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Chapter One



If I’d known Jessica was going to turn up unexpectedly after all this time, I would’ve worn a different outfit.


Though it’s not as if that would’ve stopped her looking better than me, and no outfit could rescue my general limp appearance that day. I’d woken up to a vibrating notification from my period tracking app: ‘Warning – you may be experiencing PMS symptoms today’.


‘What is it?’ Ben had asked, in a voice thick with sleep.


I’d kissed his creased face and handed over my phone.


He read the screen and smiled. ‘Thanks for the heads-up. I’ll get my panic room ready.’ He cradled my head and kissed me quickly on the lips, before returning my phone and rolling out of bed to get ready for work.


I grinned as I listened to him sing in the shower, shifting to lie in the leftover warmth of his sleeping body. I inhaled his scent on the pillow and couldn’t imagine any PMS capable of breaking through my Ben-induced oxytocin.


My boyfriend emerged dripping in a towel, looking both cute and sexy. ‘How are you feeling about tonight?’


‘It will be fine,’ I sighed. The thought of the upcoming evening curdled the edges of my good mood. ‘It’s not like I sell out every day.’


‘You’re not selling out,’ Ben repeated for the twentieth time. He leant over to kiss me, sprinkling me with drops of shower water. ‘Remember, Fern, some days you just need to do your job and pay the rent.’ He glanced at the time on his phone to check he wasn’t late. ‘If this “author”,’ he made air quotes with his fingers, ‘says some stupid things, then that’s on her, not you.’


‘Stop being so nice to me if you’re now going to dare leave for work when you’re so naked and brilliant,’ I groaned.


He laughed into my mouth as he kissed me, and I felt positively sickened by my own happiness.


‘I’ve got to go.’ Ben gave me a final kiss, before straightening up, and pulling a shirt and trousers over his damp body. After he’d finished brushing his teeth, he appeared in the doorway with a breakfast bar in his hand to eat on the bus. ‘See you later, gorgeous. Message me when the event’s over. You’re going to smash it.’ He picked up my phone, which still had the warning up. ‘When you look at the PMS dark side, careful you must be,’ he said in a Yoda voice.


I couldn’t help my smile. ‘You’re ridiculous and I love you.’


‘You too. Oh shit. Late. Always, always late. Right. Gotta go.’


When the front door clicked behind him, I sank again into the glorious smell of his pillow.


Of course, it didn’t take long for the app to be proved correct. My best friend, Heather, messaged me to say she wouldn’t be able to make it that night as she’d been given a last-minute late shift at the clinic. I dropped my toast peanut-butter-side down, spilt legions of coffee over my notes for that evening, and couldn’t get through Week Five of my Couch to 5k app. After I showered off the sweat from my failed run, I found my body had swollen like proven dough. My chosen outfit, which had looked fine a week earlier, now taunted me with its clinginess. Despite my shower, my hair still had a greasy sheen to it, and hung lankly around my shoulders. I tried curling it, but burnt my neck – flinging my GHDs onto the carpet, and calling them ‘a self-satisfied pair of cunts’. These ‘cunts’ proceeded to singe our landlord’s acrylic carpet in retaliation, and, it was just as well I hadn’t applied make-up yet, as I actually rage-cried for a full minute.


By the time I left for the event, I’d masked my low mood and oestrogen levels with red lipstick, and arranged my hair so it covered my GHD hickey. I wore an old and reliable black, long-sleeved jumpsuit and had gold heels I’d change into when I got to the venue. I was pelted with long strings of rain as I ran to the bus stop, soaked by the time I reached shelter. I checked my appearance using the selfie mode on my phone, and admitted defeat. This was just going to be a ball-ache of a day, with the event still to come.


‘At least no one you know is coming,’ I reassured myself, as the bus hissed its way around the corner, splashing the bottom of my jumpsuit with puddle water.


‘Fern, you made it. Oh my God, isn’t the weather terrible?’ Gwen, the bookshop’s event manager, met me with the standard publishing industry two air kisses.


‘February is a very determined month,’ I said, while my umbrella dripped onto her brogues. ‘Oh no, I’ve made you wet. Sorry.’


She waved her hand. ‘Don’t worry. Right. Sit down. Can I get you anything? Tea? Coffee? Wine? Stacy isn’t here yet.’ Gwen checked her watch as she clattered over to a laden table and started putting food I’d not asked for onto a paper plate. She checked the time again as she dumped freshly cut melon onto my palm.


‘Oh, right. Thank you. Umm, Stacy’s just posted an Insta story on her way here. She’s on her way from the hairdresser. Stuck in traffic by all the rain.’


Gwen twitched. ‘Oh, yes. OK. Have you seen the queue outside? They’ve arrived so early. They’re all going to be soaked.’


‘I’m sure they’re too excited to care.’ I pushed a watermelon slab into my mouth to stop me making a sarcastic comment.


‘Shall I show you the stage set-up? I know you’ve done this loads of times before, but can’t hurt to go over it, can it?’


I sensed it was to ease her nerves rather than mine, but nodded, and followed her scuttling through the corridors out onto the giant empty stage. Stacy was too big for her events to fit into a bookshop, so they’d hired out a theatre. Gwen and I stepped out into the blinding lights, while a technician paced around the stage, clapping at different moments. A jolt of nerves went through me. So many people would be witnessing this damn carry-on. Stacy’s publishers had done a paid partnership with Gah!, the website I worked at, and wanted me to chair the event to give her autobiography credibility. From what I’d been told, we couldn’t afford to turn down the advertorial, and I was stuck pretending to like a book I’d thrown across the room seven times the previous weekend.


‘It’s dangerous and outdated … nonsense, I don’t think Stacy’s ever met a psychologist,’ I’d told Ben – both before and after lunch, and twice more before bedtime. ‘And yet Gah! are splashing it all over their homepage for a whole week.’


He’d laughed and lowered his lips onto my eyelids. ‘And just think, out of all the chairpersons they could’ve chosen to peddle such misinformation, they chose you.’


I stared out at the ocean of space. ‘That’s a lot of seats,’ I said.


Gwen grinned. ‘It sold out in an hour, did I tell you? One of the quickest we’ve had. Do direct them to buy the book at the beginning and the end. So many people forget.’


‘Of course.’


‘Shall I show you the Gah! stand?’


‘The what?’


She led me past a side table dwarfed by the wobbling piles of Stacy’s book. Hulking hot-pink hardbacks towered towards the high ceiling, and, just past it, was a sorrowful-looking table with the Gah! banner above it, loaded with some promotional key rings I doubted anyone wanted.


‘That’s your table. It will be nice for you to be able to chat to people afterwards.’


‘Oh great,’ I said, immediately furious at my editor, Derek, for not telling me about this part of the evening. Nobody mentioned me having to loiter around some stand afterwards.


Gwen’s phone went and she leapt on it, her eyes wide with relief. ‘Stacy’s here,’ she told me, as if Beyoncé had just arrived. ‘Quick.’


