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For all the BHGS girls in form G, ’99–04,


in memory of when we all believed our labels.


And to all the girls right now who still do:


you’re so much more than what they tell you.




CONTENTS


ONE WEEK BEFORE


Saturday


1


2


3


Sunday


KENT SCHOOLGIRL ‘VANISHES’ WITH TEACHER


4


5


6


Monday


‘STOP FLIRTING WITH ME, SIR!’


7


8


9


Tuesday


Bonnie Cops Bungle Swoop on Runaway Teacher and Missing Schoolgirl, as it Emerges the Pair Left HOURS Before Police Acted on New Info


10


11


12


Wednesday


School Ignored Runaway Teacher’s Ex-Girlfriend When She Warned of Inappropriate Behaviour with Pupil


13


14


15


Thursday


16


17


18


19


Friday


20


21


22


23


24


August


THURSDAY


ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS


ABOUT THE AUTHOR


BEAUTIFUL BROKEN THINGS


A Quiet Kind of Thunder




ONE WEEK BEFORE


‘Do you ever think about just . . . running away?’ Bonnie asked.


‘Running away from what?’


‘You know. Life.’


‘You can’t run away from your life,’ I said, settling back against the cushions. We were in her bedroom trying to revise, me on the futon, her on the bed. ‘It’ll always be there when you get back.’


‘Not if you don’t go back,’ Bonnie said. ‘If you start a new life.’


I shook my head. ‘I don’t think you can ever really start over. Because if you’re trying to do that, you’re basically trying to run away from yourself. And you can’t. You’re stuck with you, forever. Wherever you go.’


Silence.


‘Why’re you asking, anyway?’ I asked, craning my neck so I could see her, sitting across the room from me.


She shrugged. ‘Just . . . argh, exams, you know?’


I smiled. I knew. ‘Oh yeah, I’d run away from exams, definitely. But only if you came with me. And Connor.’ My boyfriend. I considered, then added, ‘And Daisy.’ My little sister. ‘And we’d need to be back in time for LeeFest.’


‘That’s a holiday you’re describing,’ Bonnie said.


‘Even better,’ I said. I turned a page of my Biology textbook and sighed, feeling the familiar sink in my chest at the sight of all the stuff I would never learn nor understand. ‘Maybe it should just be you who runs away, then.’


‘Maybe,’ she said. I could hear the smile in her voice.


‘Give me a heads-up when you go,’ I said. I was trying to read about genes, but I was thinking jeans and how I needed new ones, and whether I should go for the embroidered ones I saw down the market. ‘Send me a text. Or a postcard.’


‘OK,’ she said.


‘Promise?’ I prompted.


‘Promise,’ she said.




Saturday
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The police arrive when I’m in the shower.


I don’t realize straight away, of course, because when I shower on a Saturday afternoon I make the most of it. So around the time they’re walking over our threshold, I’m covered in a tea-tree-and-minty lather, eyes closed against the bubbles, singing a medley from The Lion King at the top of my voice.


The singing might be why I don’t hear my adoptive mother, Carolyn, knocking on the bathroom door. And that might be why she chooses to break the most sacred of McKinley household rules: she walks right in and bangs her fist on the glass of the shower door.


I scream, obviously.


‘Eden!’ she yells, which is pretty unnecessary considering (a) she’s already got my attention, and (b) it’s not like there’s anyone else in the shower she could be talking to but me.


I should say here that this is very unCarolynlike behavior, and it’s that weirdness, more than the actual request, that makes me turn off the shower, open the door just enough to poke my dripping head out and demand, ‘What?!’


‘Can you finish up and come downstairs, please?’ she asks, back to her usual calm self, like this is just a normal, reasonable request.


‘Why?’


‘The police are here,’ she says. ‘They want to talk to you.’


I feel my entire face drop, my eyes go wide. ‘Why?’ I say again, more panicked this time.


‘I think you know why,’ she says, which is terrifying. ‘I need you downstairs in five minutes, OK?’


I go to close the shower door again – partly out of obedience, but mostly so she can’t see my face and whatever might be written across it – but Carolyn puts out a hand to stop me.


‘Bonnie’s mother is here, too,’ she says, then lets the door slide closed, right in my stunned, guilty face.


I do know why. That’s true.


Not because I was expecting them, or because I’ve done anything wrong, but because this morning I got this message from my best friend, Bonnie: I’m doing it. I’m running away with Jack. EEEEEEKKK!!!!! Don’t tell anyone! Talk later! Xxx And by ‘this morning’, I mean at 4.17 a.m.


OK, I realize this might sound a bit alarming out of context. Especially with the whole police-at-the-door thing. But when I read it a few hours after it was sent – bleary-eyed, still half asleep – I was just a bit confused, maybe a little annoyed, mostly because Bonnie and I had made plans to go to Canterbury today, and her unexpected bailing meant I was suddenly planless on a Saturday. She’d agreed that this would be our free day from revision, our chill-out day, practically the only time she’s allowed in the ridiculously strict revision schedule she’s been sticking to since April. Our first exam – Biology – is on Wednesday. Five days away.


