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FACE THE MUSIC




The picture quality’s not the best. But even so, it’s clear I’m having a good time. I’m smiling so much you can see all my teeth, and I’m shutting my eyes on the high notes and everything. And my voice sounds all right, I think. Not perfect, but not terrible, either.


It’s a shame you can also see a pack of extra-strong blackhead-removal cream on my desk. And heaps of clothes on my bedroom floor. And something round and fluffy sticking out from under the bed that I think was once a pepperoni pizza.


If I’d known that two million people were going to be watching, I’d probably have done a bit of tidying up.
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CHAPTER ONE


‘Amanda, will you please turn it down? Some of us are trying to work.’


Basically, my sister had got her first pay cheque and bought a new stereo, which she had on pretty much 24/7. Even at night. Especially at night.


Meanwhile Lacey had cut her own fringe and because it didn’t look completely terrible was putting serious pressure on me to join her. Honestly. You get whole entire lessons on how to deal with people offering you cigarettes and drugs, but no one prepares you for your best friend clicking a pair of scissors in your face and saying, ‘It’ll really show off your eyes.’


Oh, and Mum and Dad’s divorce had come through. So there was that.


Otherwise it was a normal sort of a Saturday morning and I was lying on my bed supposedly doing my English but in fact doodling lyrics, because that’s how I like to warm up for homework. Of course, sometimes I spend so long on the warm-up I run out of time before I reach the main event.


The problem is that writing songs is just so much more interesting than homework. Writing songs is more interesting than anything. Except listening to songs that other people have written, which is the other way I warm up for homework.


It is possible that I don’t spend as much time on my homework as I should.


But this song wouldn’t leave me alone. And for a second, I had it, there, whole in my head.
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Gonna break out my make-up


For this stupid break-up
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Then the pause, and then . . .


Thump thump, thump-thump thump.


‘Amanda, will you turn it down, just for a second? I am in the middle of academic study.’


For just a second, the bass boom did stop. Then it started again.


‘MANDA! My walls are VIBRATING.’


‘You said just for a second!’


I grabbed my lyric book and wrote everything down before it got away from me again, then pulled my guitar across the bed to get the tune into my fingers.


At which point the door opened.


‘Katie, I thought you were doing homework?’


My big sister stood in the doorway and gave me one of her looks.


Amanda is tall, with a long face and a long nose and long fingers. But even though all the sticky-outy bits of her are thin, the middle bits are pretty solid. By which I mean, she’s got broad shoulders and big hips and they make her look fatter than she is. I’m allowed to say that because I have them too. Then there’s the Cox hair, which is mad, half curly, half straight, and the Cox skin, which is pale with an oily T-zone.


‘I am about to start a very important essay on Julius Caesar, actually.’


Up went her eyebrows. ‘And you’re writing it on the guitar?’


‘If only.’


Which Mands took as a signal to sit down on my bed, giving Shakespeare a close-up view of her bum. Which seemed as good a moment as any to call it a day.


It’s like I always say with homework: you can push it too far. It’s really important to know when to stop.


‘I liked what you were playing just now,’ said Amanda.


I played it again.


‘Does it have words?’


I had a go at singing it. Only, it didn’t come out fun and defiant like I’d intended it to. It just came out a bit sad.


‘Do you think,’ said Amanda, ‘that maybe you’ve written enough songs about the divorce?’


‘What do you mean?’


‘It’s over and we’re OK. So stop dwelling.’


For the record, there hadn’t been that many. Which I told her.


‘“Four-Fingered Twix” wasn’t about the divorce! And “Home Sweet Home” wasn’t either. Well, maybe a tiny bit.’


‘Goodbye bedroom,’ sang Amanda. ‘Goodbye past. Homes like ours aren’t made to last. I’d say that was about the divorce. Wouldn’t you?’