‘Can you BELIEVE this weather,’ Stacy bellowed to everyone, rushing into the green room with her tiny publicist, knowing she didn’t need to introduce herself. ‘I spent so long getting my hair perfect, and all for what? Oh my God. It makes you want to kill yourself. Whoops. Bad joke. You know me! Hey, do you guys have a phone charger I can use? Cheers.’ Stacy snatched a lead from Gwen’s twitching hands, then spied the snacks. ‘Oh, cakes, yummy. Is this all for me? How sweet.’


We all hovered and watched Stacy eat a cupcake, while I wondered when I should introduce myself. The young influencer had clearly made a ‘book launch outfit’ mood board at some point after googling ‘what writers look like’. Gone was her usual array of erratic, revealing clothing. Instead she’d poured herself into a crisp white shirt with skinny tie, dark blue jeans, heels, and gathered her hair into a professional ponytail, topped off with prescription-free large-rimmed glasses. ‘Wow. Watermelon too. Oh, this is great.’ She pulled out her phone. ‘Look. Everyone outside is so excited.’ Stacy fell down a social media rabbit hole, and it was now slightly weird she hadn’t said hello to anyone. I coughed, to alert her publicist, who was also buried in her phone. She looked up, and I saw the obvious effort it took her to pretend enthusiasm for me.


‘You must be Fern! Oh my. Lovely to meet you.’ She launched herself up and air-kissed me.


‘Nice to meet you too. How’s it been going?’


‘Oh crazy. Just crazy! We found out today we hit the bestseller list though. After only three days of sales.’


‘That’s wonderful.’


‘So much thanks to you and Gah!, of course.’


‘We were so happy to support Stacy.’


Stacy, behind us, held up her phone, and started filming a video to post. ‘This, ladies, gentlemen, and everyone in between … is what a green room looks like,’ she said, narrating herself without a whiff of self-consciousness. I sucked my stomach in as the lens swept over me, pretending I didn’t know I was being beamed to over four hundred and fifty thousand followers.


‘Stacy? Are you free for a second? I’d like you to meet Fern, your amazing chair.’


The influencer stood up to shake hands. ‘It’s great to meet you.’ She smiled with the full-wattage, as if I was one of her fans. ‘Fern, was it?’


Her publicist filled her in. ‘Fern’s the mental health editor of the Gah! website. And she founded the Hold On For Tomorrow project. You know? That blog post that went viral a few years ago, encouraging people to post reasons to stay alive? She started that.’


I watched Stacy’s expression as she realised I was, actually, quite relevant. ‘Oh my God, of course that was you! I loved that project! I knew I recognised you from somewhere. We must take a photo. Hayley, could you?’ She tossed her phone to her publicist and smooshed her face against mine. Awkwardness reigned my body as I tried to pose in a way that didn’t make me look as if I was trying to get down with the youth. I was highly aware of my eye wrinkles compared to Stacy’s smoothly made-up face. One of her many ‘youth privileges’, like being able to shop at BooHoo without looking like mutton, and her instant understanding of TikTok, the gender spectrum, and which brand of oat milk was morally questionable that week. The phone clicked, and Stacy grabbed it back, zooming in on her own face before pocketing it.


‘It’s great to meet you too,’ I gushed. ‘I loved the book.’


This was the toll I’d found you must always pay in the publishing industry. You must first lie that you’d read the book the whole way through, and then you lie about having loved it.


Stacy accepted my payment, smiled, and offered up an equally inauthentic response. ‘Oh, really? Thank you. That means so much coming from you, Fern.’


Me, a woman who needed formal identification less than two minutes ago.


We grinned inanely at one another, our cheeks aching.


‘Do you have a few minutes to go through the event?’ I asked. ‘My questions?’


Her nose wrinkled. ‘Do you mind if we didn’t? I feel like I lose my flow if I know what’s coming up. You know?’


‘Oh … Of course.’


Hayley the publicist appeared at my side, while Stacy sat down again and disappeared through the portal of her phone screen. ‘Stacy’s just so comfortable in front of her followers that it all flows really easily,’ she reassured me.


‘Of course.’


‘Honestly, just let Stacy be Stacy, and it will be amazing.’


‘Of course.’


Of course, the event was the trainwreck I knew it was going to be from the moment I’d read her book. Not that anyone else a) noticed the trainwreck, or b) minded it. At least my reputation, and Gah!’s, didn’t appear to be harmed by it. In fact, as Stacy had so kindly tagged me into her socials afterwards, I was privy to the hundreds of her fans crying and shaking at the beautiful energy of the inspirational evening. It was the easiest money I’d made in a long while. After we’d been mic’d up, we emerged in front of hundreds of cheering faces, and, as chair, I had to ask only one question to fill the forty minutes. ‘So, tell me, Stacy, what led you to write this book?’


Stacy spurted into a manic monologue that was literally impossible to interrupt, even when she started sharing, in explicit detail, the exact methodologies by which she’d considered killing herself when she got ‘cancelled’ after a viral YouTube video, and discussing the success rates of each one. I winced and tried to interject as she broke every single Samaritans safeguarding guideline. As I watched this twenty-four-year-old talk about her gritty break-up, half of me wanted to hug her and the other half wanted to throw one mental health book at her that wasn’t her ghost-written autobiography. Instead, I arranged my face into nothingness and reminded myself this was on Gah!, not me. Eventually, after calling her ex-boyfriend a ‘carrot cock’ – which led to thunderous applause, and some eyebrow raises from stressed-looking parents sitting with their devoted eleven-year-olds – the show was over. Everyone stood and cheered, most of them in tears. I threw my arms in her direction. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, Stacy Smith’, and they all went crazy. As I mumbled the Samaritans’ helpline number into the microphone, they flung themselves out of their seats to join the queue to get their books signed.


Stacy turned to me, glowing with a dew of sweat and validation.


‘Well done,’ I said, trying not to lie. ‘Everyone loved it.’


‘Thank you. You were a wonderful chair. It was so great to meet you. We should totally grab a drink or something one time.’


‘That would be brilliant.’


And we never spoke again.


Gwen vibrated over, giddy with how well it had gone. ‘We’re ready for you,’ she said, and led Stacy towards her signing table, her fans swooning as she passed. I followed reluctantly, knowing it would only be an hour more, max, of work before I could go home to Ben.


While Stacy’s queue snaked between aisles, my stand was essentially empty. Nobody seemingly in the market for a free corporate key ring. In fact, the queue contained only two people. I sat on my chair and smiled hello, nonetheless grateful to have them.


‘Hello,’ I said to a middle-aged woman wearing a damp navy anorak.


‘Hello.’ She picked up a key ring. ‘These are free, aren’t they?’


I’d been given literally no guidance from work, but nodded. ‘Yep, totally free.’


‘Great.’ And she shamelessly picked up ten key rings, dropped them into her pocket and wandered off without another word.


Normal, totally normal, I thought, readying myself for whoever was next. My next taker was younger, maybe twenty-one. Perfectly put together in the current cutting-edge fashions. She picked up a key ring and giggled.


‘Hi, can I help you?’ I asked.


‘I’m Caroline,’ she said, like I should know who she is.


‘Hi Caroline …’


‘I really loved your Hold On For Tomorrow project. I actually donated an entry.’