I replied just the way you might expect me to. Huh?


Can’t talk right now, but I’ll call later! Just say you haven’t heard from me if anyone asks! I’m on an ADVENTURE! <3 xx


I didn’t think for a minute that she really was running away, because that’s just not something Bonnie would do, and even if it was, she’s got no reason to leave. So I chalked her messages up to exaggeration – maybe she’s staying out for the night with her secret boyfriend (more on him later) without telling her mother, at most – and put my energy into salvaging my Saturday.


I carried right on thinking that all morning, which is why, when her mother called Carolyn to ask if I’d heard from Bonnie, I said no, as promised.


‘I thought the two of you had plans?’ Carolyn asked, her hand cupping the phone to her chest.


‘We did,’ I said. ‘But she changed them last night. Didn’t say why.’


‘Last night?’ Carolyn repeated.


‘Yeah,’ I said.


‘And you haven’t heard from her since?’


‘Nope,’ I said. I didn’t think twice about lying for Bonnie. As far as I was concerned, she’d asked, and I’d agreed, and that was that. I didn’t need any more details or context. A promise is a promise, and a best friend is a best friend. But I had to try and make it believable, and also get the attention away from me, so I added, ‘I wouldn’t worry about it, though. She’s probably with Jack.’


Carolyn’s eyebrows went up. ‘Who’s Jack?’


‘Her boyfriend,’ I said, telling myself that Bonnie could hardly expect Jack to stay a secret if she’d ‘run away’ with him. ‘That’s probably where she is,’ I added. ‘I’m sure she’ll be back soon.’


That’s literally all I know about her secret boyfriend, by the way: his name, and the fact that he’s a secret. I’d actually been sure ‘secret’ was just Bonnie-speak for ‘imaginary’, especially as I was never allowed to meet him, or even see a picture. But apparently not.


Thinking that made me a little uneasy, so I tried to call Bonnie to ask for more details on the whole running-away thing, but she didn’t answer. I sent her a message – You’re OK, right? – and it took her a few minutes but she finally replied: More than OK. Don’t worry! xx


I relaxed, because there’s no one I trust more than Bonnie, and if she says she’s OK, then I know it’s true.


So, I knew from this that Bonnie’s absence had been noticed by her parents, which I thought was a bit weird, even then, because how could they know so quickly – and know enough to be so worried that they’d call Carolyn – that she’d even gone anywhere? But I didn’t think about it for very long because, like I said, it’s Bonnie, and Bonnie doesn’t get into trouble. Not real trouble. And that’s not an opinion – it’s a fact.


Here are a few things about Bonnie Wiston-Stanley, aged fifteen and three-quarters:




•   She likes Caramac bars broken into little pieces and stirred through vanilla ice cream.


•   She’s in all the top sets at school, and pretty much top of those, too.


•   She’s Head Prefect and everyone expects her to be Head Girl when she goes to sixth form next year.


•   She plays the flute, and not just in a has-to-because-her-parents-make-her way, but actually properly plays it, like with grades and everything.


•   She wears glasses with thin brown frames.


•   She has freckles, which she hates even though I think they suit her.


•   She never used to wear make-up, not until a couple of months ago.


•   She’s the best, most steady, most reliable friend in the world.




I guess you’ll want to know about me, too. What are a few things about me? Well, my name is Eden. Eden Rose McKinley, in full. I like plants and flowers and things I can grow with my hands. I was adopted when I was nine years old. I live in Kent. I have a boyfriend called Connor. I once got suspended for drawing moustaches on the portraits of the senior staff in the main entrance hall during a fire drill. My teachers call me ‘spirited’ when they’re trying to be nice, and ‘disruptive’ when they’re not. One day I’m going to get a tattoo of a dandelion on my shoulder. I used to have a recurring dream that I was being flown around in the beak of a pelican. I like cannoli better than anything else in the world. I’m not always as nice as I’d like to be.


There. Now you know about us both.


Anyway, so yes, I do know why the police have turned up at my doorstep, but I know it in a very basic, process-of-elimination way, not in a proper knowing way. For one thing, I’ve got no idea why the police are involved at all, and even less why they’d want to speak to me. Why would the police be involved in a teenage girl going off with her boyfriend for a bit without telling her mother? Since when is that a crime?


Shit, maybe I shouldn’t have mentioned Jack. Maybe that’s what this is all about. But I’d got so used to thinking of him as not real that even saying his name out loud hadn’t quite felt real. She’d never told me anything concrete about him, never shown me a picture, even. Just given me titbits vague enough that I’d assumed they were lies; bad lies, at that. How old is he? Older. How did you meet him? A flute thing. I’d figured she was jealous of Connor and me and had made up her own imaginary equivalent, and who was I to spoil that for her?