She had a point. But saying goodbye to the literal home of my entire childhood, how could I not write about it? All the good memories, like the guinea-pig babies and Easter-egg hunting and next-door’s cat falling in the paddling pool, were in that house, and when Dad left we had to sell it. He used his half of the proceeds to rent a place in California where you can sometimes see dolphins from the kitchen window. We used our half to rent a flat in Harltree, a nowheresville just outside London, where what you can see from the kitchen window are foxes going through the bins.


In the end, divorce affects everything. Even the wildlife.


‘You’re bringing us down,’ said my sister.


‘Oh, blame it all on me. The big bad apple on the family tree.’


She laughed. ‘You should put that in a song. Anyway, things change; people move on.’


‘Dad certainly seems to have.’


‘THIS IS WHAT I’M TALKING ABOUT.’


‘I’m supposed to be miserable! I’m a teenager now. That’s just me!’


‘Doesn’t sound like the Katie I know,’ said Amanda, which was kind of her, given that it did sound like the Katie I knew, for the last few months, at least.


‘You know what? You’re right,’ I said. ‘From now on I will be upbeat.’ I waved at the window, and any potential bin foxes, and plucked out a bit of a tune.


‘So much better,’ said Amanda. ‘And anyway, it’s not all doom and gloom. Mum’s got a boyfriend.’


My fingers froze. ‘What? No she hasn’t.’


‘She has.’


‘Amanda, Mum isn’t seeing anyone. She knows it’s way too soon for that. I’ve told her.’


‘Which is why she hasn’t told you.’


‘And she told you?’


Mands looked away. ‘Not specifically. But there are signs.’


The thing about Amanda is that she’s read too many fairy stories about happy ever afters and handsome princes and things. What she doesn’t realize is that we had the perfect family. We were the perfect family. And then we weren’t. And we never would be ever again.


No biggie.


‘What signs?’ I said.


‘OK . . .’ She ticked them off on her fingers. ‘She’s been singing in the shower.’


‘Practising for karaoke.’


‘She bought a new jacket.’


‘It’s been cold!’


‘She’s got –’ Amanda paused for effect – ‘the glow.’


‘She went on a sunbed!’


‘And why do you think that is?’ said Amanda.


‘I told you,’ I said. ‘It’s been really cold. Can you please get your behind off my books?’


‘OK, but listen—’


‘No,’ I said. ‘You listen. Mum was really messed up by all the Dad stuff. It took her ages to get even slightly sorted and she’s only just got herself into anything like an OK place. I hardly think she’d go and mess that up with someone new right now.’


Amanda stood up. ‘Not with you telling her she can’t – Urgh! What’s that?’


I had a look. ‘Pizza.’


‘Katie, we had pizza three nights ago. You are revolting.’


‘Then you are free to amuse yourself elsewhere.’


So she got up and left.


After that I did try to do my homework. I tried to write a new song too, because that tune I’d come up with was properly catchy. I played it over and over and over again, only, instead of lyrics, all I could think about was Mum.


Which is when I heard her key in the door.


‘Katie? Are you home? I feel like I haven’t talked to you properly in ages!’


‘I’m in my room,’ I said.


‘Coming!’


There was no way she was glowing, although it was true that Mum did look a bit happier than she had been. Probably just the effect of her new jacket. And the haircut. And, was that an actual manicure . . . ?


‘So,’ I said. ‘How’re things? It’s all been quite tough lately, hasn’t it?’


‘I suppose so,’ said Mum.


‘What with the move,’ I said. ‘And this place being so cramped.’


‘It’s growing on me,’ said Mum.


‘Like fungus,’ I said.


I suppose I should describe our flat, but there’s not much point. It had somebody else’s curtains on the windows and someone else’s hairy old carpet on the floor. So it wasn’t really ours at all.


Mum was still going. ‘I know things have been . . . well . . . But I feel like we’re really turning a corner.’


‘“We” as in . . .’


‘Me, you, Amanda. Us.’


