, don’t you?’

         I rolled my eyes. ‘Yeah. I can’t wait to get shot of you so I can start having the time of my life over the next few weeks. I’m counting the fucking seconds till you’re on that ferry.’

         Shit, her eyes were getting that watery look. She’s a sensitive flower. Strange because Emily Fitch is way tougher than I’ll ever be. I’m all mouth and no trousers. I’m obviously the bloke in this relationship.

         Yes, Naomi. Relationship.

         ‘No … Em.’ I held out my arm and beckoned her back. ‘Sorry. Look, you know I’m going to miss you. Loads.’

         Emily smiled and just like that, my mood dissolved. She’s like an angel. An adorable red-haired angel. I wanted to hold on to her and never let her go.

         ‘Come here,’ I said.

         I met her halfway and grabbed her T-shirt, pulled it over her head and chucked it somewhere. I stared at her perfect tits. Soft, gorgeous Emily.

         ‘I love you, Emily,’ I said, stroking her stomach. I kneeled down and kissed it. Smelled her. Emily stroked my hair and we just stayed like that for a few minutes. I didn’t want to stop being with her. Ever.

         ‘Naomi,’ said Em eventually.

         ‘What?’ I got up and put my arms around her.

         She rested her head on my shoulder and said, ‘You’re not going to do anything silly are you?’

         ‘Like what?’

         ‘Like, I dunno. Out of sight, out of mind.’

         I held her tighter. ‘As if.’

         ‘Not even Cook … I know you—’

         ‘Listen, Em.’ I let go of her to look at her properly. ‘What happened with me and Cook was one totally insane blip in my otherwise sane life. I was trying to pretend I was … Well, that I didn’t like you.’

         Emily’s eyes were still kind of glistening.

         ‘Love you. That I didn’t love you. OK?’

         She relaxed. Dimples restored to peachy-faced perfection. ‘Good. Because I am serious about this. About us. It’s not some fucking one-off for me.’

         ‘Me neither,’ I said, still not knowing what it was really. I mean, I know I love her. I can’t imagine not holding and kissing, and fucking Emily. But the jury’s out on whether I’m gay or straight.
         

         ‘Anyway, you can talk,’ I said, pushing her hair off her face. ‘What about the great love affair that was you and JJ?’

         ‘Naomi!’ Emily pushed me back towards my bed. ‘I explained about me and JJ. You know bloody well it was a pity shag. I’M GAY.’

         ‘Sssh,’ I said laughing. I pulled her back with me on to the bed. ‘Do you want to say that a bit louder? I don’t know if they heard it in the Australian outback.’

         The sound of someone walking down the hall towards the bathroom stopped us. Kieran or Mum. Em rolled over on to her back. And we lay in silence, little fingers entwined.

      









    
         
         

         
            Emily 
            

            Monday 3 August

            Naomi’s bedroom, later

         

         ‘Naomi,’ I whispered. I touched her neck with my fingertip. I slowly stroked her skin from under her ear to her smooth, pale shoulder.

         ‘Naomi … wake up.’

         Naomi made a grunting nose and wrinkled her nose. I smiled. I’ve been smiling a lot lately. I turned on to my back and looked up at the ceiling, then around her bedroom.

         Naomi’s room is wicked. It’s much cooler than mine. Or rather the one I share with Katie. With its inane fucking footballers and boybands on the walls. Her My Little Ponies are still on the window-ledge, too, with all her horrible jewellery and leopardskin thongs hanging off them. I just let Katie take over because, well … that’s what she does. And I never used to mind either. But now I’ve finally grown a pair and started standing up to her. And it doesn’t seem like there’s any turning back now.

         I carried on looking, and smiling. I just couldn’t believe my luck. Couldn’t believe that the girl I loved loved me back. For a while I thought it would never happen. I’ve liked Naomi since middle school. She’s passionate, and clever. Poised. And her eyes … like the snow queen. Some people think she’s cold. Just because she doesn’t make stupid, shallow smalltalk. Not like Katie, who opens her mouth and crap pours out. Naomi is sincere. If people think that means ‘cold’ then they’re wrong.
         

         They are so wrong.

         I yawned loudly. Then felt Naomi’s hand on my arm.

         ‘Shit. What time is it?’ she said sleepily. ‘Do you have to go?’