I know that might sound a bit unlikely, but Bonnie has been known to have a pretty wild imagination when it comes to things like boyfriends. It’s like a combination of wish-fulfilment and too much fanfiction. When we were fourteen, she returned from summer camp full of stories about her new boyfriend, Freddie. I believed her, because why wouldn’t I, and it took almost six months for me to finally catch on that the whole thing was basically a fantasy. Freddie was just a boy she’d had a crush on and then kissed on the last night of camp. Not exactly a love story.


So as far as I’d been concerned, ‘Jack’ was either entirely imaginary or just a friend from orchestra or something that she wanted to be her boyfriend. Otherwise, why wouldn’t I have met him?


I get out of the shower and head for my room, trying to get my head straight. It’s not long after four, which means it’s about twelve hours since Bonnie sent me her first message, and six since her mother started making calls. It doesn’t seem like long enough to get so freaked out you’d get the police involved, but then, what do I know about parenthood?


I towel off in a kind of fast/slow hybrid, because I’m not sure whether I want to hurry up and get downstairs, as instructed, or put it off for as long as possible. I take my time towelling my hair, thinking back to everything I’ve done over the last twelve hours, just in case they ask.


The answer is, not much. I made French toast for my little sister, Daisy, because she’s grounded at the moment for getting into trouble at school, and I felt sorry for her. It wasn’t long after that when Carolyn started asking her questions about when I’d last spoken to Bonnie, and I’d figured it was a good idea to get out of the house, so I did. And by that, I mean I went to see my boyfriend. My lovely, non-secret boyfriend, Connor.


I tried to call him before I left, but he didn’t answer, so I just sent him a text to let him know I was about to turn up on his doorstep. We have the kind of relationship where that kind of thing is OK, so I knew he wouldn’t mind.


It took me about fifteen minutes to walk to Connor’s house – we both live in Larking, which is a boring little market town in Kent – and he was already waiting in the doorway when I started walking up the drive. He was half dressed, his jeans hanging low, revealing a strip of blue boxers. He was shirtless, his hair sticking up at all angles, his eyes morning-blinky. But still he was grinning, his face lit up, like every time he sees me. When I took the step up to walk through the door, he leaned down and dropped a kiss on my lips. He tasted of peanut butter.


‘Hey,’ I said. ‘You just got up?’ This is unusual for Connor, who’s usually up before 7 a.m. every day of the week.


He shrugged. ‘I was up most of the night.’


‘Oh, shit,’ I said. ‘Sorry.’


‘It’s OK; everything’s fine now.’


‘Um, what happened?’ I wasn’t sure how to ask this – or whether I even should – but he didn’t seem annoyed.


‘Mum had a fall,’ he said.


‘Shit,’ I said again. Connor’s mother has rheumatoid arthritis, and he’s been her carer since he was eight. His gran lives with them and helps look after them both, even though she’s in her seventies and probably needs more care than Connor does, nowadays.


‘She’s fine,’ he added. ‘I mean, not fine. But, you know, fine enough. We had to go to hospital, but it’s nothing major, just a couple of fractures.’


‘A couple?’ I repeated, horrified. I tried to remind myself that in Connor’s house this qualifies as ‘nothing major’. But I couldn’t help but think of how completely major it would be if Carolyn had to spend half the night in hospital. I wouldn’t shut up about it for weeks. But this didn’t even warrant a text.


Connor smiled at me. ‘Just a couple,’ he said. ‘She’s sleeping now. So’s Gran.’


‘You can go back to sleep, too,’ I said quickly. ‘I can go.’


He shook his head. ‘No way. Stay, obviously.’ He leaned down to kiss me again – he’s just taller enough than me that he has to lean when we kiss, which I love – and we stayed like that for a while, broken bones and runaway friends skittered from my mind.


Connor and I shouldn’t be a perfect match. Him, the shy ginger kid, and me, the wild(ish), difficult one. But the thing about Connor is he isn’t actually that shy at all. And I’m not wild or difficult, not really. Sometimes it just takes that one person to see beyond what everyone tells them they’re meant to see.


Here are a few things about Connor Elliott, aged sixteen years and six months:




•   He was bullied from Year 7 to Year 9, but he doesn’t ever talk about it, even now.


•   He loves birds and wants to be an ornithologist, and he’s proud of this, not even slightly embarrassed, even though the other kids have always tried to make him be.


•   He can tell what bird it is just by the sound it makes.


•   He knows how to cook.


•   He’s dyslexic, like me, but he tries harder and he actually likes to read.


•   He has blue eyes and hair the colour of paprika.


•   He broke his nose when he was nine and now it has a bump on it.


•   His mum and gran say he’s the best boy on the planet.


•   I agree.




No one thought we would work, let alone last. But here we are, over a year on, happy. We’re like veterans of a teenage love story.