Which made me feel a little better. ‘Maybe.’


‘Definitely,’ said Mum. ‘It’s like there’s been a dark cloud over us, but you know what, summer’s on its way, we’re settled here now . . . we’ve made it, Katie.’


‘Are you sure?’ I said.


‘I really do think we’re going to be all right,’ said Mum. ‘So cheer up. Promise?’


I wasn’t going to promise, but I did say, ‘I’ll try,’ which was pretty much the same thing. Because maybe we would be all right, now. Mands was fairly annoying and I wasn’t at all sure about Mum’s taste in jackets but, all things considered – and there were a lot of things to consider – we’d made it through quite well.


‘Are you all right to do dinner without me tonight? It’s karaoke at the Dog and Duck.’


Mum is a complete karaoke fiend. I think her version of ‘My Way’ is better than the original. And the Elvis version. It’s maybe up there with Nina Simone’s.


‘Is that why you’re in such a good mood?’ I said.


She flushed. ‘They’re a nice bunch in there. They don’t ask about your father. And they like my singing.’


Of course they liked Mum’s singing. How could they not?


‘So that’s why you’re so happy,’ I said. ‘It’s funny, because Amanda thought you had a new boyfriend!’


There was this pause.


And then Mum said, ‘Clever Amanda.’


‘What? Why? Amanda isn’t clever. Amanda doesn’t know anything. You don’t have a boyfriend.’


‘He’s called Adrian,’ said Mum. ‘I’m sure you’ll like him a lot.’


I wanted to say: Adrian? How long has this been going on for? And did you not think to maybe ask me first?


‘Adrian?’ I said. ‘How long has this been going on for? And, excuse me, but did you not think to maybe ask me first?’


‘Only a couple of months,’ said Mum. ‘And I don’t need your permission, Katie.’


‘But I thought . . .’ And then I ran out of words and just stared at her.


‘He saw me singing a few times and said I had a nice voice, and then one thing led to another and . . .’ I had to tune out for a bit. I came back in on, ‘I’d never have started seeing him if I hadn’t thought you could deal with it. He’s lovely, Katie. I promise.’


‘If he ever hurts you, I’ll kill him with my bare hands. And my straighteners, which are pretty lethal when they’re heated up.’


She laughed, which was annoying, because I meant it.


‘I’ll have him over for lunch on Sunday. I’m sure you’ll get on like a house on fire.’


At which point she went back downstairs. And I did feel like a house on fire.


Which I don’t think was what Mum meant at all.
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CHAPTER TWO


‘I’m a bad person,’ I said.


Lacey and I were walking along the canal to school. Which sounds all pretty and lovely and like it’s full of boats and ducklings, but in fact is quite a risky way of getting somewhere, what with all the year seven boys and the incredibly dirty water.


‘How do you mean, you’re a bad person?’ said Lacey.


‘You’re supposed to say, “No you’re not”,’ I told her.


‘OK, no you’re not. Why?’


‘Because Mum’s found a new boyfriend and she’s really happy and I know I should be happy too, but I’m not.’


‘That’s not so bad,’ said Lacey.


‘But you think it’s a bit bad?’


‘A bit,’ said Lacey, and I decided I wouldn’t be asking her for any more advice for the time being.


We stopped for a second to watch one of the boys trying to climb into a wheelie-bin.


‘Did you know that Savannah’s having a party?’ said Lacey.


‘Nope,’ I said, still watching the boys in the bin.


‘It’s not for ages and ages but she’s already got this exclusive guest list,’ Lacey went on.


‘You’re making Savannah sound like some Hollywood A-lister,’ I said.


‘She is a Harltree A-lister,’ said Lacey. ‘Which makes us Harltree D-listers, I suppose.’


‘Stop it, Lacey; you’re overwhelming me with joy.’


‘Maybe we’re C-listers?’ said Lacey.


‘Nah, we’re definitely D-list. If that.’


