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			Part One

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			One

			Ophelia.

			She was young. No more than eighteen. Probably less. Her hair could be blonde or brown, it was hard to tell, soaked wet in the gloom. She was wearing white, bright against the dark river, almost an accent to the fresh snow that lay heavy on the ground. Her pale face, blue lips slightly parted, was turned up to the inky sky. She was snagged on twigs as if the bent branches, bare of leaves and broken by winter, had grasped to save her, to keep her afloat. 

			His breath steamed a harsh mist. 

			He could hear his chest wheezing loud, although Biscuit’s frantic barking, the alarm that had brought him from the path to the bank, seemed to be coming from somewhere far away. He couldn’t move. It was five forty-five in the morning and there was a dead girl in the river. 

			I am a cliché, was his next coherent thought. I am the early-morning dog-walker who finds a body.

			Biscuit ran in small darts up and down the dirty snow at the water’s edge; furious, eager, disturbed by this change to their daily routine. By this wrong. The dog turned and whined at his owner, but still the man couldn’t stop staring, fingers gripping the phone tucked deep in the pocket of his thick coat. 

			And then he saw it. Just the slightest twitch of her hand. Then, moments after, another.

			He walked Biscuit early not out of necessity but because of the quiet. Because time moved more slowly in the hours before the world woke up. It was perfectly peaceful and sleep had never been his friend, anyway.

			The later walk was for polite chats with other owners as the dogs raced through the woods and parkland. The mornings were his own. It was his routine, clockwork, never broken for the weather, only rarely for illness. Rise at five, even if he hadn’t finished recording until two a.m. One coffee. Leave at five-twenty on the dot. This morning, however, they had been a rare five minutes late. Biscuit had hidden his collar, finally found under the sofa. Then across the meadow and past the meandering river, an hour or so in the woods, and after that he’d fetch the papers on the way home to read over breakfast. If they were ready, he’d have a warm croissant from the bakery, too. This time was sacred and belonged to only him and Biscuit; extra hours of precious life. Sometimes he called his little sister in New York – catching her before she went to sleep and checking that her world was still turning in the right direction – and they would have a bitter-sweet moment before the river of her own life reclaimed her and swept her away from him. Some mornings she surprised him by being the one to call, and those were the best.

			The marbling hand twitched again and suddenly he felt the cold on his skin and his heart beating and could hear Biscuit’s bark loud and clear and then the phone was at his ear and his voice added to the clamour. When he was done, he threw the phone down and pulled off his coat. The river would not claim this girl before her time. 

			 

			*

			The rest was a blur. The cold water on his legs that knocked the air from his lungs with the shock of it. Slipping. Almost submerged. Gasping. Numb fingers pulling her to the bank. The heaviness of her soaked clothes, the unexpected heaviness of his. Wrapping his coat around her limp body. The crispness of her soaked hair. No warm breath from her mouth. Talking to her through chattering teeth. Biscuit licking her frozen face. The sirens. The blanket wrapped round him. Come with me, please, Mr McMahon, that’s right, I’ll help you. It’s okay, we’ll take it from here. Pulled up onto legs that wouldn’t quite work and led to the ambulance. But not before he saw the grim faces. The shake of a head. The defibrillator. 

			Clear!

			The dreadful quiet as they worked. Him, the world, nature: all frozen. But not time. Time had ticked on. How many minutes? How long had they sat on the bank with her not breathing? How long before the ambulance arrived? Ten minutes? More? Less?

			I’ve got a pulse! I’ve got a pulse!

			And then his tears, hot and sudden, bursting up from deep inside. 

			Biscuit, beside him, pushed his stinking damp fur closer, paws scratching at his face, tongue on his cheeks, licking, snuffling and whining. He wrapped his arm around the dog, pulled him under the blanket and then looked up at the winter sky which was neither truly night nor morning and thought he’d never loved it more.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			Two

			Saturday, 09.03

			Jenny 

			ur not picking up. Pick Up! OMFG.

			 

			09.08

			Jenny

			ur fone on silent? WAKE UP!

			 

			09.13

			Jenny

			I’m freaking out. My mum is crying. Think she’s still drunk. Wants to go to the hospital. WTF??

			 

			09.15

			Jenny

			FUCKING PICK UP!!!!! 

			WTF is going on?

			09.17

			Hayley

			Soz dad was in here!!! Woke me up. I’m fucking shaking. WTFWTFWTF?? Will call from shower. Delete txts. Yesterdays 2. FUCK??

			 

			09.18

			Jenny 

			K.

			09.19

			Hayley

			DON’T SAY ANYTHING.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			Three

			‘Rebecca!’

			Her mum’s voice, loud and demanding, was a thorn in the meat of Becca’s brain, and she pulled the duvet over her head to block it out and sink back into her half-sleep. It was Saturday. It was too early. Whatever time it was, it was too early. It was also cold. Her toes felt like ice and a draught was creeping through the gaps between the covers. She hooked them closer with her foot, cocooning herself.

			‘Rebecca! Come down! It’s important!’

			She didn’t move. Whatever it was, it could wait. Five more minutes at least. She breathed shallow, not wanting to come up for air. Her hair stank of smoke and her head ached slightly, a parting gift from last night’s weed and tobacco. If it was before midday she was going to kill her mum. Saturdays were hers. That was their deal. 

			‘Now! I mean it!’ 

			She pushed the covers off and sat up, angry. What the hell was so pressing? She scanned her bleary memory. No late-night snacking so no pizza boxes or Coke cans abandoned in the kitchen. No TV left on. She’d double-bolted the door. All she’d done was come home, go quietly to her room and smoke one last joint through the window before passing out in front of some shit comedy on Netflix. She wasn’t even home late. She glanced at the open window and sighed. Good work, Bex. No wonder it’s like Antarctica in here. At least there was no trace of stale smoke in the air. 

			‘Becca!’ A pause. ‘Please, darling!’

			‘Coming!’ she shouted back, voice like gravel, head pounding with the effort. No more straight cigarettes, she thought, tugging on her joggers and pulling last night’s sweatshirt over her head. Her chest felt like shit. Her room was ice-box cold and goosebumps shivered across her skin. Juice. She needed juice. And a cup of tea. And a bacon sandwich. Maybe going downstairs wasn’t such a bad idea. At least it would be warm. But still, conversation with her mother first thing in the morning was not what she needed ever. She preferred to get up when they were all out. Have some quiet time that didn’t require locking herself away in her room. Two more years and then she could escape to university. Out of this house, out of this suffocating town, and onward to freedom. London, maybe. A big city, definitely. Somewhere Aiden could come with her and work on his music career. 

