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TO MY SUPER HERO.










CHAPTER 1


TAVI



Axel shrugs. ‘I just think we need different things from the relationship, Tavi.’


‘Sex––!’ I snap.


He flinches like we’re not alone in the bus shelter and I’m publicly embarrassing the both of us. ‘Now you’re being aggressive,’ he says.


‘I’m not being aggressive,’ I say quieter. ‘I’m pointing out we need different things from … the sex.’


Axel looks away down the street and says, ‘Yeah, well …’


Is that all I’m worth? Yeah, well. After everything I’ve done. Everything I’ve let him do. All he leaves me with is a yeah, well?


‘Maybe best I don’t come to your birthday thing on Sunday …’ he says, kicking his heel against a paving stone. ‘It’ll be too—’


‘You have a whitehead! On the side of your nose.’


He flicks open his phone and uses it like a mirror. ‘How long’s that been there?’ he asks.


I shrug. ‘Lunch … ?’ I’ve only just noticed it. But let him think he had a pus-filled zit on his picture-perfect face, all the way through double Spanish, when he was snuggled up beside Larissa Perfect Fucking Hair Ferucci.


I flare my nostrils as he scratches off the offending spot. ‘It’s bleeding now,’ I say helpfully.


‘Yes!’ he says exasperated.


‘Maybe put hand sanitiser on it, so it doesn’t get infected.’


He glances at me quickly. ‘Do you have any?’


‘No …’ I say dripping derision, knowing there’s a bottle in my bag. ‘Larissa will.’


Axel blinks.


Those long eyelashes … I hate myself.


He prods his index finger against the bleeding area and says, ‘This is supposed to be fun – relationships …’


I can’t stop my snort. ‘Fun? Not with us it’s not.’ I fold my arms across my front defensively and chew on my thumbnail. All I can think about is touching his cheek now. My face touching his cheek. I should give him the sanitiser.


‘You want me to say sorry?’


I don’t reply. And stare just past him, at the dusty grime collected in the gap between the shelter’s glass wall and its metal frame. Numbly, I say, ‘You’re right. We need different things from a relationship.’ A vehicle looms into my window’s view, and I realise it’s Axel’s bus. He shifts – he’s seen it too.


I look down at my balled, soggy tissue and sniff.


‘I have to go,’ Axel says.


I stare at the empty tarmac where the bus used to be and struggle to swallow the lump in my throat – just like Tuesday night when Axel grabbed me there and called me a slut.










CHAPTER 2


LISS


Ella chucks her phone on her desk and returns her focus to her iMac, and the YouTube girl tapping a frozen mini doughnut on a table. ‘Axel’s finally dumped Tavi,’ she says, sliding the video forward.


‘Oh no! Poor Tavi,’ I say, setting my Diet Coke on Ella’s bedside table and standing. ‘Do you need to go see her?’


‘Nah. She’ll be all neg.’


‘You sure?’ I say, hovering. ‘Was that her?’


‘Maz. He’s with Axel now. They’ve gone for burgers.’


I wait for Ella to expand on why that means she’s not calling Tavi to check in on her. But Ella seems engrossed with the ASMR video.


I sit again.


‘As much as I hate that arrogant prick,’ Ella adds, ‘you can’t totally blame him. Axel told Maz she refuses to put out now.’


‘Oh …’ I say, as if that explains everything. I bite my lip so I don’t say what I really think.


‘I mean, it’s not like she’s a virgin!’ Ella says. ‘They were shagging before, weren’t they.’


‘Um, I don’t know …’


Ella clicks through to another ASMR-mukbang creator and falls silent.


I check the time. I need to get going.


Ella suddenly swings round in her chair to glare at me, and says, ‘If Maz even dared to dump me, never mind go for burgers after!’


Frozen like that mini doughnut, I manage, ‘He wouldn’t dare.’


‘No. He knows I’d cut his balls off!’


I nod. Because what do you say to that?


‘Anyway,’ Ella says, swinging back to her iMac. ‘I should probably make an effort and give Tavi something for her birthday. Want to come in on it with me?’