‘Well, she can’t just have the A-list at the party or there’ll only be three of them there.’


That sounded like my last party. Me, Lacey and Mands, dancing to my collection of vintage NOW albums. ‘That’s OK,’ I said. ‘As long as it’s the right three people.’


‘Yes, but her dad’s spending loads of money on it. There’s going to be a tent in her garden. A really enormous one, with caterers and a light-up dance floor and everything.’


‘Do you really reckon she’ll invite the likes of us?’ I said, thinking that maybe, if she did, I might get a shot at standing somewhere in the vicinity of Dominic Preston, who is incredibly good-looking.


Lacey looked a bit offended. ‘She’s invited me. Maybe it’s my fringe. I think my hair is B-list, even if I’m not. You really need to consider cutting one in, Katie; it would completely open out your face.’


‘I am considering it,’ I said.


‘I could do it tonight,’ said Lacey hopefully. ‘If you’ve got some sharp scissors.’


I made a mental note to text Mands and get her to hide the scissors.


‘I think Adrian’s going to be there tonight,’ I said. ‘Maybe we could go to yours.’


‘Is he that bad?’


‘I did try to like him,’ I said, sadly. ‘For Mum’s sake. I did try.’


I’d opened the door to him the day before.


‘All right? I’m Ade.’


He was wearing a tight black T-shirt, which was not even slightly appropriate for a man of forty or fifty or whatever he was, and jeans and a huge cracked leather jacket.


‘Hello, Ade . . . rian.’


‘You Amanda or Katie?’


‘Katie.’


‘Mind if I come on through, Katie?’


He came on through, his jacket making a creaky noise, and an invisible battle started up between the lunch smell of roast chicken and his very strong aftershave. The chicken was just marching a retreat back to the oven as Amanda emerged from the loo.


‘Is that him?’


‘Shh,’ I said. ‘Just watch for a second.’


We stood in the doorway as he went through to the kitchen, kissed Mum, then poured himself a glass of water. He headed straight to the right cupboard and even knew to do the funny twist thing to make the water come out of our dodgy tap.


‘What?’ hissed Amanda. ‘What’s the matter?’


‘He’s been here before.’


‘So?’


Was it while I’d been at school? I reran two months’ worth of breakfasts, me yabbering away over the Nutella, thinking I had Mum’s full attention, while all the time she must have been counting the minutes until she could get rid of me and see Loverboy.


Or had he come round at night? Did Mum wait until Mands and me were in bed and then sneak out to let him in?


All those times she’d given me McDonald’s money to go and meet Lacey in town, had she really been trying to get rid of me?


Judging by the evidence – whose hand was now cupping one of my mother’s buttocks – the answer was yes.


Now, there are lots of ways you can spoil a Sunday lunch. You can burn the chicken. You can drop your headphones in the gravy. Or you can sit down across the table from a man with two hairs sprouting out of his nose. By which I mean, the skin on top of his nose. Not his nostrils, which would have been disgusting but at least normal.


‘Good chicken, Mum,’ I said.


‘Yes,’ said Amanda.


‘It’s not too burnt, is it?’ said Mum.


‘Not at all.’


‘It’s lovely.’


‘Your best ever.’


‘It really tastes . . . of . . . chicken.’


There was a pause, which might have lasted a moment or maybe a hundred years.


‘It’s delicious,’ said Adrian, and then he leaned over and kissed Mum on the mouth. While she was still chewing. With tongues.


After five of the most awkward seconds of my life, he finished eating my mother and went back to his plate. ‘So, Amanda, Zoe tells me you play bass?’


‘I suppose so,’ she said, looking at her lap. ‘Sometimes.’


‘I used to be in a band once. Back in the day. Split up. Creative differences. You know.’


‘Oh, right,’ said Amanda.


‘Still got a lot of industry connections. You should meet my mate Tony, Tony Topper? The stories he could tell . . .’