			They would live like bohemians and eventually, one day, magazines would write stories about the successful couple who once lived on Ramen noodles in a run-down (but still cool) grimy flat somewhere while they followed their dreams. That’s how it would be. But there were still two long years to get through before that would be anything more than a stoned fantasy. 

			She scraped her hair back into a semblance of a ponytail, sprayed it with deodorant and shuffled out of her sanctuary, grabbing her phone from the side of her bed. She pressed the home button for the time. Ten thirty-four. 

			Fourteen iMessages, six WhatsApps and two missed calls. She frowned, confused by the list of names appearing. She wasn’t that popular. She never woke up to fourteen texts, unless they were from Aiden when he was high and horny. She scrolled through as she headed downstairs. Mainly group texts. That figured. She was a social add-on. She didn’t let the tiny needles sting. Like she gave a shit. 

			 

			U heard the news?

			 

			Seen about Tasha Howland?

			 

			Crazy shit on the news! 

			U gotta see!

			 

			By the time she’d read them all and reached the kitchen she was wide awake. Her mouth was dry. 

			Her mother was standing at the kitchen island watching the small TV in the corner – the one her dad had fought so hard to stop them getting – too many TVs, too many computers, too many phones, everything’s technology, nobody talks any more – but had lost the battle, two to one. There was toast on a plate in front of her but she wasn’t eating it. She didn’t even look around, just stared, pale-faced, at the screen.

			Becca’s skin tingled, part apprehension, part strange thrill. 

			‘What’s happened to Tasha?’ she asked. ‘My phone’s gone mad.’ 

			Her mum turned then, wrapping herself around Becca’s stiff frame, bathing her in the warm scent of foundation and citrus perfume. Even on a Saturday Julia Crisp made an effort. Her thin arms were all sinew and muscle beneath her cashmere sweater, and Becca instantly felt like the fat kid she’d once been all over again. Like mother, like daughter was not an adage that fitted them.

			‘It’s terrible. She’s in a coma. It’s all over the news.’ Her mother’s hand stroked her back but Becca pulled away, pretending to get a better view of the TV. Her mum made her feel uncomfortable. The teenage years had drawn lines between them that neither knew how to cross.

			‘I’m sure she’ll be fine, darling. I’m sure she will.’ 

			‘Was it a car accident?’ Natasha in a coma? It couldn’t be real. Shit like that didn’t happen to girls like Natasha. It happened to girls like Becca. 

			She pulled up a stool and sat and watched, ignoring the buzz of her phone and her mother’s bird-flutterings of care around her. Up onscreen Hayley and Jenny, red-eyed and yet still so perfect, hurried into the hospital, their parents clinging to them like dry autumn leaves to wool. The other two Barbies. Of course they were there. Rushing to their beloved leader’s side.

			‘I know you two used to be close, darling, do you want to—’

			‘Shh.’ She silenced her mother without even a glance as the reporter, nose red in the blistering cold, pushed back the hair blowing into her face and spoke into the microphone with that insincere sincerity only TV journalists had.

			 

			*

			An hour later, Becca was standing on the small balcony at Aiden’s flat, shivering alongside him as he sparked up a Marlboro Light. He held out the packet and she took one, her resolve of first thing gone. Fuck it. Anyway, it was too early for a joint, and even in the relaxed sloppy atmosphere of Aiden’s mum’s place, obvious drugs were a no-go. She might suspect he toked – she must be able to smell it coming out of his bedroom – but she was a long way from condoning it. 

			‘They said she was dead for thirteen minutes.’ Becca shuffled from foot to foot to ward off the icy air while they smoked. ‘They’re calling it a miracle that they revived her.’

			‘She’s lucky it got so cold.’ Aiden stared out over the snow that had fallen heavy since dawn. Becca thought he looked almost angelic against the white and grey that coated the world. Maybe not an angel as others thought of them, but her angel all the same. Pale face, sharp features, thick dark hair and those clear eyes that shone bright blue from under his long fringe. An angel or a vampire. Either way, she still sometimes had to pinch herself to believe he was hers.

			‘That’s probably what saved her,’ he said. ‘The water would have been freezing – dropped her temperature so fast it put her heartbeat into some kind of survival mode.’

			‘How do you know this stuff?’ Becca asked. 

			He grinned, sheepish. ‘Saw it on some old underwater alien film.’

			‘It’s weird, though, huh? To be dead and then not dead,’ Becca said. ‘Thirteen minutes is a long time.’

			‘Wonder if she saw anything. You know – bright lights, that sort of shit.’

			‘Knowing Natasha, even if she didn’t she’ll say she did when she wakes up.’ It was a sharp comment but she couldn’t help it. Her feelings about Natasha were a ball of wire she couldn’t untangle. She missed her old childhood friend, but she didn’t know the new Barbie Natasha. Her Natasha had braces and liked Chess Club. Her Natasha had been her Best Friend Forever. Becca hadn’t realised at the time that forever would only last until Natasha’s tits grew and her braces came off and suddenly she was hot and Becca was a dumpy geek who got swiftly discarded.

			‘If she wakes up,’ Aiden said, exhaling a long cloud of smoke. ‘The news said she was unconscious. She might have brain damage or something.’

			Becca tried to imagine that. She’d seen images of brain-damaged people on TV and they never looked quite the same as they did before. Natasha dying would at least be beautifully tragic. Natasha brain-damaged and hooked up to machines that let her shit and piss while she dribbled into soup for the rest of her life was horrifying. 

			‘What was she doing out there, anyway?’ Aiden asked. ‘In the woods at night? You reckon someone took her?’

			‘Fucked if I know.’ Becca shrugged. ‘No one else seems to, either. Everyone’s too busy being hysterical over it to say anything useful.’ The hive, as she thought of their school sometimes, had been buzzing since the news broke. Texts, WhatsApp, Instagram pictures of Natasha’s beautiful smiling face, tweets of everyone’s shock and upset, the whole school proclaiming how much they loved her, as if somehow a part of what had happened to her could be theirs, too. #TashaForeva was probably trending by now. The hum from it was electric. It fizzed under her skin. 

			Becca had not uploaded any old photos to her Instagram account, or to her Facebook or Twitter. Partly, she’d not had time. More honestly, she didn’t have that many followers, and, finally, because of the round of Did you see what Becca Crisp posted? Clinging to the glory days! texts behind her back that would no doubt follow. 