I didn’t stay at Connor’s long, because even though he tried to hide it he was clearly knackered. We spent a lazy couple of hours in his bedroom, watching TV, kissing and playing Portal, which is the only video game I ever agree to play with him, even though he insists it’s old now and I should give some newer games a chance. Every now and then, he left to go and check on his mother and gran – both still sleeping off the previous night’s stresses – and to replenish our bowl of tortilla chips.


‘I should go,’ I said finally, after he’d literally fallen asleep on my shoulder twice.


‘Nah, stay,’ he started to say, but he broke into yet another massive yawn instead. When he was done he laughed, sheepish. ‘OK, maybe I’m a bit tired. Don’t go, though.’


‘I’ll see you tomorrow,’ I suggested. ‘When you’re a bit more awake.’


He made a face like a little boy refusing a nap. ‘But you’re here,’ he said. ‘It’s a waste of Eden-time.’


I rolled my eyes. ‘Can it, you soppy div. Go to sleep.’


‘Cuddle first?’ he suggested, pulling back the covers and burrowing under them.


‘You’re so macho, Connor,’ I said. ‘I can’t handle what a manly man you are.’


He laughed, pulling me under the covers towards him. His skinny frame was warm and cosy, impossible to resist. Connor is comfortable with himself like no other boy our age I’ve ever met. Not in a loves-himself way, either. More like he has his priorities, and he knows what matters, and what matters isn’t wasting energy on worrying that he isn’t the model of masculinity. It’s basically the thing that made me fall in love with him in the first place. That and the fact that warmth comes off him like a radiator in winter.


Anyway, that was it with Connor today. I didn’t even tell him about Bonnie. I must have left his house sometime after two, come home, mooched for a bit and then decided to have the proper long shower that Carolyn ended up interrupting.


And now here I am, in my room with the police downstairs waiting for me, stepping into my jeans and deciding that, yes, I’ll carry on telling the small lie, as promised. I can’t see what difference Bonnie’s message from earlier would really make to anything, anyway, and I don’t want Carolyn getting mad at me for lying to her this morning.


Carolyn’s head appears around my bedroom door and I jump, almost tripping over my own feet.


‘Are you nearly ready?’ she asks.


‘Let me just do my hair,’ I say.


‘Eden,’ Carolyn says warningly.


The tone in her voice, together with the situation, makes me feel suddenly panicky. ‘Why do the police want to talk to me?’ I demand. ‘I don’t know where Bonnie is. I really don’t!’


‘They’re not expecting you to know,’ Carolyn replies. ‘They just want to talk to you. And anyway, if you ask me, Bonnie’s mother is the one you should be more concerned about. The woman’s practically hysterical.’


‘Why do they think I’ll know anything, though?’


‘Because you’re her best friend. God knows, if you disappeared, Bonnie is the first person I’d want to speak to.’


‘No, I mean, why are they freaking out like this? Why are the police even involved? She’s probably just off with her boyfriend somewhere.’


Carolyn lets out a little noise I can’t interpret, and I frown at her, trying to get a reading. What is going on? None of this feels right.


‘I know Bonnie’s usually Miss Responsible, or whatever,’ I add. ‘So yeah, maybe it’s a bit unusual. But not police-unusual.’


Carolyn doesn’t answer this, just glances behind her at the empty corridor and then back at me, raising her eyebrows in a silent ‘hurry up’. ‘The police are going to ask you why Bonnie has run away with Jack,’ she says.


‘Why would I know—’


‘There’s no point in wasting your breath telling me,’ Carolyn breaks in. ‘You’re just going to have to repeat yourself. So let’s go downstairs and speak to the police, OK? I’ll be right there, and you don’t need to be nervous.’


‘I’m not nervous,’ I say, surprised.


Carolyn mutters something, which I think for a second might be ‘I am’, but she’s already turning away and heading down the hall, so I follow.


There are two police officers waiting for me when we get downstairs. One is a man, grey and gruff, who does all of the talking. The other is a woman, younger than Carolyn, who takes notes in almost total silence.


‘There’s no need to be nervous,’ the man says, after we’re done with the introductions and preamble. His name is DC Delmonte, and it’s making me think of peaches. ‘All we need from you is the truth.’


‘I don’t know anything,’ I say. Actually, I’ve already said this four times. No one seems to be listening.


Matilda, Bonnie’s mother – who’s never liked me, by the way – let’s out a loud ‘hmm’.


‘I don’t!’ I insist.


‘Just tell us what you do know,’ DC Delmonte says. ‘Even the things that may seem . . . insignificant. When did Bonnie meet Jack?’


‘I don’t know,’ I say.


‘Well, how long have they been in a relationship?’


‘I don’t know,’ I say.


‘Did Bonnie ask for your assistance in keeping their relationship a secret?’


‘What? No. Why would she?’


‘Have you spoken to her today?’


‘No.’ WhatsApp messages don’t count as speaking, do they?


‘Did you speak to her yesterday?’


‘Yes. But just to talk about revision.’


‘Did you talk about Jack?’