‘I bet.’


‘So, are you any good?’


‘I’m . . . OK.’


‘Just OK?’ Adrian leaned forward and I noticed he had a bit of squashed carrot stuck to his elbow. ‘Who are your influences?’


And that was it. For the next ten minutes Amanda was off in Amanda Land, talking about the music she loves and the bands she’s going to see and the bands she’d like to see but can’t because they’re not touring at the moment or they’ve split up or they’re dead and blah blah infinite blah.


And Adrian was doing it too! For every band she wanted to talk about, he had an actual opinion, which is not what you do when Amanda kicks off on one of her music rants: you keep quiet until it passes. Nose Hairs, on the other hand, was encouraging her. And all the while, Mum was nodding and smiling and stuffing her face with chicken.


‘You know,’ said Adrian, ‘I could do with someone like you in the shop. Vox Vinyl, you know it?’


Amanda nodded like it was Christmas and her birthday and she’d won the lottery. Twice.


‘We’re a bit short-staffed at the moment, and it’s so hard to find someone who knows their stuff. You free to do a few hours next week?’


‘I can be,’ said Amanda. Honestly, I thought she might faint. I mean, I know she’d always said she fancied working in a record shop, but I hadn’t realized it was her Life’s Great Ambition. Until now.


‘Good stuff,’ said Adrian.


‘I just have to tell the cafe I’m leaving, but that’s fine – I’m a rubbish waitress anyway.’


‘I don’t know that we’re busy enough to justify you coming over full time . . .’


‘That’s all right,’ said Amanda. ‘I’ll just . . . I’ll be really useful . . . it’s fine.’


‘Is it?’ I said.


At which point, he turned his attention to me. ‘I’ve heard you and your sister like jamming together?’ Then he did a little burp. ‘’Scuse me.’


Mum giggled.


‘I’ve got some instruments kicking around that I’ve been meaning to sell. Some Gibsons, a couple of Fenders – you’d be welcome to come and mess about with them.’


‘That would be amazing!’ said Amanda.


I said something that can only be written as ‘Mblm’.


‘Katie writes songs,’ said Amanda. ‘About her life and stuff. She’s like Lily Allen used to be, sort of. Kooky.’


I’d planned on staying silent but this was too much. ‘Don’t call me kooky! Kooky is for girls who wear plastic flowers in their hair and have names for their toes.’


‘Feisty?’


‘No. Feisty says “She’s so out there, which is really surprising because she is a girl”.’


‘Quirky?’


I mimed being sick.


‘All right then,’ said Amanda. ‘How about “different”?’


I thought for a second. ‘I will accept different. Thank you.’


There was a very long silence.


‘So, Katie, how’s school?’ said Mum.


‘Fine,’ I said.


‘Tell Adrian what you’re studying at the moment.’


‘Nothing much.’


‘It’s OK, Zo. When I was her age, school was the last thing I wanted to think about. Especially on the weekend. Bet you’re too busy chasing the boys, yeah, Katie?’ Then he winked.


I did my most evil stare. And then I choked on a roast potato.


‘It was all pretty grim,’ I said to Lacey, as we flumped into our form room. ‘So grim that I only managed half my usual portion of trifle. Which is saying something.’


‘But you went back for the rest later, right?’


‘Of course I did,’ I said. ‘Things are bad enough; I can’t risk malnutrition too.’


‘And Amanda’s going to be working for him?’


‘She’s handing in her notice at the cafe today. I tried talking her out of it but all she’s interested in is whether he’ll give her a staff discount.’


‘Mad Jaz alert,’ said Lacey, which is our code for when Mad Jaz is in the vicinity. OK, it’s not much of a code.


‘What’s she doing here? I thought Jaz was done with school?’


‘Look! Nicole’s filming her. This should be good.’


We watched as Jaz opened a can of Fanta and poured it into Ms McAllister’s top drawer. Then, like she’d finished her work for the day, she turned around and left.