			And although she’d hated Tasha for a while, when she’d so unceremoniously dumped Becca and replaced her with Jenny, the new trio all Barbie-doll perfect, that shit had been a long time ago and there was nothing Tasha would hate more than for the world to be reminded of her bad hair and bad teeth of childhood. Even now, Becca wouldn’t do that to her.

			‘There was that girl went missing over in Maypoole a couple of months ago,’ Aiden said. ‘Maybe it’s the same guy.’ 

			‘She probably just ran away.’ Becca threw the cigarette stub into the mug on the table to join the others rotting in the inch of thick brown water at the bottom. Her mouth was dry and her feet freezing. She sniffed. 

			‘Shall we go inside? Watch a movie?’

			Aiden looked at her, thoughtful, and the hairs on the back of her neck prickled slightly under his scrutiny. ‘Don’t you want to go to the hospital?’ he said.

			‘Why?’ She smarted suddenly. ‘Do you? Feeling the need to check on the damsel in distress?’

			He laughed at that, and then pulled her close. ‘God, you’re a dick. I asked her out once. Nearly two years ago. Before I had better taste.’ 

			She breathed in the leather smell of his jacket. He was hers. She knew it. There was nothing worse than sounding needy; there was nothing worse than being needy. Why hadn’t she kept her mouth shut?

			‘I know.’ She exhaled hot air onto her own trapped face. He stepped away from her. 

			‘And she was a complete bitch about it. I don’t give a shit about Natasha Howland. But she was your best friend for years. You should go. For her parents if nothing else.’

			It was almost exactly what her mother had said before Becca had grabbed her coat and said she was going out. Somehow it sounded more reasonable coming from Aiden.

			‘Okay,’ she said, eventually. Reluctantly. ‘Okay, maybe we should go.’ She looked up at him and kissed his cigarette-stale mouth with her own. ‘But can we stop at McDonald’s on the way? I’m starving.’

			He grinned. ‘That’s why you’re my girl. All class.’ His phone buzzed and he checked it, frowning as he read the text. ‘Man, that’s weird.’

			‘What?’

			‘I’ve got to go to the hospital, too. But have to stop and pick up some stuff first. It’s Jamie. He’s there too.’

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			Four

			It was odd seeing Natasha’s mother, Alison Howland, so fragile and weepy, and somehow Becca found herself crying too, hot, wet sobs that sprang out of nowhere and hurt her chest. Gary Howland stood between them, one hand awkwardly on their backs, unsure of his place in this sea of feminine emotion. His jaw was tight and his eyes slightly too wide, but other than that and the stiffness in his spine, it was hard to tell if he was feeling anything at all. But then Becca had never really known him. He’d come in and out and gone to his office or the tennis club and smiled at them as they played while his mind was clearly elsewhere. Becca guessed that was how you became rich and successful. He wasn’t one of those dads who got involved. Natasha was no doubt endlessly grateful for that.

			‘It’s so kind of you to come, Rebecca,’ Alison said, wiping away snotty tears. Always Rebecca with Mrs Howland, never Becca or Bex, just like Tasha was always Natasha. ‘You’re a good girl. You were a good friend to Natasha.’ Were. Becca said nothing to that, just gave a vague nod. Alison was as aware as anyone that Becca was no longer part of the inner circle. The inner circle were standing to one side, their carefully made-up eyes delicately bleary, both checking their phones. Hayley and Jenny. Almost identical and yet so different.

			Where Jenny was sensual soft and estate chic, Hayley was middle-class athletic. A hard body. She didn’t climb trees any more, but when she abandoned her tomboy ways she hadn’t given up sport. She was the fastest runner in the school. Never caught without lip gloss. And always with the shortest shorts no matter how many times she was told to change them. The two girls didn’t look at Becca and she turned her attention back to Alison Howland. 

			‘I just . . . I just wanted to show my support,’ Becca said eventually. ‘My mum sends her love, too.’ That was middle-ground enough. ‘I’m sure Tasha’ll be fine. I’m sure of it.’

			‘I don’t understand what she was doing there.’ Alison’s gaze had drifted somewhere past Becca, into her own personal nightmare, but her hands gripped Becca’s like she was an anchor, the only thing stopping Alison from being dragged away completely. Her palms were dry and rough, as if all the moisture in her body had been cried out. ‘I mean, why was she even there at that time? In this weather?’ There was something in her tone, and the lack of response from Hayley, Jenny or Gary, that made Becca think these were questions Natasha’s mother had asked aloud over and over during the past few hours.

			Becca started to feel claustrophobic in the tight atmosphere of the small hospital relatives’ room. The lights were suddenly too bright and the air too hot and thin. Her skin prickled with sweat under her heavy quilted coat. She didn’t belong here. 

			Just when she thought she might have to break away from Alison Howland’s grip and sit down for a moment, the door opened. Alison’s head swivelled fast and then her shoulders drooped. It wasn’t a doctor. 

			‘Detective Inspector Bennett, is there anything—’ Gary started but the inspector shook her head.

			‘No,’ she said. ‘I’d just like to have a word with the girls.’ DI Bennett had no make-up on and her hair was scraped back in a no-nonsense ponytail. She looked tired as she gave Alison a soft smile. ‘See if we can piece together Natasha’s movements. The doctors say you can go in and sit with her for a while if you’d like.’

			‘Thank you,’ Gary said, one hand on his wife’s elbow.

			The DI held the door open and Natasha’s parents hurried out, Alison in tears again. It was horrible, Becca concluded. Bright and clinical and real and yet not-real. Natasha was here somewhere fighting for her life. Natasha. Unbreakable, perfect Natasha.

			‘Shall I wait outside?’ Becca asked.

			‘Are you a friend of Natasha’s?’

			Becca wasn’t sure how to answer that honestly. ‘Kind of. I used to be, anyway. We go to the same school but we haven’t been close for a few years.’ She glanced at the two blondes. ‘Hayley and Jenny are her best friends.’ Hayley dropped her eyes. Hayley who used to throw herself from tree branch to tree branch until Tasha and Becca were shrieking with fear and giggles that she might fall. Hayley who had faltered slightly when Natasha closed ranks against Becca. Sneaking round for tea once or twice, but then choosing her side and sticking to it. The winning side. The cool side. Natasha’s side. Yeah, Hayley could go fuck herself.

			The policewoman looked from the two Barbies to Becca and back again, mentally piecing the story together. It wasn’t exactly unusual. Dull friend gets dumped for more popular, prettier friends. Given Inspector Bennett’s scruffy appearance – how old was she? Thirties? Less? Old, anyway – maybe she’d been on the receiving end of similar treatment when she was at school.

			‘You may as well stay,’ the woman said. ‘This isn’t a formal interview. And you might have a different perspective.’