‘Me?’


‘Yeah.’


‘If you think … I don’t have much money.’


Ella grunts and waves a hand dismissively. ‘There’ll be something in Mum’s promo cupboard.’ And mutters, ‘She’s never free. Never initiates messaging. Not since Mr I-Carry-A-Nail-File-In-My-Pencil-Case got in her knickers— Want to get a burger? I need a Bloat Burger now I know the boys are there.’


‘I should get home,’ I say carefully, then admit, ‘I’ve got running club tonight.’


‘Course you do,’ Ella says, baring her teeth. ‘Right, well, eff off then.’ She shoos me.


I stand and fix the cushion I’ve crushed on the chair. Take my Diet Coke can, to put in the kitchen recycling.


Ella’s flicking through her phone. She looks up at me. ‘You still here?’


‘No, I’m going.’


‘Good.’ But she gets up and walks out ahead of me. I follow her downstairs, presuming she’s seeing me out. Until she stops by the big carved wardrobe at the door and strains up on tiptoe to look inside.


‘I’ll just get rid of my can … ?’ I say.


‘And?’ Ella replies from inside the cupboard.


I’m washing the Coke’s stickiness from my fingers, when I hear a scream out in the hall. ‘You okay––?’ I shout. But when I get to Ella, I find she’s doubled over laughing.


She points at me and says, ‘You’re definitely coming with me to Tavi’s birthday on Sunday!’










CHAPTER 3


TAVI


‘Happy birthday!’


I look over Ella’s shoulder and lock eyes with Larissa – who’s standing in my hallway, on my birthday, wishing me a happy birthday.


‘Larissa,’ I say coldly, letting go of Ella to glare ice at her too. ‘This is your idea of a fun, girly afternoon is it, Ella?’


Ella wiggles a finger at me and grins. ‘That’s still to come!’


Mum sticks her head out from the family room. ‘We’ve not quite finished setting up— Oh, hello!’ She practically skips down the hall and beams at Larissa. ‘Now, who are you again?’


‘Larissa Ferucci. I’m in Tavi’s year.’


‘Larissa … ?’ Mum frowns. ‘Have we met?’


‘No, Mum,’ I say sharply. Please shut up. You definitely do not recognise her.


I can see Mum admiring Larissa’s long, blonde, bouncy hair and – as I dreaded – gives an almost imperceptible nod of recognition, smirks, purses her lips like she’s fighting hysterics, then says, ‘Why don’t you girlies pop upstairs? I’ll shout when we’re set.’


I have no desire to pop anywhere with Larissa, thanks, never mind up to my room! But the fact Mum’s now laughing at me – I can’t handle further humiliation if she says something. So, I lead the way upstairs.


A few weeks back, Mum interrupted me mid-creation of a new hair and make-up style. She’d immediately laughed that although I looked lovely, I didn’t really look myself. It wasn’t till she left me alone that I remembered my iPad was propped up beside me, open on Larissa’s Instagram, zoomed in on a picture of her from Axel’s birthday party the week before. With the exact same big, bouncy blowout I was attempting to recreate.


That was the birthday party that Axel told Larissa – in front of everyone – that she looked fire.


So … well, you probably get where I’m going with this. Sad, pathetic little old me thought I’d try and see if I could light a paltry match in my boyfriend’s boxers by making myself look as luscious and bouncy as his ex-girlfriend. Larissa Perfect Fucking Hair Ferucci.


Lot of good that did me!


Up in my room, Ella drops onto my bed, unzips her rucksack and pulls out a birthday card and folded, pink gift bag. ‘This is the best thing I’ve ever given anyone! Shut the door, Liss!’ she demands.


Larissa shuts my door.


‘Not being rude, Larissa,’ I say, trying to block her view of my photo wall filled with pictures of me and Axel, ‘but why are you here?’


Larissa glances to Ella. ‘Ella said …’


Ella interjects, ‘You’re not exactly heavy in the friends department these days, Tavi. Especially now Axel––’


Fully aware of my shit life, I cut Ella off. ‘Who’d need enemies with friends like Larissa—?’ I turn my glare on Larissa to make it clear she doesn’t intimidate me.