         I rolled over to face her. She was rubbing her eyes. Then she stopped and we just looked at each other. Slow smiles creeping over both of our faces.

         ‘Hello beautiful,’ I said. ‘It’s late and I’m hungry. What do you want for breakfast?’

         ‘You,’ said Naomi, pulling me towards her and kissing me, gently at first, then harder. I was tingling with pleasure. I took her hand and led it down to where I wanted it. She hesitated and then her fingers started to do their work.

         Oh my God, this is fucking heaven, I thought. I am in heaven.

         

         Two hours later we were in the café having breakfast. Naomi: rabbit-food muesli, me: a huge sausage and ketchup sandwich. Naomi was eyeing my food with a smirk on her face.

         ‘What?’

         She swallowed some sawdust and yoghurt. ‘You,’ she said. ‘Like your sausages, don’t you?’

         I chewed and snorted, nearly spraying her with half-eaten food.

         ‘Oh yeah,’ I said when I’d recovered myself. ‘I love sausage. You should try it Naomi … You have no idea what you’re missing.’

         ‘Oh, I think I do.’ She stuck her tongue out and wiggled it at me.

         An old bloke eating a full English looked over at us and frowned. He picked up his paper and held it pointedly in front of his face.

         ‘Fuck you,’ I mouthed at his Daily Mail. Naomi rolled her eyes and pushed away her rabbit food. Her face glum all of a sudden.
         

         ‘What’s up honey?’ I said, wiping my mouth with a paper napkin.

         Naomi pouted. ‘You’re getting on that ferry,’ she said matter-of-factly. ‘That’s what’s up.’

         ‘You are going to miss me, aren’t you, babe?’ I said, sounding like a broken record. ‘You’d better miss me.’

         ‘Hmm … At first,’ she said, straight-faced. ‘Then I’ll probably lose interest.’

         ‘Naomi!’ I squealed. ‘Bitch.’

         ‘How many fucking times do I have to tell you?’ Naomi grinned. She looked so delicious. I wanted to take a bite out of her. My stomach was flipping over and over.

         ‘It’s such shit timing,’ I said. ‘And Mum’s going to be a total pain in the arse.’

         Naomi nodded. ‘Oh yeah,’ she said. ‘Your oh-so liberal mum.’

         ‘Yeah, well. We can’t all have mothers like yours.’

         ‘For which you should be truly thankful,’ said Naomi, sighing. ‘I know your mum needs time to get her head around it. Us. I mean, I needed to get my head around it for fuck’s sake. I s’pose I can’t blame her. Not completely.’

         ‘She’s a nightmare right now,’ I said. ‘We’re just gonna have to have sex in front of her. It’s the only way it’s going to sink in.’
         

         ‘Now that would be a nightmare.’ Naomi looked delighted. ‘I’d rather have a threesome with Katie and Cook.’

         ‘Ugh. Naomi! She’s my sister, you dirty bitch.’ I thought about it. ‘Fuck, you don’t fancy Katie too, do you?’

         Naomi played poker face.

         ‘Well, of course,’ she said. ‘I mean, you are identical, right?’
         

      










    
         
            Naomi 
            

            Monday 3 August

            At home, evening

         

         After saying goodbye to Emily in the afternoon I drifted on a cloud of loved-up bliss for a bit, but by the evening I was right back in Moroseville. I had three weeks in which to kick my heels and obsess over what Emily was doing, who she was with. I thought about her mum, who’d be on full anti-gay offensive. And Katie, sly cow. Obviously she’d be casting her own evil spells. Emily seemed to think that Katie would lay off the total bitchery she’s been practising over us lately. But I’m not so sure. I’ve taken her twin away from her. That’s how she sees it. She can’t stand me. Feeling’s fucking mutual.

         Mum and Kieran were eating in the kitchen when I finally came downstairs after two hours of lying depressed on my bed, listening to a medley of loud, thrash metal tracks on my iPod.
         

         Cheer up, Naomi, might never happen. 
         

         Mum looked up as I came in. Gave me one of her half-sympathetic, half-exasperated looks. ‘Hello love,’ she said. ‘Feeling OK?’