I sat up in my chair. ‘No way!’ I smiled. ‘Really? What was your reason?’


She giggled again, turning the colour of her purple lipstick. ‘I think it was number twelve thousand and eighty-three. The first proper day of autumn.’


‘Oh, that was a brilliant one.’


‘Thank you.’


‘Do you want more than one key ring?’ I asked, but she shook her head. There was nothing else to say, but Caroline lingered, apparently uninterested in joining Stacy’s anaconda queue. We smiled at each other, and I was trying to figure out what, exactly, was going on, when … 


‘So, actually, I was wondering if you could help me. You see, I really want to become a journalist …’ Caroline launched into a pre-prepared monologue about her career ambitions as if this was a job interview. I blinked and smiled as she talked me through all of her GCSE subjects, A levels, uni choices, and I tried to figure out a polite way of telling her that, no, I couldn’t get her a job at Gah!. ‘Yeah, so I sent Vogue the first page of my dissertation, but I never heard back. Do you have an email for them that works?’


More minutes passed as Caroline told me in detail about her work experience placement at a local newspaper, until, mercifully, a person joined the queue behind her. ‘So, at Gah! do you take on anyone …’


I held up my hand. ‘I’m so sorry, Caroline, but there’s someone waiting.’


‘Oh, right.’ She glanced behind her.


Now that I knew she would leave, I found space for generosity. I’d been where she’d been. Young, and hungry, and desperate to know the secret four-figure code that opens the door to your dream life. ‘Honestly, you’re doing all the right things,’ I told her. ‘Be patient. It will happen. And thanks so much for coming tonight.’


‘Bye then.’ Caroline left without a thank you, and I reminded myself this is what you can expect of people who fetishise the seasons, particularly autumn.


I closed my eyes to collect my remaining energy for my third and final key ring fan. I would be grateful. I would be warm. I would be patient. The evening was almost over.


‘Sorry to keep you …’ I said, looking up. ‘Oh my God. Jessica!’


And, like that, the theatre wiped away, and I was a teenager again.










Chapter Two



September 2000


I wiped a mascara blob off the mirror and took in the novelty of my reflection. Somehow my school uniform still fitted, which seemed impossible as I hadn’t worn it for over six months. It wasn’t even eight a.m., but the Indian summer raged on outside. No breeze fluttered through my window, but I still wouldn’t be wearing my short-sleeved blouse to the first day back to school. I was calculating exactly how far I could push up my jumper cuffs before you got to the scars. Today, of all days, everyone would be looking for them.


Nausea squeezed my intestines together over my uneaten breakfast of Honey Nut Cheerios, while Mum’s nerves crackled static around my freshly washed hair.


‘Are you going to be all right?’ she asked again over her cup of green tea. ‘Are you sure you’re up for this?’


‘Christ, Mum, I’m going to be fine.’ I picked up a spoon of soggying cereal and plopped it back into the bowl. ‘Amy’s meeting me at the corner.’


‘Why don’t I drive you both? Just in case you don’t cope.’


‘Mum!’


‘Not every day. Just your first day back.’


‘We’re walking, it’s fine.’


‘Well, excuse me for trying to do what’s best for you.’


It felt hugely surreal, reigniting the clockwork routine of getting ready to leave the house, like remembering the lines to an old play I’d once starred in. I re-trod my former footsteps, packing my JanSport rucksack, brushing my teeth, checking how much credit I had on my phone, digging out my old pencil tin filled with strawberry-scented gel Pentels, where the ink had hardened around the nibs. I’d missed the whole summer term of school. I hadn’t done this since you could buy Easter eggs in the shops, and now it was September. Mum stalked me with wide eyes, asking inane questions to satisfy her anxiety rather than mine.


‘Have you topped up your phone so you can call if you need to? You can always use the school phone. Do you want a chewy bar to take in? Take a chewy bar.’ She shoved one into my bag as I was hoisting it onto my shoulders. ‘Do you think you’re going to need to call me or your father to come and pick you up? Because I do have a meeting, so I’d rather know now if you don’t think you’ll make it through the day.’


‘Bye, Mum.’


‘You can call me any time. Any time. Just not between ten and four.’


I had the distance between my house and the corner to feel my own anxiety rather than absorb my mother’s. I paused at the end of my road and grasped my narrowing throat as the hugeness of this day engulfed me. I panicked about how people would stare at me. I panicked at how hot I was going to be in my uniform. I panicked at the sheer impossibility of getting through a school day without panicking, let alone managing to learn anything. I panicked Kim had got her desperate, pathetic hooks into Amy and taken away my best friend. I panicked my spots still showed through my thickly applied Rimmel concealer. Then I panicked all this panic would make me numb out again, and tip me back down into the mental hellhole that I’d been so carefully scaling my way out of. Already sweating into my synthetic jumper, it became abundantly clear that living my life was a complete impossibility. Dragging myself every day across a bed of shattered glass … for what? GCSEs? Uni? A job? A life? What kind of pitiful life? A life where every day was determinedly difficult, and unrelenting, with only minor pockets of happiness to break up the misery. Surely, I thought, that’s not worth the effort? Surely I should just surrender? Tap out …? Surely oblivion was better than surviving …


… And then I caught myself. I noticed my thoughts spiralling and my breath catching, and noticing was the most important step. They’d told me that in therapy. I patted my own chest to comfort myself.


I recognise I’m thinking about killing myself again, I told myself.


I notice that I’m assuming the worst.


I’m underestimating my ability to cope and overestimating how hard the world can be.


And, because I was, at that point, still highly medicated, I rubbed my heart through my jumper ’til my fingers were full of static, and it worked. I managed to short-circuit the path to oblivion.


Just in time, because, as I wandered around the corner, I found Kim waiting with Amy.


‘Oh my God, Fern, aren’t you boiling?’ Kim grasped me in a friendly hug she definitely didn’t mean. ‘I can’t believe you’re wearing your jumper. It’s, like, a trillion degrees today. It’s so shit it’s finally boiling on the first day back.’


‘I’m fine. I’m not hot,’ I lied.


Amy and I hugged while Kim watched on anxiously. As we started the familiar path to school, none of us mentioned Kim’s presence. She lived twenty minutes in the opposite direction. I sneaked a sideways look at her, noting Kim’s brand new fringe, and raised my eyebrows. They both were wearing their hair in scraped-back ponytails – cemented with gel to their scalps, with only their wispy fringes left out to oxygenate. ‘Nice fringe,’ I said.


Kim held it between her fingers. ‘Aww, thank you. You think it’s OK? It’s not too short? I got it done yesterday.’


‘It’s lovely. Just like Amy’s new one.’


They both erupted into giggles.


‘We’re basically twins,’ Amy confirmed, apparently unbothered that her fringe needed patenting. ‘We even bought the same purple shrug from Topshop the other day, without knowing the other had got it.’


‘It’s ridiculous,’ Kim said. ‘Someone in McDonald’s the other day even asked if we were sisters.’


‘Wow.’


‘I know, right? Ever since Tenerife, we’ve basically become the same person.’