Larissa blinks like one of those innocent baby dolls with long eyelashes. And says like she’s confused, ‘Umm, what have I done?’


‘You know!’ I snap. She wants to humiliate me. Especially now Axel’s dumped me.


Larissa looks to Ella for help.


‘You got any popcorn?’ Ella says, leaning back ready for the show.


I death-glare Ella and turn on Larissa again. ‘You called me a cock-tease. What else? Oh yeah, a skank. Cheap! Messy … Apparently I smell like own-brand washing powder! My hair’s greasy. I have blackheads the size of potholes—’


Ella blurts, ‘What the hell, Tavi?’


My heart’s thundering I’m so pumped with adrenaline. Reliving the shame I felt the first time I heard these things Larissa said about me. How I’ve had them spinning round and round in my head ever since. How I’ve felt worthless and low. A nobody.


Watched the way Axel lights up when he’s around her, despite everything she’s said about me. Their history, together. I can’t look at Larissa anymore. I’m all out of bravery. I do, however, look at Ella.


Her mouth is gaping and she’s flushed, frowning at Larissa. She says, ‘You never said that … ! Did you?’


Larissa whispers, ‘Of course not. Never.’


I say, ‘Axel said you’d deny it!’


ELLA


The doorbell rings downstairs.


‘Did you invite anyone else?’ Tavi snaps.


Jeez, nippy much! ‘No,’ I say.


She rushes out onto the landing and shouts down, ‘I’ll get the door!’


I toss Tavi’s gift out of the way and go to the landing myself, to lean over the banister. If Axel just slimes his way back in again … ! I watch Tavi downstairs, she flips her hair to add volume. Pauses, and opens the front door. And with a bang, confetti and rainbow tissue-shards cannon into her hall, blocking her from view. A chorus of Happy Birthdays and bodies and foil balloons crowd inside and move along the hall out of sight. Tavi closes the front door and stares along the corridor as I hear hellos further inside. I can definitely hear a male voice … Is it him? It would be typical of Axel to rock up and act like nothing’s changed.


Tavi’s stock-still, back against her front door.


‘Who is it?’ I hiss over the banister.


She glances up at me, says apathetically, ‘My sister’s mate. Her mum. And my mum’s best friend. Happy Birthday to me!’ Then snaps suddenly into aggy mode, ‘Why would you bring Larissa––?’


I sigh and reach back to pull Tavi’s bedroom door shut so Liss can’t hear us, but Tavi must think I’m blanking her because she runs up the stairs.


‘Chill out,’ I whisper, holding up my hand. ‘I was shutting the door.’


‘Why did you bring her? Do you love humiliating me that much?’


‘No one’s trying to humiliate you, Tavi. Not me or Liss anyway. I actually thought you’d get on. We’d have a laugh.’


‘Great idea. Let’s laugh about how Liss is perfect and … I’m such a skank that Axel can’t get it up anymore and that’s why he’s dumped me because he finds me repellent compared with Larissa Fucking Perfect Hair Ferucci!’


I frown, running Tavi’s words over in my head again.


Tavi blinks furiously and wipes away her angry tears.


I hadn’t quite realised that Axel’s succeeded in completely obliterating Tavi’s self-confidence.


Tavi’s eyes flash to her bedroom door. ‘That was a joke about Axel not being able to … I’m just …’


‘Course it was …’ I say carefully.


She nods, and just stands there looking tired. Finally she says, ‘Seeing as it’s my birthday, do you think you and Larissa could maybe come down and try and make things a little bit fun for me?’ And she walks back downstairs.










CHAPTER 4


TAVI


‘Presents time, everyone!’ Mum calls an hour in, appearing from the hallway lugging an iceberg-shaped birthday present.


‘Ooh, presents!’ Milly’s best mate, Anusha, giggles uncontrollably.