         I grunted and pulled back a chair. Kieran eyed me warily. He’s never quite sure whether or not I’m going to grass him up over the unfortunate incident in the classroom last term, when he’d tried to snog me. At the time I was totally outraged of course, because it’s fucking illegal for a start. But Kieran’s OK. I never thought I’d say this, but he makes her happy. And, indirectly, that has meant that all those sad losers who used to occupy our house like it was some kind of bloody commune have finally got the fuck out of here.

         ‘Sit down then. Have some food,’ said Mum. ‘Emily get off all right?’

         A vision of Emily and me in my bed earlier popped into my head. I couldn’t help a small smile creeping over my face.

         ‘Yes. Emily got off all right.’ I inspected the casserole in front of me, but decided against it. ‘Now I need to get a holiday job; I can’t just sit around here all day.’

         Mum swapped worried looks with Kieran. They obviously didn’t want me hanging around the house either. Not judging by the amount of time they were spending in Mum’s bedroom anyway. Bit of a buzz kill, having Naomi No Mates staring sadly into space.

         See, this is precisely what I totally fucking hate about relationships. Attachment. You don’t belong to yourself any more. You’re sharing with someone else. So when they’re not there, a part of you fades out with them.

         But I’ve got what I wanted, haven’t I? 
         

         ‘Well,’ said Mum brightly. ‘A job might take your mind off Emily. Better than moping?’

         ‘Maybe I don’t want to take my mind off Emily,’ I snarled. ‘You just want me out of the way.’

         ‘Now, Naomi, that’s not true,’ said Kieran, looking well panicked at the thought of a row.

         ‘Isn’t it?’

         ‘Oh grow up.’ Mum started stacking up bowls and plates. ‘Come on Naomi, this isn’t like you. You’re normally so level-headed.’

         ‘Sick of that,’ I said. ‘Living in a doss-house for the past couple of years. Putting up with your fucking do-gooding. Being “level-headed”. What about me acting like I want for a change? If you don’t like it, tough.’
         

         Silence. Kieran gazed desperately up at the ceiling. Poor sod.

         ‘I think it’s time we all went to bed,’ Mum said calmly. ‘Talk about this in the morning.’

         It was 9pm. ‘Yeah, that’s right. You go back to bed,’ I said. ‘You must be knackered, after all.’

         Mum ignored me, while Kieran shuffled out of the room.

         I watched her loading the dishwater, wondering if I might have gone a bit over the top. Not that I was going to apologise.

         Finally Mum switched the kitchen light off, pretending she couldn’t see my eyes boring into her. As she passed my chair she stopped and bent down level with my chin.
         

         ‘Don’t be so angry, Naomi,’ she whispered. ‘It’s only love.’

      










    
         
         

         
            Pandora
            

            Tuesday 4 August

            At home
            

         

         Since my favourite day in the whole world, the day of the Love Ball, me and Thomas have been like peas in a pod. I was just so bloody glad he still loved me. I thought I’d really gone and fucked that right up. And I know I told Katie and Emily I never wanted to do sex again after Cookie, ’cause it just makes everythin’ so weird, but I didn’t mean it. I wanted to surf ’n’ turf Tom like you wouldn’t believe.

         ’Course, keeping my mum totally unaware of me becoming a woman at last is hard. Mum seems to know everythin’ that’s going on with me. I always walk to the end of our road to phone Thomas. She don’t like me being around boys. What the flipping heck would she say if she knew what goes through my head these days!

         If Effy hadn’t gone off for the summer with her mum I could have talked to her about my feelings and stuff. She knows all about boys. She should do, she’s got half of them with their tongues hanging out for her. Boys ain’t never been a problem for Effy. Least, up until she went and fucked Freddie. Effy went a bit weird after that, and I went a bit weird with Eff. She hit Katie with a rock. That ain’t nice. I was proper cross with her after that. I’ll always love Effy though. That won’t never change. But I’ve got to make it on my own.
         

         I called my lovely boy from the bus stop.

         ‘Hi Thommo, it’s Panda. Wanna come over Brandon Hill and do kissing?’

         ‘I can’t, Panda. I have to go to work. It is not the holidays for me you know?’

         ‘Bunk off, Thomas … Go on. We can go see Auntie Lizzie and have tea. It’ll be ripper.’

         ‘Pandora, no. I have to pay my rent.’