‘No.’ Why are they so obsessed with Jack? Is this all because I mentioned his name to Carolyn this morning?


They’re all looking at me like they’re waiting for me to say something very specific, but I have no idea what it is. It’s like having an in-joke described to me by the group of people it involves in painstaking detail, and everyone’s waiting for my reaction to the punchline.


‘What the hell is going on?’ I ask finally.


‘Eden,’ Carolyn says, her voice straining with the clear effort of staying calm. ‘Do you know who Jack is?’


There’s a tense, potent silence. I can hear Bonnie’s mother’s laboured breathing, her eyes brimming and rage-filled. The policewoman has her head tilted slightly, concentration in the lines of her face, and I get the unnerving sense that she’s profiling me, or something.


‘No,’ I say, and I hear how small my voice is in the room, shrunken by adult voices, strident and loud. And, suddenly, I’m scared.


‘It’s Jack Cohn,’ Carolyn says.


‘Who?’ I ask. My brain is too frazzled, too anxious, to process the information. I don’t know anyone called Jack Cohn.


‘For God’s sake!’ Bonnie’s mother shrieks in a sudden burst of frustration, so unexpectedly that I actually jump. She takes a step towards me and I shrink back. Why is she so angry at me? I’m not the one who’s disappeared. ‘Just tell us where they are, Eden!’


And that’s the moment that Carolyn says it, and everything I thought I knew shatters. ‘Mr Cohn, Eden,’ she says. ‘Jack is Mr Cohn.’


An image pops into my head, then. Waiting in the music block for Bonnie to finish her flute lesson. Leaning against the whitewashed wall, my head resting underneath a nameplate. Mr J. Cohn: Head of Music.


Mr Cohn, Music teacher. Mr Cohn, form tutor of my little sister. Mr Cohn, full-grown adult man.


Mr Cohn, my best friend’s secret boyfriend.


Holy. Shit.
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Just under a year ago, the summer before Year 11, Bonnie told me very seriously that she wanted to learn about alcohol, but sensibly. ‘In a safe environment,’ she said. Which turned out to mean my bedroom. She supplied the alcohol, turning up with a bag full of bottles. She’d brought vodka, gin, white wine, red wine and, bizarrely, Frangelico.


‘That’ll do,’ I said, laughing. And when I saw her face, so earnest and confused, trying to interpret my words, I laughed so hard there were tears in my eyes.


‘I wanted a cross-section of an average off-licence,’ she said. ‘Is that wrong?’


‘Nah,’ I said. ‘Not if you’re a forty-year-old woman.’ And then I laughed some more, and finally she stopped looking all saintly and confused and started laughing too.


When we got to my room, she sank to her knees on my carpet and started arranging the bottles in a little semi-circle, studying the labels as she went. ‘Did I miss some?’


‘Bon,’ I said, trying not to crack up again. ‘There’s no beer. Or cider. Or anything anyone our age would actually drink.’


‘Oh,’ Bonnie said, realization dawning on her face. ‘Oh, beer.’ She turned to look again at her arrangement of bottles. ‘Whoops.’ She actually said ‘whoops’.


And then we both laughed some more, and I went downstairs to ask Bob, my adoptive dad, if he had any beer we could borrow for an experiment, and it turned out he only had bottles of real ale, and we decided it would do. And my adoptive older sister, Valerie, home from uni for the holidays, overheard and supplied a bottle of amaretto to sample.


Bonnie, being Bonnie, had brought her notebook with her. It was a proper Moleskine one with a black leather cover, an annual Christmas present from her parents since she was old enough to write sentences. She showed me the system she’d prepared, so proud of herself, ready for her sampling. Honestly, anyone would have thought she was a professional alcohol tester, or something.


The thing was, Bonnie’s mother had a habit of picking up Bonnie’s notebook and leafing through it at will, so Bonnie was paranoid about leaving the evidence of her debauchery for her to find. Her solution, naturally, was me, which is why I still have the notes Bonnie made as the two of us made our way through the selection.





	Ale


	 





	Note 1:


	Sampled first so it doesn’t lose its fizz.





	Note 2:


	Eden says beer/ale doesn’t have ‘fizz’. Will look up later what it is if it’s not fizz. Bubbles? (Like Champagne?)





	Volume:


	4.9%





	Taste:


	Bitter, horrible aftertaste.





	Comments:


	Couldn’t drink a glass of this, eugh.





	Eden says:


	Get used to it.





	Vodka


	 





	Volume:


	37.5%





	Taste:


	Like nail-varnish remover.





	Comments:


	OMG! EUGH! WHY WOULD ANYONE DRINK THIS FOR FUN?





	Eden says:


	I can put Coke in it and it won’t taste so bad. Noted!





	Gin


	 





	Volume:


	40%





	Taste:


	Not as bad as the vodka.





	Comments:


	Kind of like sparkling water, in an alcohol-y way. Maybe this is the one for me?