I grimaced and looked down at my shiny black Kickers. It had been less than two minutes before Kim brought up their holiday to Tenerife. You’d have thought the two had been to WAR together. I reminded myself Amy was my best friend and had been my best friend since Year Seven. She was just tolerating Kim out of sympathy because she was needy since her parents got divorced. Nonetheless, I watched Kim thread her arm through Amy’s, so I pulled down my sleeve and threaded it through Amy’s other arm – our chain taking up the whole pavement.


‘So, oh my God, Amy, do you remember Chris from Tenerife?’ Kim started. ‘He was so fit. I can’t believe he thought it was weird that I smelt him in the queue for the breakfast buffet. It was so embarrassing … and that night with the karaoke! I was so drunk from that Bacardi Breezer Mum got us.’


Amy shrieked with cliquey nostalgia, while Kim watched her every reaction. It occurred to me both of us had been counting down to this day. Me, to find out if I could manage school without suicide ideation. And Kim, wondering if she’d be demoted to ‘spare wheel friend’ once more. I was still reeling from the fact that I’d wanted to die only ten minutes previously. Now I was contemplating if it was worse to a) die, or b) not have Amy as my best friend any more.


I slowed a bit as we turned onto our school’s road. ‘How are you feeling?’ Amy asked. ‘Are you scared?’


‘I’m OK. I just don’t want everyone to stare at me.’


‘They won’t,’ Kim barged in. ‘I reckon everyone’s forgotten about it over summer.’


I was unconvinced. ‘Hmm.’


Amy patted my back. ‘You have us by your side, remember? I will literally fight anyone who dares stare at you. Unless they’re staring at how fit you got over summer, of course.’


I laughed. ‘Unlikely.’


‘Definitely. Your hair’s grown so long. It looks gorgeous.’ She pulled out a long strand of strawberry blonde, holding it up like a moustache, and I giggled.


That was how reassurance between girls worked, aged thirteen onwards – when a friend’s troubles were too huge, you offered up a compliment about their appearance as a distraction.


Kim heaved a sigh. ‘I hope Matt stares at me and thinks how fit I am this term. Did I tell you he said hello to me on MSN the other day?’


I caught Amy’s eye for the tiniest moment and we shared a silent decision to entertain Kim’s desperately fruitless crush. She’d been obsessed with Matt since he got overnight fit in Year Eight. Through osmosis, after many conversations, I knew Matt’s star sign (Aries), his favourite colour (blue), his previous relationship history (he went out with Karly for two days in Year Seven, and kissed Gail at the Year Nine disco, but told her he wasn’t ready for a relationship), and his GCSE options. Yet Matt remained totally oblivious to Kim’s adoration, which was impressive naivety, considering last year she took to full-blown stalking him (‘I just happened to be walking the same way as him and accidentally found out where he lived’).


‘What happened?’ Amy asked. ‘Did he write anything else?’


‘Well, I asked him how he was, and he didn’t reply. So I logged out and logged in again, but he didn’t say hi again.’


As Kim spouted on about Matt’s bone structure, I realised I found it all quite relaxing. The banality of it – as if the last six months hadn’t happened. I caught Amy’s eye again and we shared a secret smile. The conspiracy of it glowed warm in my stomach.


‘You OK?’ Amy asked again when we reached the school gates.


‘Remember, Fern,’ Kim added, ‘we are here for you. If anyone says anything, tell us, right? We are your guardians.’


That was two uses of the word we for her and Amy. Kim’s battle lines really had been drawn. I stretched my arms up into a yawn, and the synthetic fabric pulled under my already sweaty armpit. I felt incredibly tired all of a sudden. I didn’t have the energy to fight for my best friend. Not right now. I just wanted to survive the next two years of school. Staying alive came first, friendships second.


I was yet to discover how much the two were entwined.


School smelt exactly the same. That was the first thing I noticed. The acrid itch tickled the back of my throat as we merged into a homogenous blob of uniformed students, waiting to get through the main doors. It smelt of BO masked with Lynx Africa. As we pushed into the Year Ten corridor, too much school came at me way too fast. The dull banging of locker doors shutting. The colony of fellow teenagers buzzing with first-day-back energy. The frenzied catching-upness and showing-offness before the bell rang. Everyone figuring out who’d got hot over the summer, or lost their virginity, or both. Everyone stared as I passed, their eyes glancing towards my long sleeves.


‘Everyone’s looking.’


‘You’re going to be OK,’ Amy whispered. ‘Remember, it’s school. They’ll get bored by tomorrow.’


‘I hope you’re right.’


‘She totally is,’ Kim said loudly, clearly enjoying the corridor parting for us.


When the bell shrilled, I hugged them both goodbye. They had a welcome-back assembly, while I had an appointment with the school counsellor: Wendy, a woman who looked like she slept in her pearl necklace. In her office, she relayed to me the wide variety of ‘measures’ my school was taking to get me through my exams despite my mental illness. I could skip school assemblies. I could leave physics early on Thursday afternoons for my CBT appointments. They’d placed me into top sets based on predicted grades, and we could see how I got on. As she outlined all the logistical gymnastics required for me to function like a normal teenager, I felt myself detach from my balloon string and float off again. My body was nodding and my mouth was saying ‘thank you’, but I was watching myself from the ceiling.


This wasn’t me. This wasn’t my life. It couldn’t be. Shouldn’t be.


‘So, what’s your first lesson?’ Wendy asked, and I snapped back into my body. ‘Let’s see? English? That’s one of your favourites, isn’t it?’


I nodded with a tight throat.


‘What a great way to start.’


The bell rang, jolting me to my core. I’d forgotten the shrillness of it.


‘And so it begins.’ Wendy stood to usher me out, with a new firmness to her.


‘Oh my God, Fern, how ARE YOU?’ Abigail Goddarth sprang up to give me a hug as I shuffled into my English class, though we’d never really been friends. Her newly sprouted breasts squashed against my own flat chest as our jumpers crackled against each other.


‘I’m good, thanks,’ I mumbled. ‘How are you?’


‘Yeah. Good. Are you OK?’


‘Fine, thanks. How was your summer?’


‘Yeah, it was great. But how are you really?’ Abigail tilted her head to one side in faux concern and her eyes drifted to my covered arms, scanning them for information she could use on the gossip black market that upcoming lunchtime.


‘I’m fine. Like I said …’ My lungs crunched in on themselves. This was just what I feared would happen. I strained my neck to the front, checking for Mr Dudley’s presence to make it all go away. But he was late, leaving me the leading role in this play of curiosity disguised as fake sympathy.


But a distraction came from Richard – the biggest pervert in our year group. I yelped as my training bra strap pinged my back through my jumper.


‘Fern! I heard you went nuts?’ he said, before reaching over to ping Abi’s too. ‘Abi! These tits are new. You had a busy summer.’


‘Fucking hell, Richard, you are so gross.’ Abigail smacked him away and crossed her arms.


Richard laughed and followed me to the back. ‘So, did they, like, lock you up?’ he asked, perching on my desk. ‘Were you in a straitjacket? Everyone said you overdosed. Or slit your wrists. Or both.’


‘Oh my God, Richard, shut up,’ I hissed.


A grin spread through his acne.


‘Did you take pills so it didn’t hurt when you cut yourself?’