I wasn’t going to share our smuggled Prosecco with my sister and her pal, especially after Anusha kept asking where Axel is – least Ella and Larissa didn’t say anything when I told her he was at his granny’s – but then Milly caught us swigging it on the patio and threatened to tell Mum if we didn’t share. Now Anusha’s laughing at anything and everything and Milly has the hiccups.


‘We’re doing retro pass-the-parcel,’ Mum says. ‘Come on, everyone! Sit round in a circle.’


Milly and Anusha collapse obediently onto the rug and squeal when Douglas our pug jumps up, trying to lick their faces.


‘Mum,’ I hiss. ‘We’re not playing games!’ What happened to the chill birthday afternoon she promised?


She death-stares me to shut up. I glare back, but as her eyes slide to her best friend, Ally, I get the impression this wasn’t so much Mum’s idea.


‘Dave!’ Ally pipes up. ‘You too. Come join. Bring more Prosecco with you!’


Dad’s eating leftover tacos in the kitchen but good-naturedly manages to find a bottle and joins us. Strangely, seeing Dad folded self-consciously into a gap in the circle makes me feel almost okay that my birthday’s been invaded by my mum’s and sister’s friends. The last time we played pass-the-parcel with both my parents, I was eight. I smile at Dad and he smiles back.


Ella nudges my knee and mouths, ‘Pass-the-parcel? Really?’


I shrug and focus away from her, onto Mum. It’s still my birthday and Ella being neg really isn’t helping.


‘Usual rules,’ Mum says. ‘Music plays, we pass the parcel. Music stops, you peel off a layer of wrapping. And inside each, there’s a gift for Tavi. And a present for everyone else—’


Anusha claps excitedly.


‘Or!’ Ally interrupts. ‘There’s a task and forfeit! You might regret holding the parcel when the music stops!’


Anusha gasps. Milly hiccups. Ella sighs beside me.


‘Ready?’ Mum says, already filming us.


‘Ready!’ Ally says.


Mum strikes play on the music. ‘Pass the parcel!’


I shove it to Anusha, who, bouncing along to the music, rolls it on to Milly, who passes it to Anusha’s mum, then Dad. Ally is next, and Mum stops the music. Mum catcalls as Ally rips the turquoise and silver-starred paper.


Inside are inflatable pink-flamingo can holders for each of us. Everyone blows theirs up except for Ella, who leaves hers flat beside our feet. Why can’t she just join in for once? Axel would’ve joined in. He loved family games night … A slim, pale-pink present and card are handed to me. I open them to find a contour-and-eyeshadow palette from Anusha and her mum.


I thank them, the paper’s shoved out of the circle for Douglas to maul, and the music starts again.


Next, the music stops on Milly. ‘This iz my prE-Zent,’ she hiccups, pushing the revealed silver envelope across the circle.


But before I can even slide my thumb below the flap, Mum snaps, ‘Ah! Wait, this time there’s a task!’


Ally finds a sheet of notepaper among the discarded wrapping and reads it out, ‘Describe Tavi’s gift to her without naming it. If she can’t guess what it is then your forfeit is to do an impression of a gorilla with hiccups.’


Milly goes straight to her impression. ‘OOo OOo ICK!’


‘Tavi’s meant to guess first,’ Ella drawls. ‘I vote little sis does a task that isn’t channelling her spirit animal.’


Milly scrunches her nose at Ella. ‘Jeal-ous muCH?’


‘Jealous you make a convincing drunk chimp? I don’t think so.’


‘Gor-illA!’


I eye Mum and Dad. Milly needs to be more subtle. I’m dead if they realise her hiccups are because I gave her Prosecco and not mocktails. ‘Maybe I should just open it?’ I say, tearing the envelope quickly to discover that Milly’s bought us family tickets to Dundee’s Anime and Comic Con, DeeCon. ‘Awesome, Milly, thanks!’


‘You didn’t let her describe it!’ Ella shouts. ‘Forfeit!’


I’m starting to wish I could forfeit Ella right now.


‘Gorilla with hiccups it is!’ Mum says. ‘Tavi, you have to do it.’