			Oh, yeah, Becca thought. I bet I do. 

			‘What do you think happened?’ Jenny asked. 

			‘We’re not sure. It might have just been an accident. A prank gone wrong.’

			‘Did someone hurt her?’ Hayley’s eyes were wide. ‘Gary said you’d told them that she wasn’t . . . no one had . . .’

			‘She wasn’t raped, no.’ Inspector Bennett’s direct answer startled Becca away from her inner sneer at the way Hayley had said Gary. So faux-adult. She hadn’t even thought about rape until now. Which was crazy because often it was all anyone did talk about, even if it was only an undercurrent. Don’t drink too much because something could happen. Don’t wear that, you’ll send the wrong signals. Always walk home with a friend or get a taxi. Don’t lead anyone on. Blah blah blah. At least since she’d been with Aiden her mother had stopped with those kind of comments. As if now that Becca had a boyfriend she had someone to protect her. She wondered if her mum realised how shitty that was.

			‘We need to figure out what Natasha was doing last night and during the early hours of this morning.’ The policewoman sat down and, like sheep, the three girls followed suit. ‘There’s no blame here, no one’s going to get in any trouble, but if she was attacked, then it’s vital we have as much information as possible.’

			‘Is she hurt, then?’ Becca asked. ‘I mean, other than . . .’ She trailed off. Other than having been dead for thirteen minutes. 

			‘A few cuts and bruises, but they could have come from being in the river. As I said, we really don’t know if this was an accident or intentional, or an incident involving someone else.’

			Intentional. The word, one that didn’t quite fit, clunked around in Becca’s brain trying to make sense of itself. Jenny, surprisingly, got there first, barking out a harsh laugh at odds with the solemnity of the room.

			‘You think Tash might have tried to kill herself?’

			‘We’re exploring all avenues.’

			‘No,’ Jenny said, shaking her head, adamant. Her hair wasn’t quite as long or perfectly straight as Hayley’s, and she tucked a stray curl behind one delicate pierced ear. The stud was cheap glass, not diamond. The Cinderella Barbie from the wrong side of town.

			 ‘No, Natasha wouldn’t do that. And not that way. Not by throwing herself into a freezing river.’

			‘No,’ Hayley added, as if the two nos weren’t emphatic enough. 

			DI Bennett turned to Becca. She shrugged, hesitant. There was more going on for her here than just the police investigation. Becca had to choose her words carefully. She didn’t want to piss the Barbies off or look as if she was sucking up to them. Especially not to Hayley. Hayley had been her friend – she knew how to get under Becca’s skin in a way Jenny couldn’t. Jenny was nothing. But whatever Becca said now might come back on her in bitchy subtweets and status updates and knowing looks. Words ran like strung barbed wire around the teenage community of this small town, ready to scratch and tear and snag you. 

			‘I don’t think so.’ It was the truth. If Tasha was going to kill herself she would choose something far more romantic. And Natasha was not the killing-herself type. ‘People bloat when they drown, don’t they?’ she said. ‘If she hadn’t been found quickly, she’d have looked like shit. She wouldn’t have liked that.’

			Hayley’s face hardened. Bitch. Fucking bitch. Becca could see her thoughts loud and clear in the green flint of her glare. She stared back. So what? It was exactly what Jenny had meant. It was what Hayley had been thinking. Becca wanted to laugh at them. Even with their leader unconscious they couldn’t bear a word spoken against her. They were pathetic. 

			‘So, when did you last see Natasha?’ Inspector Bennett didn’t look at Becca for that one. 

			‘At school,’ Hayley said and Jenny nodded. ‘We talked about meeting up tonight, maybe, but she had a family thing today – her gran’s birthday or something – so it depended when that finished.’

			‘And you didn’t text her or talk to her after that?’ The inspector half-smiled. ‘I thought you were all glued to your phones these days.’ 

			It was disarming, but probing.

			Jenny shook her head. ‘No.’

			‘Did you two go out last night?’

			More head-shakes. ‘The weather was rubbish. And we both had homework.’ Hayley was taking the lead – Natasha’s deputy stepping up to the plate. ‘Got to keep the parents happy sometimes.’ She smiled, all cat angles in her face. ‘And we both – and Natasha – had stuff to work on for the auditions for the school play. We’re doing The Crucible. It should be amazing.’ 

			‘So you didn’t hear from Natasha at all?’ 

			‘No.’

			Becca, almost forgotten, noted the repeated question. ‘Don’t you have her phone?’ she asked. ‘Can’t you tell who she spoke to?’

			The policewoman looked her way, evaluating her. ‘It’s water-damaged – it was in her pocket. We’re waiting for her phone records to come in.’ She paused. ‘I take it you didn’t see her at all? Did you stay at home as well?’

			Becca shook her head. The policewoman’s tone was light but Becca could feel herself flushing at the question, as if maybe she was guilty, maybe she had pushed Natasha into the freezing water and left her there to die.

			‘I went to my boyfriend’s house and then back home around midnight. He dropped me off and I went to bed. Ask him if you want – he’s here somewhere. We had to bring Mr McMahon some clothes in.’

			Her eyes narrowed. ‘Jamie McMahon?’

			Becca nodded. ‘Aiden works with him. Plays some guitar and bass when Jamie’s doing soundtracks.’

			‘Who?’ Hayley asked. Becca felt a shiver of elation. She had something the Barbies didn’t. An involvement with this they couldn’t claim.

			‘The man who pulled Natasha out of the river,’ Inspector Bennett said, without looking at Hayley. ‘How does Mr McMahon know a schoolboy?’

			‘Aiden’s not at school,’ Becca said. ‘He’s nineteen. Mr McMahon was his private music teacher when he was a kid.’

			‘It’s a small town, I guess,’ the woman said, flashing that half-smile of hers again.

			‘Too small,’ Becca said, trying to return one of her own. She felt uncomfortable again, which was just stupid. She hadn’t done anything wrong.

			‘So Natasha was happy as far as you know?’

			They all nodded.

			‘Does she have a boyfriend?’

			‘Nothing serious,’ Hayley said. ‘Boys like Natasha but there’s no one she’s really interested in. And no one was creeping her out or anything. She’d have said.’

			‘Does she sneak out of the house often?’ She watched them all then, as if the other questions had merely been fluff to gently rest this one on. A pregnant pause followed as Hayley and Jenny considered how honest to be.

			‘Sometimes. Not often,’ Hayley answered. ‘Her parents are really lax, to be honest. They let her do pretty much what she wants, but if she did sneak out late, she’d go through her bedroom window and climb down the tree at the back. It still has a rope ladder on it from when she was a kid.’