	Eden says:


	Gin is what old women drink. ☹





	White wine


	 





	Volume:


	11.5%





	Taste:


	Kind of sour. Sour juice.





	Comments:


	Drinkable! (Sort of.)





	Eden says:


	You should have found the cheaper stuff.





	Amaretto


	 





	Volume:


	28%





	Taste:


	Strong. Almondy.





	Comments:


	I don’t like almonds ☹





	Eden says:


	We don’t want to drink what Valerie drinks, anyway.





	Frangelico


	 





	Volume:


	20%





	Taste:


	LIKE CAKE!!!!





	Comments:


	(1) The bottle is AMAZING. (2) IT TASTES LIKE CAKE. (3) Eden HADN’T EVEN HEARD OF IT! (4) This is it. Liqueur is the way to go.





	Eden says:


	Teenagers don’t drink liqueur.





	I say:


	They would if they’d tried Frangelico.







‘I want to be ready,’ she said, when I asked her why she felt the whole thing was necessary.


‘Ready for what?’


‘Year Eleven. Parties and stuff. I don’t want to be the girl who goes out and gets alcohol poisoning, you know?’


But I didn’t know. It wasn’t like I was planning to go and get alcohol poisoning either, but I hadn’t given much thought to my solution to that problem beyond just . . . not drinking too much. Besides, I wasn’t sure exactly how Bonnie thought her experiment would help later on, except for knowing that she hated vodka. And who needs a controlled experiment to learn that?


It was August, the height of summer, weeks before the start of the school year, and it all felt so distant to me. School seemed like a million miles away. But it was never distant for Bonnie. It was like she was one hundred per cent in it, all the time, while I had always just been waiting for it to be over.


This is what you have to get: this is Bonnie. Over-prepared to the point of ridicule, so desperate to be ready for things, to do things properly, to get it right. She’s careful. She experiments. She discusses things with me. I’m her best friend, her confidante.


Which is why none of this makes the slightest bit of sense. Bonnie’s secret boyfriend can’t really be Mr Cohn. It just can’t be. How would that even have happened? Why wouldn’t she have told me? There’s no way she could have kept something that big from me. Is there?


Bonnie had never had a boyfriend at all before last October, when she got together with Lewis Cooper. He was on the school football team and wasn’t so much the school heart-throb as the school he’ll-do. He’d had several girlfriends by the time he got to Bonnie, but she – usually so sensible – was sure this meant that he’d been ‘getting ready’ for her. She threw herself into their relationship in the same way she always threw herself into her homework and her flute practice – enthusiastically and almost obsessively. She arranged double dates with Connor and me (awkward), gave him a present for their one-month anniversary (far-too-expensive aftershave), took endless couply pictures for her Instagram (nauseating), and generally drove me crackers. (Connor and I had been together for about six months by this point, and our relationship was basically the total opposite. Like Connor, it was sweet, quiet and drama-free.)


It ended, of course. Lewis got bored and dumped Bonnie by text on an ordinary Tuesday afternoon. He didn’t even give her a reason, just that ‘he wasn’t into it’, and got right on to the next girl (Sasha Chymes, Year 10). It lasted six weeks in all, but by the way Bonnie reacted you would’ve thought they’d been engaged or something. She was devastated.


‘I just wanted him to love me,’ she said, in one of her many – many – sobbing sessions in my bedroom. ‘Is that so much? Really?’


‘You’ll find someone better to love you,’ I said.


‘Who?’


‘Anyone,’ I said bluntly. As far as I was concerned, Lewis Cooper was a total waste of space, and I’d thought it even when she was besotted with him. The guy wore a visor to school, for God’s sake.


‘What if no one ever does?’


‘Of course they will, Bon.’


Maybe I should have paid more attention, I don’t know. Maybe I shouldn’t have been so dismissive of what she was trying to say. I just thought she was overreacting, that she was just being a bit dramatic. Uncharacteristically, sure, but hardly the first girl I knew to have freaked out over a break-up.


But maybe I should have listened more. Maybe I should have asked why she was so worried about being unwanted or unloved.


But even if I had, how could I have guessed that something like this could happen? That someone like Mr Cohn could happen?


Bonnie first mentioned ‘Jack’ about two months or so ago, if I remember right. She’d drawn one of those silly hearts on her Maths book and written Bonnie + Jack 4ever – yes, it really was that cheesy – and I’d asked who Jack was. She’d been so annoyingly vague, I’d decided not to give her the satisfaction of carrying on asking. Needless to say, I never met him, and she’d never tell me anything concrete about where they went or what they did together.


There are some things that should have been red flags. I see that now. The fact that she didn’t want to give me any actual details about Jack is the obvious one; why didn’t I think it was weird that I never saw any pictures of him? Did I really believe that ‘he didn’t have Facebook’? (Well, no. But I thought that meant he didn’t really exist, not that he was actually our teacher.) She’d been increasingly distant from me over the last few weeks leading up to our exams, but I’d put that down to stress. I’d really thought she was revising.