‘She is so mad,’ said Lacey. ‘And that is such a waste of Fanta.’


‘What is?’


‘Katie? Earth to Katie?’


‘Adrian drinks Fanta,’ I said.


‘You need to forget about him,’ said Lacey. ‘Focus on Savannah’s party. Or writing a song. Or your new fringe.’


But I couldn’t. He was all I could think about. How, when we went for a walk in the park, Mum and Adrian had held hands. And how, when Adrian took Amanda into his shop to show her how to work the till, she was so excited she’d given him a hug.


And, last night, when it got later and later and later, and Adrian didn’t leave and didn’t leave and didn’t leave, and at midnight, when I knew he was next door in Mum’s room, in her bed, all I could think about were those two nose hairs lurking, just a metre away, in the dark.
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CHAPTER THREE


After that, Adrian was always there. Leaving his stupid jacket on top of the washing basket or using the kitchen table as an imaginary drum kit.


‘You do like him, don’t you?’ said Mum, on one of the very few occasions where he wasn’t standing next to her.


‘Um, yeah,’ I said, which was about as positive as I could manage.


‘Because –’


‘It’s just –’


We’d both started at the same time.


‘You go,’ I said.


‘What were you going to say?’


I’d been going to say that I thought it was all going a bit fast, but Mum had a funny look on her face so I decided I’d let her finish.


‘It’s just, we were thinking, we might move in together. He’s here most of the time anyway!’


I did a few fish gulps before I managed, ‘But . . . there’s not enough room. Hasn’t he got ten million records or something?’


‘Ten thousand. But there’s plenty of space for them. And us. You girls have a room each. And there’s a proper kitchen, and a garden. With a shed. And a pond, sort of. Either a pond or a drainage problem, it depends how you want to look at it.’


‘Hang on . . . We’re all moving somewhere new? Together? As in, us and him? Sharing a house? And . . . a bathroom?’ I don’t know why this was the most horrifying thing to me, but it really was.


‘Actually,’ said Mum, ‘our bedroom has its very own bathroom. I don’t think even your father’s place has that. Not that you’re to tell him. Well, maybe you can.’


‘I did, last night,’ said Amanda.


‘Is everyone in on this except me? Because it’s starting to feel like some kind of conspiracy.’


‘Of course it isn’t,’ said Mum.


‘Then how come Amanda already knows?’


‘I suppose I might have mentioned it to her. But look, it’s not definite yet . . .’


‘Mum showed me pictures,’ said Amanda, ‘and it’s nice. Well, it could be.’


‘The lady who had it died, and it’s so cheap,’ said Mum, digging into her handbag, probably so that she wouldn’t have to look at me. ‘Adrian reckons—’


I was about to launch into a proper speech about taking things slowly and thinking of others. And was she absolutely sure? And even if she was, maybe she ought to at least check that everyone else in the household was on board. Only, before I could, the man himself came barging in.


‘What?’ I said. ‘What is it that Adrian reckons?’


‘About what?’ he said, looking from me to Mum. She waved a crumpled bit of paper at him, and I spotted an upside-down photo of a house.


He grinned. ‘Ah! The place is a bargain, Katie. A real gem. If we move fast we can get it before anyone else even knows about it.’


‘Isn’t it exciting?’ said Mum.


Going to live with Nose Hairs in the house of a dead lady.


‘Yaaaay.’


‘Bye-bye, geese,’ I said.


Turns out that time flies even when you’re not having fun, because before I’d begun to get my head around all this, it was six weeks later, and my last ever walk home from school.


‘Bye-bye, footbridge. Bye-bye, old mattress.’


‘I can’t believe you’re going to be getting the bus with the bus lot,’ said Lacey. ‘They’re messed up.’


‘Thanks for being so supportive.’