			‘Her parents might want to consider taking that down,’ Bennett said dryly.

			She asked a few more questions, anodyne stuff about school and other friends who might be useful, and then, apparently satisfied, left. 

			Even though there was one less person in the room, it suddenly felt a lot smaller to Becca, just her and Hayley and Jenny, awkward in each other’s company. Well, she felt awkward. It probably wasn’t the same for the other two, their bodies turned towards each other slightly, squeezing Becca out, as if she was a stranger.

			‘Maybe we should bring some of her stuff,’ Jenny said quietly, looking to Hayley for approval, her face tight, teeth nibbling at one perfectly painted fingernail. ‘You know, music and shit from her bedroom. It might help wake her up.’ 

			Hayley nodded. ‘I’ll ask Gary for the house keys. It’ll be good to get out of here for an hour or so – we must be starting to stink of disinfectant.’ 

			‘You should probably check with that detective first,’ Becca said. ‘She might not want anyone touching Tasha’s things.’ 

			Hayley glanced at Becca, irritated that she was still there. ‘Your hair looks like it could use some medicated shampoo, Bex. You should ask one of the nurses for a bottle.’

			‘Maybe you should get something for your crabs,’ Becca snapped back. The three girls stared at each other, contempt and a thousand social differences hanging in the air, no need for feigned politeness now the policewoman had gone.

			‘God, you’re gross,’ Jenny said.

			‘Just like her boyfriend.’ Hayley didn’t even look at Becca as she headed to the door. ‘Barrel-scraping.’

			‘Just so long as they don’t breed.’

			Becca looked down at her phone and pretended to scroll through it until they were gone, her stomach twisting slightly. She hadn’t cared what they thought of her for a long time – why should she start now? Pretentious, prissy bitches, that’s all they were. So was Natasha. Why had she even come here? And where was Aiden? As if reading her mind, her phone pinged. Taking Jamie home. Will come back for you. Hour maybe? Sorry x

			Fucking great. At least the Barbies were gone. 

			She flicked a quick okay back at Aiden, trying not to sound irritated even though she was, and then went in search of a drinks machine. Her mouth was still dry from last night and the waiting room was too warm.

			 

			*

			She was scouring her coat pockets for change when Gary Howland found her.

			‘Rebecca. Let me. I was going to get a coffee anyway.’ 

			‘Thanks.’ He looked tired and his sweater was crumpled, no doubt pulled on fast when his world collapsed early that morning. She felt sorry for him. The Howlands, from Natasha upwards, lived charmed lives from what Becca could see. Until this, anyway. It must have come as a shock.

			‘What do you want?’ he asked.

			‘Diet Coke, please.’ 

			He pressed the buttons and the bottle hit the tray loudly. 

			‘Is Mrs Howland okay?’ she asked. A stupid question but she didn’t know what else to say. In all her years as Tasha’s best friend, this was maybe the first time she’d ever been alone with Gary Howland. It was Alison who’d fed them and picked them up from school and brought them juice and biscuits. Gary was just a dad. 

			‘She’ll be fine when Natasha wakes up,’ he said. The machine whirred as it filled a cup with watery coffee and powdered milk. The possibility that Natasha might not wake up was one her father was clearly not considering. ‘But I don’t think her crying by the bedside is helping Natasha.’ He looked at Becca and for the first time she realised he was actually a pretty handsome man. Not grungy enough for her and obviously way too old, but good-looking anyway. Not in his uniform suit and tie he looked younger, somehow.

			‘Would you like me to go in and talk to her for a bit?’ The words were out before she could stop herself, sucked from her brain in response to a sudden wave of pity for her ex-best friend’s father. ‘I’ve got some time.’

			‘Would you?’ The gratitude that radiated from him landed heavily on her shoulders and she cursed herself. She should have just texted her mum for a lift. She should have gone downstairs and waited for Aiden in the freezing cold. What the hell was she going to talk to Natasha about?

			‘Of course,’ she said. ‘I love Tasha, too.’ Her face prickled with the lie.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			Five

			It’s so cold, it’s so cold I can’t breathe and I panic hard in the water that’s like shards of glass, and for the first time I think I might be in serious trouble. That I might end here. My white joggers and sweatshirt are so heavy in the freezing river. My lungs are raw and ice-scalded as I try to take shallow breaths, desperately keeping my chin above the water, but nothing is working, not my lungs, my limbs or my brain. The cold is overwhelming. It burns through my veins like fire. If I can just reach the branches I might be able to pull myself to the bank, if I can just stop myself from going under – and what time is it, what time is it – and oh fuck I can’t feel my hands. The thin twigs are scalpels on my dying blue skin this is a terrible mistake and what the fuck time is it and . . . 

			. . . I suck in a deep breath, tearing pain through my lungs again, but the air is warm and sweet and there’s no freezing water choking me.

			‘Natasha?’

			‘Oh my god, Natasha!’

			‘Tasha?’ 

			‘Get a doctor!’

			My mother’s face looms over me and my instinct is to swat her away. She’s too close. I’m too confused. I’m still trying to breathe. My heart is racing. I don’t know quite where I am. I blink and blink and blink. It’s hot and bright and dry. Hayley and Jenny are in the room. I can hear their shrieks as a nurse pulls them back so she can get close to me. 

			I’m alive, I think, and then comes the flood of relief. I’m alive. This is the hospital.

			I move my mouth but no words come out. My throat is dry and hoarse. There is a drip in my arm. How long have I been here? What day is it? My head throbs. 

			Too much activity around me. I try to turn my head sideways to look over to the door where more people are hurrying in. The bones and muscles in my neck scream at me. I see blonde hair spread over the pillow and it surprises my confused brain. My hair is dark. This is not my hair. No, my hair was dark. I dyed it to be like my friends. Blondes together. Interchangeable. 

			Everyone is talking, or so it seems. A stream of loud noise. I realise there’s also familiar music playing, an iPod plugged into a speaker somewhere. Is it mine? Who brought it here? How long have I been here? Talking and noise. Talking and noise. It’s all too much. Hard to focus. Suddenly I think of Becca. 

			‘Was Becca here?’ I ask. The voice, all sandpaper-rough, doesn’t sound like mine. More like some possessed girl in a horror film. I guess it must shock everyone else, too, as silence answers my question. The room settles into some strange calm, blissfully quiet, as they all stare at me. 

			‘Was Becca here?’ I ask again.

			‘Yes,’ my mother says. Her hand is tight around mine, papery dry and desperate. ‘Yes, she came in yesterday and talked to you.’