‘Honestly, you sad pervert, shut the fuck up,’ I said. ‘Maybe I’d rather kill myself than look at your fucking face every day.’


The class rippled with laughter, revealing they’d all been listening in.


Richard held both arms up. ‘Oooerr. Don’t go all psycho on me.’


‘Oh piss off, you giant VIRGIN.’


Hilarity descended as Richard called me a fucking bitch, then slunk into his desk chair, just as Mr Dudley blustered through the door in a cloud of teacherly obliviousness.


‘Right, class, settle down.’ He clapped for attention. ‘Welcome to your English GCSEs. The good news is, you’re about to read one of the best novels ever written.’ Mr Dudley got us to hand out hardback copies of We Have Always Lived in the Castle, while he turned his back to write on the whiteboard.


I was initially so consumed in these normal activities – like getting out my notepad and writing the date at the top without crying – that I hadn’t noticed her. The new girl sitting in the corner behind me.


Abi passed me the pile of books, and I plucked one out, before twisting to pass them on. And there she was. Hair dark and long, hanging over her stunning, pointed face. Her jumper sleeves drawn down over her hands, like mine. Looking as scared and out of place as I felt.


‘Thanks,’ the new girl said, taking the pile and passing it on. Her voice was husky and sexy, and sounded way too old for someone our age.


‘Are you new?’


She nodded and smiled, holding a hand up over her mouth. ‘First day today. I was so embarrassed when they introduced me in assembly just now.’


‘You were great,’ I lied, not wanting to admit I’d not been there. I wondered if she’d overheard Richard’s comments about me. ‘Do you like it here so far?’


‘I don’t know.’ The new girl paused. ‘It’s weird …’ She wrinkled her nose.


‘What’s weird?’


‘This school … it smells exactly the same as my old school.’


I let out a cackle of recognition. The new girl joined in, revealing a set of small, pointed teeth. I felt the peculiar certainty of fate reach out and tug me towards her, and knew instantly we were going to become friends. That we didn’t even have a say in the matter.


‘Right, everyone. Chapter one, page one. Who wants to start reading?’


I leant over. ‘I’m Fern,’ I whispered.


She smiled, and, in her eyes, I could see she felt it too. ‘Hi. I’m Jessica.’










Chapter Three



‘Wow, Jessica.’ My chair screeched as I pulled it back and side-stepped the table to hug my old friend. ‘Oh my God,’ I kept saying. ‘Oh my God, oh my God. It’s been years.’


I felt her thinness as we hugged, the gaps between her body and her coat that scrunched as our torsos collided.


She laughed into my shoulder. The exact same gravelly laugh she’d always had, plunging me down a hundred memory wormholes. ‘Surprise!’


I laughed too, mostly in disbelief, as we released the hug and I perched on my table, taking her in. ‘It’s so crazy that you’re here.’


‘It’s OK, isn’t it?’


‘Of course. It’s just … I’m so shocked. It’s been years, Jessica.’


What the hell was she doing here? It had been over a decade. She laughed again behind her hand, and the gesture located and unlocked another dormant memory. Jessica always laughed behind her hand as she thought her teeth were too pointy.


‘Mad, isn’t it? We’re in our thirties. Thirties! And, oh my God, Fern,’ she gestured to me with her dainty hands. ‘Look at you. Look at all this. I’m so proud.’


She was here. In my life, saying she was proud, like nothing had happened. It was so jarring to see her, and yet her presence also felt like the most natural thing in the world. Like finding an old, forgotten pair of shoes that you hadn’t worn in years. She’d aged a decade in a moment, and I drank in her new appearance, adding in her wrinkles as though I’d put her face through one of those ageing apps. She still had the perfect dewy skin I’d lusted after, but it was lined now, especially around the corners of her eyes. There was a slight puffiness to her jawline, a dryness to her dark hair from dye to cover the greys. But Jessica was still stunning. Stunning and perfectly put together. She wore a hot pink coat covering dark blue ripped jeans tucked into a gorgeous pair of boots. The outfit, as always, was simultaneously mature, sophisticated, individualistic, effortless, and stylish. And I was a teenager again. Feeling blobbish and frumpy – with my dank hair, potato-shaped head, and stodgy old jumpsuit.


But Jessica seemed oblivious to her win in the who-has-aged-best competition. She must still be used to it, I thought bitterly, amazed at how my adolescent jealousy could reignite so instantly. Instead she was staring around the packed theatre, spellbound by the scale of the event.


‘It’s nothing,’ I said. ‘I’m just chairing.’


‘Fern, there’s like, a thousand people here.’


‘Yeah, but they’re not here for me.’


‘Well, I’m determined to be impressed, so there.’ She grinned again, forgetting to cover it, and I caught the smile, grinned back. Forgetting myself for a second. That energy pull was still there, as potent as the first day I met her. Our bond plastering over this awkward and unexpected reunion. We hadn’t spoken in years, we hadn’t spoken about why we weren’t speaking.


‘I still can’t believe you’re here,’ I said.


‘You sure you don’t mind? I couldn’t tell if it was creepy or not. I got so excited by surprising you that it only occurred to me this could be totally intense and weird about ten minutes ago, when you were talking to that girl who wouldn’t go away.’


‘Oh my God. She really, really wouldn’t go away!’ I said. Was it creepy? It was certainly a shock.


‘At one point, I thought she might superglue herself to your face.’


‘I had my finger on the panic button.’


‘So, it’s not weird?’


I smiled, despite myself. ‘Not at all.’ And I was so lost in the crashing waves of nostalgia, that it took me a moment to remember where I was and what she’d done. All that mattered was Jessica’s face, Jessica’s pointed smile, Jessica’s essence, Jessica’s approval. A wild shriek from Stacy’s table ripped me from it, and we both twisted in her direction. The influencer was squealing with delight at a present a fan had made her. A giant papier-mâché bust of Stacy’s face.


‘Oh my Lord, you made THIS for ME? I love it, LOVE it. OH MY GOD WE HAVE TO GET A VIDEO.’


The bust-maker sobbed with joy as Stacy beckoned her around to her side of the table for a hug. She proceeded to get multiple selfies of her, her sculptor, and her bust ‘for the socials’, and the young woman quivered in starstruck delight.


Jessica and I turned back to one another and shrugged. ‘Umm, do you want to go somewhere?’ I asked, unsure of her motives again.


Jessica glanced at an expensive wristwatch, and that was the first time I got a sense of her having money. ‘I’m not sure I have enough time to go out for a proper drink.’


‘Oh …’


‘I mean, I’d love to. But I have to get a train back. My mum’s babysitting, but I’ve been in the city all afternoon and I don’t want to take the piss.’


‘Babysitting?’


Jessica broke into another unhidden grin. ‘Of course! God, it’s been so long. Yes, I’ve got a daughter. She’s almost seven.’


‘Seven?’


‘Bridget.’


‘You have a daughter?’


‘It’s mad, isn’t it? She’s great. You’ll love her.’