I’m tempted to object, but instead I say half-heartedly, ‘Ooo, Oo, Oo hick-up … ?’


Ella taps her forefinger on her chin and says, ‘Little sis’s was more realistic!’


All the mums are filming now. ‘Pass the parcel!’ Mum calls, pressing play again on the music and slapping her thigh in time to the beat. ‘Round and round it goes!’ she hollers. ‘Where will it stop? Nobody knows!’


‘Woo-hoo!’ Anusha’s mum yelps, chucking the parcel to Dad. Who chucks it to Ally just as the music stops.


Ally kicks it back to Dad. ‘You go, Dave,’ she says, as she, Anusha’s mum and my mum train their phones on him.


Dad glances to me for permission, grinning. I nod encouragingly. He’s fingers and thumbs as he carefully tears the purple layer away to reveal––


‘Fuck!’ Ella says.


We all snap to look at her.


‘Keep the language clean, girls!’ Mum warns. The other mums agree.


Then Larissa says, ‘Oh my God!’


I glance to Larissa and back to Ella, and to where they’re both staring – at Dad.


He waves a folded pink gift bag at me. ‘Who’s this one from?’ he says looking around the circle. Douglas bounces into the circle, trying to get his teeth on the present.


‘That was upstairs!’ Ella says incredulous.


‘We’ve put all the gifts inside the parcel,’ Mum explains. ‘Hurry and open it. Ours is next. Douglas, go to your bed!’


Dad reads the slip of paper with the task. ‘Each guest must take a turn––’


‘I don’t feel so good!’ Larissa blurts.


Dad glances at Larissa, unsure whether to proceed.


Mum says, ‘Larissa, do you want to go to the bathroom … ? Or into the garden for some fresh air?’


‘Yes––!’ Larissa bolts out to the hall. We hear her thunder upstairs and the bathroom door slam shut.


‘Do you think it was those gloopy pink drinks?’ Anusha’s mum muses.


Mum turns on her. ‘Excuse me! My Tavi Tornado mocktails were not gloopy, they’re packed full of superfoods!’


‘Should I continue … ?’ Dad says unsure. Mum waves her hand to get a move on. So Dad reads brightly, ‘The birthday girl must describe her next gift through mime––’


Ella’s in the middle of downing one of the mums’ Proseccos when Dad says this and suddenly chokes so badly that she’s ushered outside to sit on the garden bench with a glass of water.


‘Maybe we should pause for a bit,’ Dad says to Mum, coming back inside. ‘We can finish opening the presents later when they’ve calmed down.’


‘No!’ Mum growls. ‘Our present’s in the middle layer!’ She grabs the pink gift bag from the sofa and shoves it into my hands. ‘Mime it. Then it’s our present.’


ELLA


Once they’ve returned to the living room, I’m straight on the phone to Liss. ‘Where are you?’


‘Upstairs.’


‘No shit! Where upstairs?’


‘Locked in the bathroom.’


‘Can you climb out the window?’


‘What? Where are you?’


‘In the garden.’


‘Why––? Have they opened it?’


‘Not yet. Actually …’ I move to the back wall of Tavi’s house and peer round the frame of the patio door. ‘Aww, shit. She’s got the case out of the bag.’


‘Who?’


‘Tavi. Uh … she’s turned away from them all at least. Maybe she won’t say … !’


‘What was the task? What does she have to do?’


‘Thank fuck I talked you into coming here with me. No one’ll believe this played out like it has without a witness.’


‘The mums are live-streaming it, Ella!’


‘No need to shout!’


‘I’m not shouting. I just don’t think you realise how bad this is!’


‘You’re right …’ I hang up on Liss. Flick to camera and start filming.


TAVI


Inside the neoprene case, behind a protective plastic window, is a purple, pebble shaped, rubbery item. With a folded USB cable, a silky pouch and some little square packets … I slide my finger below the plastic casing and touch the silicone surface of the thing inside – it’s firm. So not a squishy stress ball then … ? It looks a bit like––


‘Hurry up,’ Mum says.