‘What can I say?’ said Lacey, who clearly knew completely what it was she was going to say, and was about to carry on saying it. ‘You’ve got Finlay, who has the mental age of a six-year-old. Then there’s the year sevens, like, about a billion of them. And Nicole from year ten.’


‘At least she’s interesting,’ I said.


‘Apparently she got her ear pierced last week, right at the top, with this really tiny stud. Only it swelled up in the night and the stud part disappeared into her ear, like her skin had eaten it. She had to go to A&E and get it taken out. Mad Jaz filmed the whole thing and put it online.’


‘That is so disgusting,’ I said. ‘Have you seen it?’


We slowed down so that Lacey could show me. The camera went right in close and there was even a bit of blood. It finished with Jaz giving the nurse a high five.


‘Eighty-seven views,’ said Lacey. ‘Honestly, who watches this stuff?’


‘I know.’


‘In fact, I think Jaz gets the bus, too.’


‘No she doesn’t,’ I said, because a dose of Mad Jaz was the last thing I needed. Mad Jaz with her gothy clothes and pale skin, like she’s some dead lady from a hundred years ago who crawled out of the grave in order to hang around looking spooky and make snarky comments.


‘She does,’ said Lacey. ‘Poor you.’


Which was much more like it.


‘Exactly,’ I said. ‘It’s like, the divorce was the worst thing in the world and we’d just managed to get through that, and then Nose Hairs comes along and now I’m bussing it with Jaz. Poor, poor me.’


‘Poor you,’ said Lacey. ‘Hey, so Paige and Sofie had a row over who got to buy these navy slingbacks in Topshop and they’re not speaking. So Savannah’s uninvited them both to her party until they sort it out.’


Sometimes I think that Lacey isn’t quite as fascinated by my problems as she should be.


‘Honestly. Who even cares about shoes?’


‘Not you, apparently,’ said Lacey, staring at my scuffed Doc Martens.


‘Lace, can’t you just be nice for five more minutes? We are never going to do this walk again, and I don’t want my last memory of our time together to be of you trolling my footwear.’


She blew her fringe out of her eyes. ‘I’m just grumpy because I’m going to miss you. OK?’


Oh.


‘Don’t say that! We’ll still see each other all day. And we can talk to each other on the phone the entire way in, so it’ll basically be like we’re walking together.’


‘I suppose.’


She stopped under the tree with the picnic bench where we’d sometimes share a Magnum.


‘What?’ I said.


‘Nothing,’ said Lacey. ‘Just . . .’


She looked kind of worried, standing there, her white blonde hair blowing in the cold breeze that always comes off the water, and I wondered whether she’d planned for something unfortunate to happen as a leaving present.


That’s the problem with Lacey: she’s not the best judge of this kind of thing. She could just as easily have got me a special Magnum as she could have arranged for the boys to chuck me into the canal.


I readied myself, and then . . .


‘Surprise,’ she said, awkwardly, and pulled a little box out of her bag.


‘What?’ I said.


‘Open it.’


So I did, carefully, and . . .


‘Lace!’


My best friend had lined the box in violet tissue paper, my favourite colour, and filled it with . . .


‘It’s mementos of our best walks. There’s the party popper, from your birthday – I saved it. And the song we made up about the geese babies. I know you’ve forgotten it so I wrote it down . . .’


‘And a pair of Magnum sticks!’


My insides went as warm and gooey as a chocolate pudding. In fact, I was starting to think of a new song, maybe called something like ‘Walking With You’, about friendship, and memories, and how beautiful it all was, when Lacey said:


‘Other surprise!’


At which point the whole rest of the canal crowd jumped out from behind the tree and dumped me in the water.


I got myself home and dried off and sat down on my bed, surrounded by boxes, some of which I hadn’t even unpacked from the last move, and thank goodness I had my stereo because otherwise I think I might have exploded or crumbled or something.


That’s what I love about music. There’s always a song that knows how you’re feeling.