I shook my head. ‘You’re a mum? I can’t believe I didn’t know … That’s amazing.’ I blinked away a memory of Jessica chopping up a gram of cocaine with her battered Halifax debit card with the concentration of a Swiss clockmaker. ‘Well, if you don’t have time to go to a pub, do you just want to go to the green room?’ I asked. ‘There’s booze there. I definitely need a drink.’ The words fell from my mouth and then I couldn’t take them back.


‘Wow, the green room. Do I need a pass or something?’


I laughed. ‘Not at all. Come on.’


‘Don’t you need to stay on the stand?’ Jessica asked, glancing back as I weaved her around the endless snake of Stacy fans.


‘I think people can pick up their own promotional key rings.’ I pushed us through the stage door and led Jessica around the maze of darkened corners. ‘Right, here it is. There’s at least wine.’


‘I can’t believe I’m in an actual green room.’


I watched my old friend marvel at this ordinary table filled with ordinary things, as if they were made of gold. It was quiet and empty, staff busy attending to Stacy outside. It still didn’t seem real she was there. After days, months, years of absolutely nothing. I poured myself a large glass of red, holding up the bottle.


‘A million times yes.’ Jessica said, nodding. ‘Is it free?’


‘It’s free, yeah.’


‘I still can’t believe your life.’ She took the fishbowl of merlot I handed her and perched on a chair, as if someone might ask her to leave at any moment.


‘I still can’t believe yours. You’re a mother.’


She grinned again. ‘Do you want to see pictures? I try really hard not to be that mum who bombards you with unwanted photos, but, well, do you want to see?’


‘Of course. Gimme, gimme.’ I beckoned her phone over, chucking some wine down my throat to prepare myself for the confirmation that Jessica had reproduced. Preparing myself for the inevitable deep conversation we needed to have, wondering why she was delaying it. She smiled again as she swiped through the candidates, then proudly held up an image of the most unusual and beautiful child I’d ever seen, jolting me out of my apprehension.


‘Fucking hell. She’s gorgeous.’


‘I know, right? It’s so weird. I can’t decide if I should make her a child model, or an actress who plays haunted Victorian ghost kids.’


‘Both. She’ll make a fortune doing both. Those eyes!’


Two green orbs blazed at me from Jessica’s iPhone, attached to a tiny, angular porcelain head framed by a long sheet of dark hair. ‘Her eyes are her dad’s,’ she said, taking the phone away momentarily so she could pick another image. ‘I suppose he’s been good for some things.’


‘Oh, you guys …?’


‘We’re divorcing,’ she confirmed, holding up another photo. ‘Here, see this one? She wanted to dress up as Frozen for Halloween. Most generic thing ever, but look how cute she is as Elsa.’


‘That is cute, but, Jessica. Divorced? A mum? I feel like we are very behind on each other’s life stories.’


Jessica laughed and glugged down some wine. ‘You’re right. Sorry. Here I am, launching into all my dramas. You’re going to be like, Just like old times, why have you randomly showed up again?’


I shook my head. ‘Not at all,’ I lied, when all I could think was Why are you here? and What do you want? ‘But let’s try and fill each other in on the last decade so I stop getting emotional whiplash.’


‘Right, you are so right. As always. Jesus Christ, this wine is terrible. I take it back. Green rooms are not that impressive.’


It was not like Jessica to criticise any alcohol, especially free alcohol, but it had been a long time. We winced our way through our glasses, picked at the various fruit platters, and picked up where we left off. Colouring in the last twelve years of one another’s personal development, like an entire series catch-up before the last ever episode of a television show. Jessica drained her glass and told me the whole story. She’d met Brendan when she was twenty-two, working at a hotel bar. Love at first sight, which, as I recalled, was the only way Jessica knew how to fall in love. Then, within six months of dating, he’d been offered a transfer to America, they thought ‘what an adventure’, got married in Gretna Green before they flew out to California, and along came Bridget a few years after.


‘It’s weird, you don’t have an American accent at all.’


Jessica laughed, lubricated by the rancid wine. ‘It’s my proudest achievement – clinging onto my British accent. I swear it was the only reason I had any friends over there. The other US housewives didn’t particularly like me, but they did love having a British friend. Wait ’til you hear Bridget’s accent though. It’s disgusting. The shrillness.’ She shuddered while I let out a snort, remembering how I’d missed her piss-taking sense of humour.


Gwen jogged in, turbo-charged, muttering, ‘Stacy needs fruit’, hardly waving as she piled a plate with pineapple before running out again. Jessica’s eyes followed her as she left, then turned back to me, impressed. ‘I still can’t believe this is your life, Fern. Hobnobbing in the green room. I’ve not asked you one thing about you yet. Like, what the hell? This is so amazing!’


My cheeks got hot and I kept trying to iron out the bump in my clothes, before realising it was my stomach. ‘It looks more impressive than it is.’


‘Don’t put it down! You always used to do yourself down. I command you to grow out of it.’


I laughed with a sharp ha, and a warmth trickled into my stomach, alighting a long-dormant fire. The fire of how it felt to have Jessica there, believing in me, and urging me to believe in myself.


Be careful, I reminded myself. This is Jessica.


‘Honestly, your blog post about suicide, it was amazing.’


‘You read it?’ I took another deep sip of wine. 


‘Of course I read it. The whole world read it! It was going viral for days, with everyone adding in stuff. Actually,’ Jessica put her glass down and glanced down at her winding hands, ‘I tried getting in touch when I saw it.’


‘What?’


‘Yeah, I sent you an email, saying how proud I was, telling you all my news, wanting to catch up.’ She looked up again. ‘You never replied though.’


‘I never got that email!’


‘I was worried about coming tonight actually, after that. I thought maybe …’ There it was. The unspoken, being danced around for the first time.


I shook my head, the awkwardness too much to bear. ‘Oh my God, Jessica, if I’d seen the email, I definitely would’ve replied. I promise! That time with the blog post, it was so insane, it must’ve got lost in my inbox or something.’


I sounded like such a dick, saying that, despite it being the truth. It was such a whirlwind year of my life – my niche article about suicide going viral. I remember, when the blog post hit a million views, collapsing onto the rug of my shitty flat-share carpet and sobbing, praying for God to take all the attention away. The endless radio and TV appearances, the bombardment of emails from people sharing their own reasons to hold on for tomorrow, or their own suicide stories. Within a week, I’d gone from total obscurity as a not very successful journalist to being the face of suicide awareness. Each morning, getting picked up in a car and taken to a studio somewhere, then smothered in make-up, so I could then sit on a squashy sofa, and tell two TV presenters about the day I wanted to die. Each show created more emails, and more entries. Reflecting on it now, it seemed almost unsurvivable. And, yet, it’s how I got my job at Gah! That job had led to so many good things, and now had led to Jessica being back in my life after all this time. Was that a good thing?


Jessica waved her hand with a piece of cake in it. ‘Honestly, don’t worry about it, Fern. It was years ago. I’m just relieved you don’t think I’m a single white female for turning up tonight.’ She stuck her pinkie in the icing and licked it off. ‘I just saw online you were doing this, and I only moved home a few weeks ago … And, well, I’ve missed you.’


I met her gaze. ‘I’ve missed you too.’