‘I don’t know what it is … !’ I say.


‘I’ll have a go!’ Anusha pipes up in her usual perky princess fashion. She joins me by the monstera plant, takes the case and peers in through the protective window, and gives it a sniff. She whispers, ‘Is it an electric razor? Smells soapy like lavender.’


‘There’s no blade …’ I murmur back.


‘Maybe one of those things that pluck the hairs out or zaps them?’


Milly appears beside us and hiccup-glances back towards the open door to the hall. I follow her eyes. Larissa’s on the stairs making a cutting gesture across her neck with her hand. I raise my eyebrows at Milly questioningly. She shrugs. I glance to the garden to see Ella at the window, filming me. She grins, gives me a thumbs up and flicks her hand as if to hurry me along with her present.


‘BzzzZZZZ!’ Anusha turns to the parents still holding my gift in its case and buzzes like an angry bee, running it up her leg wincing and jerking like she’s experiencing intermittent electric shocks from a hidden hair zapper. ‘Oww, ohh! Bzzzzz!’


The mums stare at Anusha. Dad stares at Anusha. Ella’s now inside and standing behind the kitchen island staring at Anusha, her mouth gaping.


I glance back to Larissa. She’s at the door now, looking panicked. She points to Anusha, signals across her throat again and then performs a graphic hand gesture that makes me look quickly to the mums and Dad to check they haven’t seen her.


Anusha’s now running her imaginary hair-plucking torture device under her armpit and onwards up onto her face, across her top lip, ‘Bzzzzz! Ohh! Oaww!’ and along her chin.


The adults are frozen, stunned. Ella’s quivering in silent hysterics, holding her mobile high. And Larissa? Larissa has turned beetroot, gripping the door frame, desperately clutching her neck and shaking her head.


Anusha notices her just after me, stops her buzzing and bellows, ‘What’s wrong with Larissa? She’s choking! Quick – Larissa’s got something stuck in her throat!’


Larissa freezes. Releases her neck. Then, as if she’s just realised she does indeed have something stuck there, grabs it again. She nods. Staggers into the living area, making a sound like you do when your mouth is full of toothpaste but don’t know where to spit it out. The parents leap into action and run to her. Anusha and Milly scramble over the sofa after them. Douglas barks. And Mum wallops Larissa on the back.


Larissa squeals, ‘EOW!’


‘Oh sorry, love! Are you okay?’


Larissa coughs. Unnaturally. Flaps her arm. Points. Mum slaps her on the back again.


‘EOW!’


‘Larissa, love – are you actually choking?’


Larissa flaps her arm again and points to the floor. I look to where she’s pointing, to the weird gift strewn in bits across the rug where Anusha’s chucked it in the panic.


The gift …


The gift that Ella and Larissa planned on giving me upstairs … In private!


‘Try the Heimlich!’ Anusha says, circling.


‘Stop!’ I shout.


Everyone swings to look at me.


‘I mean, we should stop – take a break. From opening presents?’


Larissa nods furiously.


‘Yeah. We should … ?’ I’m stumped, haven’t a clue what Larissa wants us to do.


‘Go upstairs and have a lie-down …’ Larissa prompts, crystal clear despite her recent asphyxiation. ‘We’ll just clear all this mess away first–– Help tidy up.’ And she flits across the rug, scooping up the scattered pieces of her and Ella’s gift and runs out into the hall and up the stairs again.


‘But there’s still our present!’ Mum wails.


Dad says to me, ‘Is the blonde girl okay?’


‘She’s fine,’ I say.


I catch Ella out of the corner of my eye, moving round the sofa to get a good angle, so she can get us all in on camera.


‘Bring her back to open the last present then!’ Mum says.


‘Leave it,’ Dad says to Mum. ‘We’ll give Tavi our present later.’


Mum looks like we’ve ruined her day and slumps onto the sofa. I glare at Ella. She shrugs, lowers her phone and casually walks out into the hall.


‘Is that okay, Mum?’ I say, waving yes to Milly and Anusha to follow Ella and Larissa.