And as for Mr Cohn himself, well, the first thing you should know about him is that he was the cool kind of teacher. The one who called us all ‘dudes’ (as in, ‘Can you turn the volume down a notch, dudes?’) and wore hipster glasses and one of those man cardigans that you can only pull off if you’re ironic and know how to wax your hair.


I knew Mr Cohn because he was my Music teacher in Year 7 and 8. I went through a phase of having a crush on him, like all the girls at school did, because he was funny and charming and good looking, not to mention younger than most of our other teachers seemed to be. He was especially fun to crush on because he liked to tease us, acting like he was one of us, a friend, an ally, rather than just another Sir.


The truth is I’d never thought he’d given off a dodgy vibe. He was just Mr Cohn. And I had absolutely no clue – not even the tiniest inkling – that he had a thing going on with Bonnie. I could lie and say I suspected something, or that it all makes sense now, but I didn’t, and it doesn’t.


It just doesn’t make any sense at all.




3


I get a grilling from the police, Bonnie’s mother and Carolyn for another twenty minutes after the Mr Cohn revelation, even though I’m too dumbstruck to make much sense.


‘You must know,’ Mrs Wiston-Stanley keeps saying, over and over. ‘You must know where they’ve gone.’


Carolyn is the one who finally gets them all to leave. ‘Maybe we should try this again tomorrow,’ she says. ‘When Eden’s had some time to get over the shock.’


The policewoman, who’s been saying nothing but has been taking diligent notes for the entire time we’ve all been speaking, looks at me and quirks her eyebrow a little before she leaves. I don’t know if it’s meant to reassure or unsettle me, so I’m just left confused instead. Has she seen through me? Maybe she knows. But how can she know? All they have on me is that I’m Bonnie’s best friend.


And anyway, I don’t know where they are, do I? One little text that told me she was leaving doesn’t mean anything, does it? It wouldn’t help them find her. I’m as much in the dark as they are.


‘Are you OK?’ Carolyn asks, putting an arm around my shoulder and pulling me in for a gentle squeeze.


Surprised. Confused. A little weirded out. ‘OK’ isn’t the word. ‘Yeah,’ I say. ‘Why did they come all the way here? Just for that?’


‘I think they thought you’d know more,’ she says after a pause. ‘You were the one who mentioned a “Jack”, and even if you didn’t know exactly who that was, it was enough to send them down the right road.’ Ah. Whoops. ‘But they don’t have much to go on in terms of timing.’


What does that mean? ‘OK.’


‘Do you want to talk about all of this?’


‘No.’ An image pops into my head of Mr Cohn demonstrating how to play a cowbell in Year 7. He’d been so enthusiastic about that stupid bell thing, striking it with an expression of such earnest joy, we’d all nearly wet ourselves laughing. The boys had called him ‘Bell-end Cohn’ for the entire year.


‘Eden,’ Carolyn says. I blink and look at her. ‘It’s OK to feel shocked about this. Talking about it might help. Shall I make us some tea?’


‘No,’ I say again, wriggling free of her arm. I have to call Bonnie. Right now.


Carolyn’s face clouds over with frustrated disappointment, an expression I recognize. Sometimes I indulge Carolyn’s desire for a close mother–daughter relationship. Sometimes I don’t. And when I don’t, I get that face.


‘The police will be back to talk to you at some point,’ she says. ‘Wouldn’t you feel better talking to me first?’


The only person I want to talk to is Bonnie. ‘Maybe later,’ I say.


‘Eden—’


I take the stairs two at a time and go to my room, closing the door behind me. I grab my phone from my bag and unlock it, seeing two messages from Connor – I’m more awake now! and Come over later? – but none from Bonnie. I ignore Connor’s messages and instead send Bonnie an urgent, all-caps what-the-hell text, and then try to call her, but it just goes to voicemail again.


Oh God, this is completely insane. And wrong, right? Now I’m on my own again, away from Mrs Wiston-Stanley’s glare and the policeman’s sharp gaze, I can let myself think again, and it is not good. Maybe I should have told them about Bonnie’s message as soon as I found out about Mr Cohn? But I promised.


I sit down on my bed, staring off into space, trying to reason with myself. There’s no need to get all panicky. This is Bonnie, for God’s sake. The most responsible teenager in the world. But she’s gone off with Mr Cohn, AND ANYWAY it’s not like she’s in any danger or anything. How much of a difference does it really make that her secret boyfriend Jack is actually Mr Cohn – Mr freaking Cohn, Jesus – instead of a guy our age? It makes a big difference – Yeah, it’s a bit of a weird situation – It’s a totally weird situation – and I guess it makes sense that she’d want to get away from the drama for a while, now it’s all blowing up – But it’s blowing up because they’ve run off together – OH MY GOD, THEY’VE RUN OFF TOGETHER – and she’ll be back soon, obviously. There is no reason at all for me to grass her up. It’s not up to me. But everyone’s really worried – I can just wait for her to get back and then it can all get sorted out. Maybe I’m a bit worried too. I wonder where they’ve gone. I wonder where they’ve gone. I hope she’s OK. God, I hope she’s OK.


