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Dedicated to anyone who believed they would one day marry a rock star


Be careful what you wish for









I’m not your lover, I’m not your friend


I am something that you’ll never comprehend


Prince and the Revolution,


‘I Would Die 4 U’, 1984
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California, 2011


‘Have you called the police?’ I ask, opening up my notepad and writing today’s date in bright-red pen.


‘No, I didn’t know what to do,’ says the caller at the other end of the line. ‘You hear of these things happening at night, but I had no idea I’d see it with my own two eyes in broad daylight.’


‘Unfortunately, it’s going on all the time,’ I say, already alert to the forthcoming opportunity. ‘Perhaps you’d be interested in signing our petition to put a stop to it.’


‘I’d be happy to,’ says the woman.


I allow myself a small smile, knowing that that one signature has the power to make a difference. At least, that’s what I tell myself when I spend endless hours on street corners, only to come away with just a couple more names to add to the slow-growing list.


‘Another imbecile?’ asks Brad, coming into my office as I put the phone down.


I nod. ‘A couple of young girls have been harassing the seals up at La Jolla beach, frightening the pups and abusing the moms.’




‘Jeez,’ he says, scratching his head as if it’s the first time he’s heard the like. ‘The sooner we get this petition filed, the better.’


While I love the fact that my husband says ‘we’, it’s not as if he’s the one up to his neck in the bureaucracy and the task of taking the beach closure to a vote at the next city council meeting. Sure, he always volunteers to lend a hand when there’s trouble or when there’s something practical that needs doing; he’s spent many a weekend taking our eight-year-old daughter, Hannah, down to the beach at dusk to tidy up after inconsiderate day-trippers and nosey tourists have left the life-threatening remnants of their picnics for the seals to navigate. But on a Monday morning, he gets up and goes to work at the naval base, where his responsibilities start at nine and end at five. He clocks in and out – and he gets paid.


Not that money has ever been a factor in my decision-making, especially where the seal colony is concerned – but it would be worth all the money in the world to at least see my efforts rewarded. San Diego has more than enough beautiful beaches for the public to enjoy, so why can’t we allow the seals one tiny cove to rest, swim and birth in safety?


‘Do you want me to go up there?’ Brad asks. ‘I’ve just about got time before work.’


As always, he seems to know when I need that little bit of underpinning – that extra beam in my support structure to stop me from lagging.




‘It’s all good,’ I say. ‘I’ll check in with Hank now – see if he can send someone.’


‘You’re doing great,’ says Brad, leaning in to kiss me. His beard tickles my lips and I smile – it’s a relatively new addition and despite my initial protestations, I must admit I rather like it. It frames his face, like the hair on his head used to.


‘If you turn upside down, you’ll look like you did when you met Mommy,’ Hannah likes to tease.


Brad always laughs, but I’m sure it’s not lost on him how the passage of time has changed us. To me, he looks just the same now as he did when I first saw him walking into Danny’s Bar twenty years ago – and I hope he has the same warped perspective when he remembers me from back then.


Dressed head-to-toe in army uniform, he’d come in alone and asked for a bourbon on the rocks.


Having lived and worked in a military town for three years, I’d quickly learned not to ask questions I didn’t want to hear the answers to. But something in Brad’s eyes was begging me to say something.


‘That’s a pretty heavy drink for a Tuesday night,’ I’d said, putting the tumbler down in front of him on the counter.


He’d knocked it back in one, the ice cubes clinking against the side of the empty glass.


‘I’ve had a pretty heavy day,’ he said, holding it up for another.




‘Do you want to talk about it?’ I asked, setting the bottle down beside him.


‘We lost a good one today,’ was all he said. His relief at actually being able to say it out loud was palpable.


‘We’re losing good ones every day,’ I said ruefully, turning to look at the wall of remembrance we’d set up when the Gulf War had started claiming casualties. ‘And until we all learn how to get along with each other, it’s going to keep happening.’


He’d smiled, his face metamorphosing into something I wouldn’t have thought possible just a few seconds earlier. And despite vowing never to entertain anyone in fatigues, my stomach did an involuntary flip.


‘You’re not from around here, are you?’ he asked as I busied myself with wiping down the counter.


It was a question I was used to, but still it caught me off guard.


‘I’m from England,’ I said, hoping that it would be enough, while knowing that it rarely was.


He nodded. ‘It was either that or Australia – I couldn’t quite make it out.’


‘Americans rarely can,’ I said, smiling.


‘So, what brings you here?’ he asked, looking around. ‘To the lil ol’ town of Coronado?’