         I sighed. Poor Thomas. He didn’t go to school because he had to pay for all this stuff for him and his mum and his brother and sister. He had to work like all the time. It weren’t fair, because it meant I couldn’t get the chance to jump him. Thomas said we didn’t need to do that yet. He wanted it all to be perfect and romantic and stuff. I just wanted us to get started and do it. Proper. Thomas is my only ever boyfriend. Not like Cookie, who never wanted to know me when he weren’t putting his thing in me. Thomas loves me. And I love him. I didn’t want to ever think about what me and Cookie did. It made me feel ashamed.

         ‘OK, Thomas. You win. Meet you at the bus stop on Granger Road after work then?’

         ‘Oui, Panda. I will look forward to it very much,’ said Thomas. I could see his smile over the phone. ‘Je t’aime.’

         ‘Je t’aime aussi.’
         

         


         Walking back home I made a plan. First off, Mum and me needed to get real about stuff. I knew I couldn’t keep it in for ever. Sexy thoughts. I still want to make cupcakes in my pyjamas and I don’t think I look right in clothes like Katie wears. I’ll never be sex on legs. But I do want sex. And I want it with Thomas. I want it more than anything.

         I was gonna have to tell Mum about Thommo. Once she knows him, I thought, she’ll love him too. It’s just … she weren’t gonna like it that I’ve got a ‘boy’ friend. Not to mention a boyfriend.

         Mum was doing her meditating when I went into our living room. I sat down on the settee. I stared her out.

         ‘Mum,’ I said. ‘Mum, I need to tell you somethin’.’

         ‘Hmm.’ Mum frowned. ‘Panda Poo. I’m meditating.’

         ‘I know but … Mum. I really need to tell you somethin’.’

         Mum sighed. ‘What is it Pandora?’

         I waited a beat. I had to say it now, or I’d get chicken and never do it.

         ‘You know … You know I’ve not ever had a boyfriend?’

         Mum’s dreamy face turned into a sucking-lemon face. Her eyes went all mean-looking and narrow.

         ‘Of course you haven’t, Pandora. Boys are for later. Much later. When you’re grown up.’

         I frowned. ‘See. That’s just it, Mum. I am kind of, sort of grown up now.’

         Mum laughed and it annoyed me.

         ‘It’s not funny, Mum. You don’t take me seriously. I’m not little any more. Look—’ I lifted up my blouse and showed her my 36C bra. ‘My tits are flipping enormous.’
         

         Mum’s mouth opened in a perfect circle shape. ‘Pandora! Pull down your blouse! Don’t ever do that again. Ever.’ She got up and started rolling up her yoga mat really quickly. ‘Now, I suggest we go and have a cup of tea and forget that ever happened.’ She took my hand and led me through to the kitchen. She put the kettle on while I sat down at the table.

         It had all gone well wrong. I should have thought it through better. I’m so useless at standing up for myself.

         ‘Now, Pandora,’ said Mum. ‘Earl Grey? Or how about some chocolate milk?’

      










    
         
            Thomas 
            

            Tuesday 4 August

            On the way to meet Panda

         

         After work I went to Mr Sharma’s shop to buy Panda a doughnut. He was leaning on the counter reading a newspaper and picking his nose. The noise of the door made him jump. I pretended to be searching for something in my pocket and when I looked up, he was tidying the cigarettes.

         ‘All right, Thomas?’ he said.

         ‘Very well thank you, Mr Sharma. And you?’

         ‘Enjoying the weather, anyway. The usual?’

         I nodded. Mr Sharma is a true pessimist. To him the good things are merely small consolation for a horrible life.
         

         ‘Where’s Pandora today?’ he asked, putting a butterscotch and custard doughnut into a paper bag.

         ‘I am on my way to meet her.’

         ‘I bet you are. You’re a lucky fucker, aren’t you?’

         ‘Yes I am,’ I couldn’t help smiling.

         ‘Well don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.’

         I ignored that. Mr Sharma in the throes of passion was not an image I wanted anywhere near my mind’s eye. Even he assumed that Pandora and I were having a sexual relationship. All our friends assumed Panda and I were having a sexual relationship. I think the only people who didn’t assume that we were at it comme les lapins as you say over here were my mother and Pandora’s mother, and I do not think even they were convinced.
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