			‘I thought so.’ I smile and close my eyes.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			Six

			Excerpt of CONSULTATION BETWEEN DR ANNABEL HARVEY AND PATIENT NATASHA HOWLAND, 

			MONDAY 11/01, 09.00

			 

			NATASHA: It feels weird. You’d feel weird, wouldn’t you? I mean, to have been dead like that. I mean, I guess I must not have been properly dead, otherwise I wouldn’t be here now. 

			(Small laugh) 

			But to think my heart wasn’t beating for almost a quarter of a school lesson, when I think about it like that . . . yeah, it freaks me out. You know, if that guy walking his dog had been two or three minutes later or whatever, what would have happened then? It’s all bad stuff to have in your head. But I feel fine now. I mean, it’s not like I saw a tunnel or bright lights or any of that stuff. Nothing I can remember. 

			(Small laugh) 

			But then my memory isn’t working right, is it?

			DR HARVEY: How much anxiety is that causing you? The loss of memory?

			NATASHA: I think that makes me feel stranger than the being-dead thing.  I remember going for lunch on Thursday lunchtime. That’s it. I don’t remember what I did that evening. I don’t remember any of Friday or Friday night. It’s like that whole time just didn’t happen. When I woke up last night, I had a vague memory of being in freezing water and panicking that I was dying. Apart from that, nothing. 

			DR HARVEY: The flash of memory you had about being in the water – how do you feel in it? Aside from the fear of the water. Are you aware of anyone else?

			NATASHA: Like an attacker or something?

			DR HARVEY: Try not to apply a label in your mind. Just think about the memory.

			NATASHA: I remember being in the water and trying to reach the bank. I don’t know if there was anyone else around. It’s just a momentary memory . . . kind of like the end of a dream when you wake up. You know? Like you remember it, but it’s just tiny images of something. I don’t know if I’m remembering the memory or what I remember of the memory. 

			(Small laugh) 

			That sounds crazy but you know what I mean?

			DR HARVEY: Why do you think you’ve lost those hours of your memory?

			NATASHA: I don’t know. We’re just machines, aren’t we? I was dead for thirteen minutes. That must mess up the wiring.

			DR HARVEY: So there was nothing concerning you? That you remember? 

			NATASHA: You sound like DI Bennett. Same questions. Didn’t she show you her report?

			DR HARVEY: Yes, she did, but I’d rather hear it from you so I can make a better assessment of how to help you. I’m sorry if I’m making you repeat yourself.

				(Pause)

			NATASHA: I’m sorry. I know you’re only trying to help. I’m just . . . Anyway, I was fine. Pissed off to be back at school after the holidays, but even that wasn’t so bad, not really. It can be a drag being around my mum too long. She always wants to do stuff together, which is sort of sweet but she can be too much. I’m not a baby any more.

			DR HARVEY: Is that why you sneaked out through the window?

			NATASHA: I don’t know if I did sneak out. I guess if my parents say I told them I was going to bed then I must have done. 

			DR HARVEY: The front door was locked and bolted on the inside.

			NATASHA: Then I must have gone out through my window. 

			(Small laugh, nervous)

			You know more about what I did than I do. I don’t know why I went out. I wish I did, but I don’t.

			DR HARVEY: What about the text you received that night?

			NATASHA: I don’t know. I don’t know the number. It’s not answering when the police ring or text it, apparently. Goes straight to voicemail like it’s switched off. I think that police detective said it was a pay-as-you-go phone. Most of my friends have contracts. Our parents pay for them. No one’s had pay-as-you-go for ages.

			DR HARVEY: Does it bother you?

			NATASHA: Does what bother me?

			DR HARVEY: That you don’t know who sent the text. That the police don’t know who sent it. 

			NATASHA: Should it bother me? I don’t know. It’s probably just some random guy I gave my number to when I was drunk. 

			DR HARVEY: Does that happen often?

			NATASHA: Being drunk or giving my number away? 

			(Pause) 

			What’s often, anyway? Sometimes I give my number out. Sometimes my friends do it as a joke. 

			DR HARVEY: The text told you to meet that night at three a.m., in the usual place. And then, in the middle of the night, you went out. 

			NATASHA: I know, but the two things might not have been related. I didn’t answer the text, did I? Not according to what Inspector Bennett said. I bet that text wasn’t even meant for me. Could have been a wrong number. How can I have a usual place with someone I don’t know? I don’t have ‘usual places’ with people I do know. Not even— 

			(Pause. Slight hiccup of hesitation) 

			Not even with my closest friends.

			DR HARVEY: Are you all right? Did you remember something?

			NATASHA: Yes. I mean yes I’m all right, no I didn’t remember something. Sorry. Just tired. 

			(Shuffling in chair) 

			Look, I’m sure this will all come back to me and it’ll be nothing. I was probably just stupid and went out because I was bored and fell in the river in the dark. Maybe that wrong-number text got in my subconscious and made me think about going out. We don’t even know what time I left the house. Probably after the time in that text. I don’t know. Maybe I’ll remember, but right now I don’t know. 

			DR HARVEY: I have something for you. 

			(A pause)

			NATASHA: What’s this for?

			DR HARVEY: I want you to keep a diary. Your thoughts, feelings. Events. It can often help patients with memory problems. You don’t have to show it to me.

			NATASHA: Which means I don’t have to write it. I just want to go home. I feel fine, honestly. This place stinks of disinfectant. It’s going to take me three showers to get it off. 

			(Small laugh) 

			Still, better than freezing river water, I guess. Can I go home?

			DR HARVEY: I’m afraid when you’re released is not down to me, but I’m sure the doctors won’t keep you longer than necessary.

			NATASHA: I’ll promise them I won’t go out at night without swimming bands on in future. Just in case. 

			(Small laugh)

			 

			 

			Extract from DI Caitlin Bennett’s case 

			report – Monday 11th January 

			 

			Natasha Howland has some bruises and cuts but there are no clear physical indications of an attack. Hospital psychologist Doctor Annabel Harvey believes that, despite the memory loss surrounding the accident, had Howard undergone a trauma such as an attack before falling, or being thrown, into the river, then PTSD would be evident in her reactions and behaviour. At present she appears calm and well. 

			Howland’s phone records show no unusual activity before the incident apart from the receipt of a single text from an unknown number at 12.33 a.m.: Meet tonight at 3am. The usual place. Howland claims not to recognise the number and it is not in her contacts list. The text came from a PAYG phone sold by the One Cell Stop in Brackton Shopping Centre. It, and an identical phone, were bought for cash on October 14th. Security footage has been requested from the shopping centre and from One Cell Stop. 