I text her again, pointlessly. I try and think about what she’d do if it was me who’d buggered off instead of her. Imagining the look on her face if I tried to pull something like this makes me smile, but then I remember that she really is pulling something exactly like this, and the smile drops off.


This is not how my Saturday was supposed to go. I’m just wondering whether I should ask Connor to come over so I can talk to him about all of this and/or let him distract me, when my door comes flying open, slamming against the wall, and a short, blue-eyed nightmare bounds across the floor and jumps on to my bed.


‘Ohmigod!’ she yells.


‘Daisy!’ I snap, getting up and inspecting the wall for puncture wounds. ‘For God’s sake.’


‘I can’t believe your Bonnie’s done a runner!’ she says, eyes wide with excitement, sitting up on her knees on my mattress.


‘Go away,’ I say, but I don’t mean it and she knows it, because she doesn’t move.


‘Do you think they’re shagging?’ she asks.


‘Daisy!’


‘They must be, right? Gross!’ She says this with the same level of delight as if someone had given her tickets to Disneyland.


I give her a shove as I lie down beside her on the bed, grabbing a pillow and holding it over my face.


‘Tell me everything,’ she commands, drumming her hands on my leg.


‘I don’t know anything!’ I say, my voice muffled, glad she can’t see my face.


She snorts. ‘Yeah, right.’


I lift off the pillow and glare at her. ‘Who even told you, anyway?’ Is it public knowledge already? God, people don’t hang around, do they?


‘Carolyn, course,’ she says, flopping on to her back on my bed. ‘So. Where are they then?’


‘I obviously don’t know, Daisy.’


She raises a single eyebrow – a skill she perfected last year and has been unduly proud of ever since – and then laughs, scooting across the bed and resting her head on my stomach. Daisy can switch between bloody irritating and cute as hell in a heartbeat. It’s as charming as it is annoying.


Here are a few things about Daisy, aged twelve years and three months:




•   When she was seven she fell into a pond trying to catch a frog and has refused to go swimming ever since.


•   She has ADHD and dyscalculia, which she says are just stupid adult labels for ‘likes fun’ and ‘hates maths’.


•   She makes me laugh like no one else in the world.


•   She used to be all soft and sweet, but since she started secondary school she’s been getting tougher and sharper.


•   She’s turning out to be one of the trouble kids in her year. Carolyn and Bob have been called into the school three times already.


•   She has dark blonde hair and blue eyes, and no one ever believes we’re sisters because we look nothing alike.


•   She doesn’t remember what it was like living with our real mum. She says her memories are all me, and then the McKinleys.


•   I would walk over burning coals and broken glass if she needed me.


•   She’s the world’s biggest pest.


•   I adore her.




The thing with Daisy is that, as annoying as she can be, she’s the truest family I have, whatever definition of ‘family’ you use. The way I think of it is, I have three families, some overlapping, some cancelled out by the other, but all there. The most obvious one – as in, the answer I’ll give during my French GCSE oral exam to the standard ‘Describe your family’ question – is the McKinley family. I’m the middle child of two parents, Carolyn and Bob. They adopted me and my little sister Daisy seven years ago, and now we’re part of their family along with their biological daughter, Valerie.


But being adopted means you had some kind of a family to start with, a different one, maybe even a ‘bad‘ one. And me, I came from the Kostenko family, and that was my mother – my ‘real‘ mother – my little sister and me. The three of us in a messy, broken little unit. In my head, where I keep my secrets, that unit still exists. Even if it’s just in the past – even if I can never enter it again – it’s still there. Time and adoption can’t really take it away.


My third family, the tiniest one, is what exists in the centre of the Venn diagram. Squished together in the oval is Daisy and me, bound by blood, kept together through adoption. My link to my past, and my companion through to the future. Daisy can be a pain in the neck, a constant worry in the back of my mind, but she’s mine, and I’m hers.


Sometimes I feel like I wandered into someone else’s life, and I’m not actually meant to be here. But then I look at Daisy, and it’s like . . . Oh yeah. Here I am.


She hangs around to annoy me for a while longer, demanding that I braid her hair, and then complaining that I’ve made her look terrible. She finally leaves me alone as it starts to get dark, which is excellent timing because not five minutes after she’s gone my phone buzzes and I glance at the screen.


It’s a new message on WhatsApp from an unknown number. Shit. What if it’s . . .




Unknown




Hi! It’s me! New phone! (Well, new OLD phone)


And a new old car! They’ll never find us ☺ ☺ ☺ ☺







Oops, me = Bonnie ☺




Me




HOLY FUCKING SHIT BONNIE.







Ah . . . so you know then?




Me




HOLY FUCKING SHITBALLS BONNIE.
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