I played ‘Back to Black’, over and over, Tom Waits, some Leonard Cohen, lots of Patty Griffin and Joni Mitchell. It was as I was listening to ‘Blue’ for the third time that there was a gentle knock on my door.


‘What?’


‘I bring word from the rest of us,’ said Amanda.


‘Which is?’


‘MESSAGE RECEIVED, OK? We know you don’t want to move, but can this soundtrack of extreme misery please stop?’


She was kind of smiling as she said it, and even though I really did not want to, I found myself smiling too. ‘All right. But only as a favour to you.’


‘Play me that tune again,’ said Amanda. ‘The happy one you were doing a few weeks ago. Dah–dah–dah–daaaaah?’


I played it, and it sounded . . . hopeful. So I played it again.


‘Does it have words?’ said Amanda.


It hadn’t. Now, though, with Mands next to me, I tried:
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I’ve got mad skin


I’ve got mad hair


I borrowed your stuff and I don’t even care




[image: image]


‘What did you borrow?’ said Amanda.


‘Your yellow jumper. Deal with it, sister,’ I said, leaning over to scribble in my lyric book. ‘Go grab your guitar? I want to hear it with a bassline.’


Amanda got her guitar and sat down to pick it out, carefully, precisely, Amandaishly.


‘Like that but faster,’ I said. ‘Speed it up a bit.’


Which she did, and I sang:
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I’ve got mad skin


I’ve got mad hair


I borrowed your stuff and I don’t even care


I’m the big bad apple on the family tree


Deal with it, sister, that’s just me




[image: image]


‘I like that,’ said Amanda. ‘And I would also like my jumper back.’


We played it a few more times.


‘Is there any more?’ said Amanda.


‘It’s a work in progress,’ I said. ‘I’ve just been finding it . . . hard.’


‘I do get it, you know,’ said Amanda.


‘You nearly do,’ I said. ‘There’s just that funny bit towards the end, it needs a pause after “Deal with it, sister”. You’re rushing.’


‘I meant about the move. I’m nervous as well. And so’s Mum. It’s not just you, Katie. It isn’t easy for any of us.’


I leaned over to get another line into my book before it evaporated.


‘We’re all finding it hard.’


‘Then why are we doing it?’ I asked. ‘Can’t we just wait a few months?’


Mands thrummed a bit on her guitar. ‘Maybe Mum wants to get going with the rest of her life. The divorce went on long enough.’


‘Yeah,’ I said, because it had.


‘We’ll move,’ said Amanda, ‘and we’ll unpack, and then everything will get back to normal.’


‘I suppose,’ I said. Then, ‘Want to see something funny?’ And I showed her the video of Nicole’s ear.


‘Eeeurgh! How have eight and a half thousand people watched that?’


‘Have they?’ I looked at the view-counter, and they had. ‘Wow. It’s gone totally viral.’


We were silent for a second, thinking of all the people out there watching a close-up of Nicole’s ear, then sending it to their friends. Or maybe their enemies, because it really was disgusting. If one person sent it to two people, then they each sent it to two people, then each of them sent it to two people . . .


‘But why?’ said Amanda. Then, ‘Will you forward me the link? Adrian will love it.’
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CHAPTER FOUR


‘So what’s it like?’ said Lacey, the day we moved into the new house.


I was about to tell her that the mobile reception was rubbish, but then my phone went and hung up on her, so I suppose that said it for me.


Our new house was great. In a sort of really dark, horrible kind of a way, where the floors creaked and everything smelt a bit mouldy and the windows didn’t open properly and when you did get them unstuck you couldn’t shut them again.


And when I went out to explore, all the neighbours were about eighty and said things like ‘Good morning’ and ‘Nice day to wash the car’ and ‘Watch where you’re going, young lady’, just because I happened to be walking and texting at the same time, which is completely normal everywhere else and it’s hardly my fault that mobility scooters can’t get out of the way.
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