			Howland suggests the text was a wrong number. I am concerned by her lack of response to it. When asked, more than twenty teenagers from her school say in that situation they would respond with, ‘Who is this?’ Howland did not. Despite my concern over her lack of reply, this proves nothing; she may have chosen to ignore a text she did not recognise. 

			There was no indication of a struggle at the riverbank, or in the woods behind it, although the heavy snow that night and morning hindered the search. Until such time as Natasha Howland recovers her memory, there is little the police can do once further inquiries about the source of the text have been made through her friendship circle, and until CCTV footage has been recovered from the shopping centre.

			At the present time there is no reason to consider this a criminal investigation.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			Seven

			On Monday, the hive was, as expected, buzzing, and Becca felt eyes turning her way as she moved between classes. Everyone knew she’d been at the hospital. They knew, thanks to a local newspaper photographer loitering outside, that Aiden worked for the man who’d pulled Natasha from the river. They knew that, long long ago, Becca and Natasha had once been friends and that Becca was the first person she mentioned when she woke up. It was all humming on the lines today. 

			Oh yeah, I think I remember that. Shit, Tasha had braces then, didn’t she? Wasn’t that Becca Crisp quite fat? Proper lard-arse?

			Whispers. Mutters. Looks. She wished it would all stop. She didn’t need it any more than Tasha did. Occasionally someone tried to talk to her but she just pushed past them. They could talk to the Barbies if they wanted news about Tasha. The Barbies wanted the attention.

			Aside from seeing them surrounded by a throng of gossip-hungry wannabes in the common room at break, Becca had managed to avoid Hayley and Jenny for the first half of the day and was hoping to keep it up until the final bell rang and she could escape. It shouldn’t be hard. She had double Art all afternoon, which neither of the other girls took. 

			‘You okay?’ Hannah asked. Hannah was kind of Becca’s best mate these days, as much as anyone who wasn’t Aiden could be, and they were sitting, as they did most cold days at lunchtime, on the radiator in the Science corridor sharing the dregs of a packet of crisps. Hannah hadn’t mentioned the Tasha thing all day – not since Becca snapped on a text yesterday saying she really didn’t want to talk about it – but it was still there between them, a darker knot in the grey cloud that hung over the whole school. In some ways, Becca wished Hannah had asked. It would have shown some fucking spine. Hannah was sweet and could be funny when she was relaxed, and she was great at listening when Becca was either gushing or raging about Aiden, but there was no denying she was a bit of a doormat. Becca was the one in charge of the friendship. Becca had other friends: Casey in Theatre Tech Club, Emily who she sat with in English, and of course Aiden. Sometimes it felt like Hannah only had Becca. Hannah never had other plans. Hannah was always available. Hannah was always happy to see Becca.

			Becca was acutely aware that, basically, she was now best friends with the dull girl from school whose name no one would remember in five years’ time. It was a massive fall from being Natasha Howland’s forever friend. It bothered her more today than usual. Hannah didn’t seem to notice, though.

			‘Yeah, I’m fine. I might go for a cigarette before Art. You coming?’

			‘No, I’ll stay in the warm.’ Hannah always said her mum would go ape if she came home stinking of fags, but Becca knew that deep down it was Hannah who hated the smell. If they were out somewhere, she always stood a couple of feet away when Becca smoked and her face didn’t lie so well that Becca couldn’t see that she thought it was a bit disgusting. And she was right, it was. But it was also decadent and devil-may-care and she’d got used to it. She liked the feeling of the hot smoke deep in her lungs. A taste that carried in it a thousand ‘fuck yous’ to her mother and the hive.

			‘Cool,’ she said, getting to her feet. ‘I’ll text you later. Have fun in Geography.’

			‘Oh yeah.’ Hannah smiled and rolled her eyes. ‘All the lolz.’

			 

			*

			The bitter cold outside was sharp after being pressed cosily against the hot radiator, and Becca sniffed into the collar of her thick coat as she made her way around to the back of the Sports Hall. By the time she’d crept through the gap in the snowy hedge and into the small area of no-man’s-land before the playing fields, her cigarette was already in her mouth and her hand was digging around in her cluttered pocket for her lighter. At least it had stopped snowing for now. Her feet were tingling and numbing in her wet Converse and the ground was slippery-damp under the smooth soles as she picked her way towards the corner of the wall. Her mum, as much as it hurt to admit it, had been right. They really weren’t the right shoes for this weather.

			‘So I can’t even smoke in peace.’

			Becca looked up and her heart sank. So much for avoiding the Barbies for the rest of the day. Behind the slim Vogue cigarette, Hayley looked just as displeased to see her. She tilted her head back and blew out a stream of smoke as if she could blow Becca away with it.

			‘I didn’t think running and smoking went well together.’

			Hayley shrugged. ‘They do if you run as well as me.’

			Becca lit her own cigarette. Her heart was racing nervously and she wasn’t sure why. It was only Hayley. She didn’t give a shit about Hayley. ‘Keeps you thin, I guess. I know how important that is to you.’

			Hayley cast a perfectly made-up eye over Becca. ‘It wasn’t me who used to be fat.’ She leaned back against the wall, her blonde hair floating out over her furred hood as she smoked, cool and casual. She was beautiful, Becca had to admit. Maybe even more beautiful than Natasha. Striking, her mum would call it. Elegant. Even last term, when she’d fallen down some stairs and had to wear a support on her arm for weeks until nearly Christmas, she’d made it look stylish. Becca tried to picture Hayley halfway up a tree, but instead only remembered how close they’d been back then. Suddenly she felt too tired to trade spiteful digs. What was the point? As soon as Natasha was better and out of hospital, Becca would be forgotten and they’d slink back to their opposite ends of the social spectrum. 

			‘You okay?’ she said eventually, hating how Hannah-like it made her sound. Submissive. Meek. A doormat.

			‘Like you care?’ Hayley countered. 

			Becca wasn’t sure she did, she just wanted to say something to fill the awkward silence. She drew hard on her cigarette, willing it to burn down more quickly. ‘I was only asking. No need to be a bitch.’

			Hayley glanced down at her boots. Uggs, of course. Becca could see the tag across the heel. Jenny’s style might be fake – Jenny’s mum, a single parent, had no money – but Hayley must have been wearing two hundred quid on her feet. She scuffed snow from the heel of one onto the toe of the other, dirtying it, as if flipping the finger to the cost. Becca could see where the damp was soaking through the outside. Despite the Uggs’ cost, Hayley’s feet were probably as cold as her own.