We were still a moment, drinking in its importance. It was all so long ago, wasn’t it? ‘So, tell me about you,’ she said. ‘What’s the goss? No kids? Husband? Boyfriend?’


‘No kids, no. No husband.’ A smug grin involuntarily crossed my face. ‘But, a boyfriend. A really lovely boyfriend.’


‘Oh, Fern, that’s great. What’s he like? Picture, please.’


I pulled my phone out of my pocket. ‘Yeah, Ben’s great. He’s really kind, and funny, and nice. He’s a psychology teacher, which I think is so cool. I’ve started to train to be a counsellor too, so he’s useful to have about the place to help me with my essays.’


‘A counsellor? Wow. You’d be amazing at that. How cool.’ I could feel her genuine joy for me as I pulled up my lock-screen of Ben’s face. ‘Oh my God, he’s handsome.’ Jessica took my phone and peered closer to inspect. ‘I love the whole beard thing men are doing at the moment, it’s super sexy.’


A shrill anxiety shot through me. A sudden burst of rage, and it took all I had not to hit my phone out of her hand. But Jessica was looking at the time. ‘Shit, Fern, I’ve to go! There’s still only one train an hour home, can you believe it? After all these years? I won’t be back ’til eleven as it is.’ She returned my Samsung and stood up. ‘Sorry, I’d love to stay longer.’


‘Oh.’ I lurched out of my chair, and hovered while she applied scarf and gloves. ‘That went quick.’


‘Didn’t it?’ She pulled her hair out from under her scarf, and, with our time together ending, the surrealness of it all hit me full force. ‘Well …’ Jessica pulled a cute bobble hat over her perfect sheet of hair, ‘if you don’t find the idea totally off-putting, do you fancy grabbing a drink soon? So we can have more of a catch-up? I still haven’t a clue what’s going on in your life, or your job. Like, do you still see Amy and Kim?’


‘Not much. Maybe once a year or so.’


‘God, don’t tell me. Kim finally married Matt?’


I couldn’t help laughing, and, again, like a burst water main, memories of Kim’s obsessive lovesickness roared in. ‘No, but she has actually married someone called Matt.’


Jessica grabbed my hand. ‘You’re kidding?’


‘No.’


‘This is too much. Fucking hell.’ She wiped under her eye with a leather-gloved finger. ‘Anyway, a drink? Maybe next week? Mum is being very good on the babysitting front, what with all the sympathy she has for me being a pathetic divorcee.’


I knew there’d been a time where it was abundantly clear I needed to cut Jessica from my life. That the only healthy option was to take a scalpel and carefully trace around our friendship, lifting it out clean. The anguished tears, regret, grief, and missing her before I’d even undergone the surgery. And yet, standing there in the green room, being offered a drink with her, I felt weirdly excited by the prospect. ‘Yeah, of course. Message me a date,’ I said, reminding myself I could always blow her off if I needed to.


‘That would be amazing. What’s your number?’


She peeled off a glove so she could thumb it into her latest iPhone and drop-call me. My eyes travelled across her phone, to her leather gloves, to the Chanel handbag draped casually on her arm. It had been a day of shocks that kept coming. ‘Right, there. I’ll give you a date ASAP. Shit, the time. I literally have to run.’ She squished me into another hug. ‘Fern, this has been amazing. Tonight was amazing. All of it. I’m so happy to be back. Oh my God, my train’s in less than twenty-five minutes.’


‘Go go go.’ I watched her run off like a gazelle in her knee-high boots. Even in her mad dash, she was perfectly put together. I pictured everyone noticing when she collapsed onto the Tube, glancing up from their phones and Evening Standards, and taking in this magnet of a woman.


I sighed into my chair and took in the green room around me, the excitable chatter from the theatre seeping around the stage doors. Stacy let out a shriek that pierced my ears and I winced. I didn’t need to tell anyone I was leaving. Gwen was way too busy.


Jessica’s missed call sat on the screen. I pulled up the unfamiliar digits and clicked ‘save contact’ – thumbing in her name. I hesitated and then added the ‘warning’ emoji next to her name. Just as I’d saved it, two messages came through.


Heather: Did it go OK? Sorry again I couldn’t make it. Up to my eyeballs in coils. Don’t worry about being a sell-out. Sometimes that’s just work. I mean, I have to help literally EVERYONE who comes into the clinic, even if they voted Brexit xx


Ben: How did it go, my glorious sell-out? I bet you smashed it.


I reply quickly to Ben’s.


Fern: It went OK. Stacy was exactly who I expected her to be. But hey ho, and yay for the money. Just getting on the Tube now.


It was only later that night, as I fell asleep, it occurred to me I hadn’t mentioned Jessica to him. And I knew why.










Chapter Four



October 2000


Eminem blasted from my CD player while we all got dolled up with Jessica, our friendship group’s new addition. Our plan for that Saturday was simple and foolproof. We’d ascertained through Kim’s stalking that Matt got a McDonald’s milkshake every weekend afternoon. So we were all to dress up attractively, but not so attractively that we would ‘outshine’ Kim, head to town, primp up our faces even more with the testers in Boots, and then casually head to Maccy D’s to casually also buy milkshakes and sit there casually, laughing, and looking casually attractive until Matt showed up. At which point, of course, he would see how casual and attractive Kim was, and fall in love with her – despite his failure to do this every day at school. The four of us in my bedroom rapped along happily to a song where you literally hear a woman’s throat get slit. This was Kim’s favourite song as it had her name in it.


‘Don’t you think Eminem looks a bit like Matt?’ Kim asked, while outlining her thin lips with plum lip liner.


‘No,’ we all said in unison.


‘They’ve both got blue eyes!’


I leant back against my headboard and fed myself another handful of crisps. ‘That’s crazy,’ I said. ‘What are the chances?’


Until that moment, Jessica had been sitting silently in the corner, flicking through my copy of J17. But she let out a quiet snort and we shared a fleeting moment of eye contact.


Kim, oblivious, smacked her lips together. ‘If Matt and I ever had children, the baby would have a three in four chance of having my eyes, because I have brown eyes, and blue eyes are a recessive gene … Oh God,’ she shrilled. ‘Am I an intense person? I am, aren’t I?’


We all burst out laughing, and then Jessica held up the magazine. ‘You’re just a SAGITTARIUS,’ she reassured her. ‘And look, it says here that today is your “red hot love” day, so I think Operation Casual is going to be a total success.’ She flattened down the page to show Kim her horoscope.


‘How did you know I was a Sagittarius?’ Kim asked, her plum mouth stunned and open, as we all turned to Jessica as if she was psychic.


She shrugged. ‘You can just tell.’


‘What about me?’ Amy settled down on the carpet next to her. ‘Can you tell what I am?’


‘Aries.’


‘Oh my God!’


‘You’re a witch!’ Kim declared with genuine excitement. ‘Seriously, how did you know?’


Jessica shrugged again. ‘I’ve just read a few books, that’s all. I can’t chart or anything, not yet.’