‘I wanted everyone to see it!’ Mum says petulantly.


I squint at her. She’s behaving like a teenager.


Dad says in the appeasing voice he uses when one of us, usually Mum, needs to relax, ‘She can open our present with the birthday cake.’


‘The birthday cake was next!’


‘Here, drown your sorrows,’ Ally says, handing Mum her Prosecco glass. ‘Can’t count the number of perfectly planned events I’ve had ruined by my kids.’


‘It’s okay, love,’ Dad says, ushering me out. ‘Head on upstairs.’


Milly and Anusha are sitting on my bed. Ella is collapsed on the bedroom floor, her whole body shaking as she cackles hysterically.


‘Where’s Larissa?’ I say, shutting my door.


‘Wardrobe,’ Milly says.


‘Larissa? Get out of my wardrobe.’


Larissa edges out, completely focused on the carpet.


‘Are you ill?’ I snap, no patience for Florence Nightingales.


Larissa pouts, shakes her head and shrugs a shoulder.


‘Were you choking?’


Ella snorts and rolls back in renewed mirth.


‘Right. So do you want to tell me what the hell that was?’


I look from Larissa, practically hugging the wall in the hope it’ll absorb her, to Ella, who I now see is clutching my mystery birthday present to her chest.


‘Did they really not guess?’ Larissa says breathily.


Ella sits up and wipes her eyes with a dramatic sigh and snicker.


‘Guess what?’ I say.


Ella opens the case and displays the parts inside like it’s a show-and-tell, and says, ‘Want to guess what this is?’


‘Not really. Think I’ve had enough games.’


‘Is it a hair-remover thing?’ Anusha says.


‘Nope.’ Ella looks to Milly.


Milly widens her eyes and shakes her head.


Larissa drops down onto my bed, behind Milly and Anusha, and hugs her knees up under her chin.


Ella wiggles the purple pebble thing and all its attachments in the air before her.


‘I’m done with fucking games, Ella!’ I snarl.


Ella glares at me. No one talks to Ella like that.


Then Larissa murmurs, ‘It’s a vibrator …’


LISS


Ella rolls her eyes at me. ‘Spoil the surprise, why don’t you!’


Anusha lurches off the bed. ‘A what?’


‘Did you just say––!’ Tavi hisses, ‘Vibrator?’


Ella makes it so much worse by dancing Tavi’s present in the air, sing-songing, ‘It’s a vib-ra-tor!’


Tavi turns on Ella. ‘You bought me a fucking vibrator for my birthday?’


‘Yeah, well … you’re single now and …’ Ella falters. ‘It was Larissa’s idea.’


‘What? It wasn’t—’ Oh, what’s the point? I hug myself. This is horrendous.


‘Mills, we should go downstairs,’ Anusha says backing up for the door.


‘Wait there!’ Tavi points at Anusha, then to Milly who’s rigid like a human shield on the bed before me.


If she goes, I’m following.


‘Let me get this straight, Ella.’ Tavi closes her eyes. ‘You just let me open … !’ But she can’t even voice the rest of what unfolded downstairs.


‘Yeah, well, that was unexpected.’ Ella laughs. ‘Honestly, the fact they were all filming too … !’


‘Fuck you!’ Tavi says, and goes to her door. But she doesn’t storm out like I expect. Instead, she leans against the wood. ‘Anusha,’ she says quietly. ‘Thanks for coming to my birthday. But let’s be honest, you’re Milly’s friend, not mine. And now today’s turned into a shit-show, I think it’s obvious the party’s over! Don’t you?’


Anusha nods slowly.


‘But … you know what,’ Tavi adds. ‘You’ve been a decent guest. Brought a nice – thoughtful – present. The kind of present that normal, sane people give someone for their birthday. So I’m going to be generous – maybe you, me and Milly can hang out sometime. Say hi to me in school, okay?’


Anusha gushes, ‘That would be great!’


I can see Milly breathing now.