			‘You heard from Tasha?’ Hayley asked, her eyes down. The words were snowflake-light, but Becca tensed.

			‘Should I have?’

			‘I’m only asking, Bex.’ Hayley mimicked Becca’s own response, but she sounded tired, the polish her smoking and make-up and designer clothes gave her slipping for a moment. ‘Whatever.’

			‘No,’ Becca said. ‘I haven’t.’ She paused, her cigarette almost in her mouth, and looked at Hayley, the reason behind her question clicking into place. ‘Why? Haven’t you?’

			Hayley shrugged, non-committal, but the answer was there. A fat no. ‘I’m just worried about her, you know.’

			‘Can’t you call her?’

			‘Her phone’s wrecked. I tried her home number. Alison said she’d given Tasha her iPhone and got herself a cheap one that just does texts and calls. She said at last she had a phone she understands how to use.’ She half-smiled. ‘You know what she’s like with technology.’ Becca didn’t, really. The last time she’d been hanging around in the Howland home, phones and computers weren’t important. Building dens and playing pirates had taken up most of their time. ‘Anyway, I called it then sent a text but she hasn’t replied,’ Hayley finished.

			‘Maybe she’s not feeling great. She might still be sedated.’ Becca wasn’t sure why she was trying to make Hayley feel better. Natasha was the one in hospital, after all. What did it matter if she hadn’t texted the Barbies for a day? How needy were they? She took a long pull on her cigarette as Hayley ground hers out and kicked it under the snow. She was down to the filter but didn’t want the awkwardness of heading back to school with Hayley.

			‘Yeah, that’s probably it.’ Hayley pushed away from the wall. ‘She’s probably not allowed to text much in there. Me and Jenny will go and see her tonight.’

			‘Cool.’ Becca didn’t know what to say, the sting of that old rejection still needling her skin as Hayley brushed past and ducked elegantly through the bushes. She disappeared without so much as a glance back. 

			Bitch, Becca thought. Fucking bitch. She stamped on her cigarette with more force than was required.

			 

			*

			After the calming influence of double Art with Miss Borders and her hippie relaxed atmosphere, school was finally done and she headed through the throng of shrieking kids racing for buses and cars and the school gates in general, then forced her way to the sixth form locker corridor. She frowned to see the small crowd gathered there. It was rare. Required presence in the school building was more relaxed in the final two years, and if there was no assembly or tutor meetings last thing then no one cared if they slipped out early. The same applied to coming in late. Normally by the end of the day there were only a few stragglers at the lockers; most of them left their bags in the common room if they didn’t take them to lessons. 

			‘Ah, Rebecca!’ A male voice called from somewhere within the slowly fracturing throng, which was breaking up into small, splintered swarms of the hive’s whole. She looked up, catching glimpses of the caller through the gaps. Light brown hair. A friendly smile. Creases in his face that would one day be proper wrinkles but for now were just enough to make him interesting. Older. Hot. 

			‘Mr Jones,’ she said, raising a hand in a half-hello. Suddenly she understood the crowd. Mr Jones was the Head of Drama and today should have been auditions for the school play. He wormed his way through a gaggle of girls trying to get his attention to reach her. ‘Glad to have caught you,’ he said. Becca thought that up here, in the corridor, he was the caught one, a dolphin in a tuna net. She wondered if he could feel it – all the heat coming from the sixteen- and seventeen-year-old girls around him. The way they glowed at him. 

			‘Are you going to do the set this year?’ he asked. ‘Would be great if you could. You’re the best. And now you’re sixth form, you could run it. What do you say?’

			Behind him, she could see Hayley and Jenny. She ignored them.

			‘I thought the auditions were today?’ she said, not answering his question. ‘You cancelled them?’

			‘I didn’t cancel,’ he said, one hand tucked into his jeans pocket. ‘Just moved them until Friday. Jenny asked if it could wait until Natasha was out of hospital because she really wanted to audition. Couldn’t really say no to that and a few days’ delay won’t matter.’

			‘If she’s back by Friday.’ Her eyes kept flitting to Hayley and Jenny beyond his shoulder. Why didn’t they just leave? Were they loitering to flirt with Mr Jones? Probably. So tragic.

			‘Oh, she will be,’ he said. ‘I rang the hospital to ask how she’s doing – apparently they’re going to send her home in the morning. She’s a very lucky girl.’

			‘She was dead for thirteen minutes,’ Becca said. ‘How freaky is that?’

			‘That’s the kind of thing you shouldn’t think about.’ His brown eyes were kind. ‘Trust me, if you think about those things you’ll go a bit crazy. She’s going to be okay and that’s what actually matters.’ Becca smiled. She couldn’t help herself. She didn’t like Mr Jones like that, like all the other girls seemed to, but she did like him.

			‘So,’ he said, holding out a battered copy of the play, ‘can I rely on you to make us all look brilliant, Lieutenant? Now that I’m promoting you to colonel?’ She stared at the book, and then at the disappearing blonde heads of the Barbies and their minions who’d given up waiting for him and were no doubt going to loiter outside his office instead, and then raised her hand in a weary salute. ‘Oh, go on then, sir.’

			‘Excellent!’ He grinned and winked at her. ‘I feel better already. Take a look and see what you think. Draw up a couple of sketches then we’ll meet and go through it. Doesn’t have to be anything clever. Striking and stark could work.’

			‘This had better look good on my Uni forms,’ she said.

			‘You’d do it anyway.’ Mr Jones squeezed her arm. ‘I know you.’

			‘Whatever.’ She rolled her eyes, in part to disguise the blush that rose from nowhere to appal her with its existence, and then went to her locker.

			‘Come to the auditions on Friday,’ he called out, walking away. ‘Help me manage the fragile egos!’ 

			She snorted a laugh at that. Mr Jones wasn’t fooled by the Barbies, either. He might humour their flirting with him a bit but that was all. Her phone buzzed. Hannah. 

			You going home? Or fancy Starbucks hot chocolate? 

			She’d hoped it was Aiden but he was shit at texting unless he actually had something to say. She probably wouldn’t speak to him until that night, and wouldn’t see him till tomorrow, and then only for a couple of hours. That was the only fucker about having a boyfriend who wasn’t at school. You couldn’t even pretend you were studying together.

			Meet you at the gates in 5. 

			A hot chocolate with Hannah might be a good way to end the day.

		

OEBPS/OEBPS/image/13-Mins-HBD-frt-GD_fmt.jpeg
13

MINUTES





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
KING

(

=
o)
Ay Fy
=
&=
w2