We all stared in amazement at this glittering new person in our lives, tingling with the newness of her. Jessica had caused quite a stir in her first week – winning the unofficial Hottest Girl of the Year competition the boys always ran in September. But she seemed uninterested in her celebrity and had latched onto us after I invited her to have lunch on her first day. I felt a swell of pride she’d picked our group, alongside a deep jealousy that I hadn’t made the Hot Girl shortlist.


‘Is Sagittarius compatible with Aries?’ Kim asked, without needing to tell us Matt was an Aries.


‘Oh yes, they’re very good together. Usually start as friends first.’


‘You see!’ Amy clapped Kim on the back. ‘This is why Operation Casual is such a good idea. You two will become friends over our super casual milkshakes today and it will become something beautiful.’


‘Do you really think so?’


‘Of course. Though,’ Amy picked up her phone, ‘we need to get a move on if we want to shop beforehand. It’s almost twelve.’


‘But my fringe …’


‘Is perfect. Come on.’


Once we stepped out into the autumnal sunshine, we fell into two pairs. Amy and Kim linked arms up front, while Jessica and I dawdled behind. She was quiet beside me, hiding behind her hair sheet, while I asked her more about being a Pisces. She paused for a second, her arms around her chest.


‘Are you OK?’


‘Hmm, yes.’


‘Are you sure?’


She hesitated, and let out a small sigh, then granted me eye contact. ‘It’s just … is what I’m wearing OK?’


‘What?’


In my fog of teen self-absorption, I hadn’t noticed that Jessica hadn’t yet taken off her denim jacket. ‘Well, it’s just … I didn’t know what the “casual” dress code meant. I’m scared I look like a slut.’ She sighed, flinging her jacket open to reveal her outfit.


‘OK, you look amazing.’ This was the first time I witnessed Jessica’s ability to curate a look – any look, on demand, even with no money. She’d paired dark jeans with a red low-cut tunic top, hanging almost like a dress, the sexiness of the red balanced out by the casualness of the denim jacket. A pang of envy throbbed through me. I instantly hated my own outfit, with my stupid baggy jeans trying to be cool, and long sleeves to cover my scars. I wanted to shed my body and step into hers.


‘You sure I don’t look slutty?’


‘What? No. Where’d you get that from?’


She shook her head. ‘I … just. Back in Guildford, just as my dad fucked off with his new girlfriend, some of the girls weren’t very nice. Not to me, anyway.’ She shrugged. ‘They called me a slut one week and then a geek the next when I turned up at a fancy dress party dressed as Hermione.’


I pulled a face. ‘They sound like bitches.’


‘They were.’


‘You don’t have to worry about stuff like that with us,’ I reassured her. ‘We’re not like that. Well … unless you came to a party dressed as a slutty Hermione, but I’d only be angry because that isn’t true to the books.’


Jessica laughed and we grinned at one another. Something glowing and growing between us. Then Kim yelled at us from outside the entrance to the shopping centre.


‘Come on, guys, by the time we get there Matt won’t even be an Aries any more!’


‘OK, so do I look more casual if I slurp from the front of my mouth? Or the side?’ Kim positioned her striped straw into her heavily lipsticked lips.


Only Amy took the question seriously. ‘From the side of your mouth initially,’ she said, nodding. ‘But then, once you start talking to him, move it to the front of your mouth.’


‘OK, so like this?’


Jessica and I shared another look while Kim trialled her sucking technique. To be honest, it was hard to taste my milkshake over the cloud of fumes congregating above our booth. We all wore at least four different kinds of perfume, spritzed from Boots testers up various parts of our inner arms, looking for our ‘signature scent’. We all jumped whenever anyone pushed through into McDonald’s, then giggled. The manager shot us dirty looks. It had not gone unnoticed that we’d made our four milkshakes last over an hour. Matt was late. ‘By about twenty minutes,’ Kim said, making me quite certain she really should be served a restraining order. The doors swung open and she let out a dog-like squeak. ‘Oh my God oh my God oh my God, it’s HIM. Be casual, eyes down.’


I was kind of deliriously excited by the whole plan. I had literally no skin in the game, as that particular gang of boys were about as sexually enticing to me as a bunch of rats wearing human clothes. Since I’d got sick, my sexual awakening had been more like waking up from a series of afternoon naps – where you sleep too long, and wake up confused about what time it is, and still feel really exhausted. Sometimes I felt no pull to any guys at all, and quietly wondered if I was a lesbian, or a potato, the only two options available on the current agreed spectrum. Other times, I was feverishly horny, yet the source of my crushes were unequivocally unreciprocated, maybe out of self-protection. I’d narrowed my two options down to Francesco, a very good-looking Italian boy in the lower sixth; and Leonardo DiCaprio. I was slightly worried Leo would be put off by my scars though.


The boys ordered their shakes and wandered away from the counter, so I waved at Eric from my chemistry class, and said, ‘Hey, Eric.’


‘What the fuck are you doing?’ Kim whispered.


The boys took in the girl-shaped contents of our booth, silently nodded to one another, and made their way over.


‘You all right?’ Kim started manically giggling, and Amy elbowed her.


‘Room for us?’ Eric gestured with his head.


‘Sure!’


We all budged up for them. They, too, had their own orbit of combined synthetic scent. As they crammed themselves in, their smell cloud and ours combined, and it was so overwhelming I’m surprised it didn’t start its own weather system.


‘Hey, do you guys know Jessica?’ I asked.


The boys used this as an opportunity to look her up and down, pretending they didn’t know she was the Hottest Girl of the Year.


‘You’re new, right?’ Sean asked with faux naivety. He was Eric’s best mate. A very short boy, with chronic acne, who managed to dodge the inevitable bullying by being immensely good at football.


Jessica, who, as it happened, was sucking her straw effortlessly in a way that was both demure and sexual, smiled and lowered her cup. ‘Yes. You’re in my maths class, right?’


‘Yeah, isn’t Mr Ferris the absolute worst?’


‘I can smell his breath from the back row.’


The three boys laughed together, with their heads thrown back, before realising a girl had made a joke, and then turning down the dial.


Matt – yet to speak – nodded his head. ‘His breath’s totally rancid. I’m not even taught by him, but he once walked past me in the corridor, and I almost puked.’


‘This is really making me enjoy my milkshake,’ I said. The boys reluctantly laughed again while Kim watched the exchange with bulging eyes, unsure how to interject.


‘I LOVE milkshake,’ she declared. ‘I love the taste of milkshake so much.’


The table dissolved into hyena giggles, as Kim turned pinker.


‘Sounds like you’ve drunk a lot of milkshake in your life,’ Eric said, while all the boys hooted. Matt slapped his knee, as Kim reddened. Then, understanding the innuendo, she played along. ‘Why are you all laughing?’ she said. ‘What’s so funny about drinking milkshake?’


‘Vanilla your favourite flavour?’ Matt asked.


Jessica and I rolled our eyes at one another, while Kim delighted in the attention. This was the most interaction she’d ever had with Matt, and all she’d had to do was dangle the possibility she’d suck him off and say it tasted like a McFlurry.


‘Why are you guys laughing so hard? I don’t get it.’ She moved her straw to the front of her mouth, but it didn’t quite work. Her lips bunched up too much. ‘I’m just saying I like milkshake, why’s everyone being so weird?’
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