‘Just one thing,’ Tavi says, losing her smile and turning on an expression fit to kill. ‘Do not say a single thing – to anyone – about that present! Do you understand me? Not. A. Squeak!’ She turns and glares at her sister. ‘Milly … ?’


This time both Anusha and Milly nod, like their lives depend on it.


Tavi says, all sweetness again, ‘Great! Okay, well, off you go. Tell your mum that you feel sick now too, Anusha, and you want to go home. We can blame it on the Tavi Tornados, can’t we.’ She opens the door, lets Anusha file out, and when Milly gets within touching distance, warns her, ‘Don’t you dare!’


‘I won’t––!’ Milly says, and ducks out into the hall.


Tavi shuts the door firmly behind her.


Oh, sweet Mary … !


Tavi turns. Ella dives onto the bed and lies back against Tavi’s pillows. I edge closer to the end.


Ella drawls, ‘Thought you’d never get rid of the cling-ons!’


‘Get off my bed, both of you!’


‘Alright! Menstrual much?’ Ella stands and tosses the vibrator beside me.


I recoil from the bed. ‘Ella … !’ But my voice dies in my throat when I catch Tavi’s face. She’s raging.


Ella protests, ‘That’s a really expensive vibrator, you know!’


‘That mocktail,’ Tavi says through her bared teeth, ‘really has made you both sick, hasn’t it! Party’s over – go home.’ She swings open the door and adds, ‘And take that thing with you!’










CHAPTER 5


LISS


‘You’d think we gave her a bag of dog poo for her birthday!’ Ella says when we’re nearly at the bus stop. ‘Here, look, did you see the best bit?’ Ella pushes her phone in my face and I realise she videoed everything too.


Anusha’s writhing in the middle of Tavi’s sitting room, rubbing the vibrator case all over her body. ‘Ella! They must’ve known what it was!’


‘Nah. Don’t think so.’ Ella slides forward through the video. ‘This is where you come into shot – I might make a meme out of this bit.’ She plays Tavi’s mum slapping me on the back, rewinds it and plays it again.


‘Enough,’ I say, walking on.


‘Aw, come on, you’ve got to admit––’


I stop. ‘What are you going to do with that?’


‘Hmm?’


‘The video.’


‘Nothing …’


‘Ella! Please don’t post that anywhere!’


‘Why are you shouting at me? It was Tavi’s mum’s fault! Who plays pass-the-parcel after the age of five?’


As usual, Ella’s shirking accountability. But at least she slides her phone into her rucksack pocket when we perch on the bench inside the bus shelter.


After a pause, I say, ‘We should’ve taken it with us.’


‘The vibrator? Why? I was being nice leaving it under her pillow! I don’t think you realise how expensive that brand is. They’re like the McLaren 750S of the vibrator world!’


I don’t––


‘It’s a supercar – Maz is obsessed.’


‘Right.’


‘You’re right though. I should’ve kept it for myself. She’s so ungrateful! I mean … if one of us is going to have a vibrator it should be me! Considering Mum practically reviews them as part of her stand-up material. What do you think of Tavi’s mum? Bit thirsty for the socials, don’t you think?’


‘She was okay …’


Ella mimics in a high-pitched voice, ‘Hashtag Tavi’s 17th birthday. Have a purple phlegm-flavoured mocktail! And who invites Year Elevens to a seventeenth birthday to make it look like their daughter’s popular? That’s some seriously dysfunctional parenting right there!’


Inviting Milly’s friend doesn’t seem that odd to me. My younger brother, Jamie, brings his mates along to loads of our family functions. But that’s not Ella’s experience, I suppose. I’m tempted to point out that it might be Ella’s own dysfunctional parenting that’s led to her thinking giving Tavi a vibrator for her birthday was a good idea, never mind finding the resulting chaos funny. But why would I hurt Ella too? Two wrongs aren’t going to make any of this better. I do have my concerns, though, that Ella’s planning on posting that video somewhere, so I say, ‘We can all feel lonely sometimes, Ella. Her mum probably invited more people to make Tavi feel better about Axel not being there.’
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