I’d taken a deep breath and begun to share my well-rehearsed back story. But had I known then that I’d still be lying all these years later, perhaps I would have told him the truth.
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The doorbell interrupts my thoughts, and as much as I can’t wait to see my favourite person, I rue another day having slipped past me without my achieving what I set out to do. Though I’m relieved to see from the grandfather clock in the hall that at least one of the hours I thought I’d lost has been credited back – it’s only two o’clock. So it can’t be Hannah back home from school just yet.


‘Hello?’ I say with a big smile, ever mindful of Brad’s observation soon after we met: ‘You Brits are a hard-to-read bunch,’ he’d said, laughing. ‘I’d never know whether you were greeting a lover or a convicted murderer. The look on your face is exactly the same.’


I’d been mildly offended, not knowing what he meant, but took notice of the warm welcome I received in the coffee shop the next morning and how the person in the street would smile when I stepped in their lane, wishing me a good day, instead of scowling and tutting. I hadn’t even realized I was so British, but from that day on, I vowed to be more American.




‘Nicole Forbes?’ asks the woman on the porch, with a look of exaggerated expectation.


‘Yes, how can I help you?’ I say, still beaming, blissfully unaware of how misplaced my expression is about to become.


‘Hi,’ she says, thrusting her hand forwards awkwardly. ‘My name’s Zoe Mortimer and I wondered if you could spare me a few minutes.’


It’s then that I hear it: the clipped syllables of a British accent. My defences are immediately on high alert, barricading me into the fortress I’ve worked so hard to fight my way out of. But I reason that this woman – girl, really – whose name means nothing to me, might be about to offer her support to the conservation effort.


‘What can I do for you?’ I ask, my smile no longer quite so genuine.


‘Could I come in?’ she asks, looking around furtively, and I wonder if she’s from the city council, here on unofficial business. The thought that next week’s hearing date for the petition might have been cancelled immediately gets my hackles up.


‘Of course,’ I say through gritted teeth as I beckon her into the hall.


Watching her step across the threshold is akin to watching Bambi step onto ice and I suddenly realize that whatever news she’s come here to deliver, it isn’t good. I steel myself for being told that the hearing isn’t going ahead, that a decision has already been made, that—


‘I’m writing a book,’ she says. ‘And I wondered if I might be able to ask you a few questions.’


A rush of relief runs through me. ‘Of course – I’m always happy to do anything that might help the seals’ plight.’


Her expression changes, her earlier trepidation replaced by a forced confidence, as if she’s having to psych herself up. She flicks her dirty-blonde hair out of her eyes and pulls her shoulders back.


‘I wonder if you could tell me about your relationship with Ben Edwards,’ she says, abruptly.


The heat that I’d thought I’d learned to control at the mention of his name creeps up around my ears, sending warning signals to my brain. The woman’s face becomes hazy, and although I can see her mouth moving, I can no longer hear what she’s saying over the thunderous roar that’s reverberating around my head.


I move towards the front door in a daze, desperately trying to claw back to one minute earlier, when I thought the worst thing this stranger could say was that the seals would remain unprotected.


‘I . . . I . . .’ I flounder.


‘I understand you were there that day –’ she looks away, as if the memory pains her more than me – ‘when it happened?’


The weight of her words makes it sound as if she’s underwater – or maybe it’s me, drowning in an ocean of secrets.


‘I-I’m sorry, I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ I bluster, my tongue feeling like cotton wool as it attempts to wrap itself around the lie. ‘You need to leave.’


‘I just wondered what it must have been like to witness the demise of the biggest band of the eighties in such tragic circumstances. Conspiracy theories abound even today, twenty-five years later, but I just wanted to know, from someone who was there ringside, what really happened.’


‘You’ve got the wrong person,’ I say, more forthright now.


‘But you are Nicole Forbes?’ she asks again. ‘Formerly Alderton?’ She puts her bag, which I imagine being weighed down with the secrets of my past, on the hall floor.


The passive-aggressive action leaves me in no doubt that this woman has no intention of going anywhere. But she can’t stay here – I won’t let her. I won’t allow the home that I’ve spent the past twenty years transforming into a safe haven for my husband and my child be violated by the nightmare I’ve been running from for even longer.


‘You need to leave,’ I seethe, with my hand on the open door.


‘I understand your reticence,’ she says, cocking her head to one side in a hollow attempt to impart sympathy. ‘You and Ben were close, and I get that you don’t want to relive it all over again, but . . .’


I lean in close, the tip of my nose just a few inches away from hers. ‘Whatever you think you know, you’re wrong. There’s no story here, no conspiracy theory; it was what it was, and justice was served.’ I stand tall and take a deep breath. ‘Now get out of my house.’


She smirks, as if to let me know that conceding defeat now doesn’t mean she won’t try again. ‘Well, as long as you haven’t spent the past twenty-five years picturing his face and wondering what might have been.’


I don’t wait for her to cross the threshold before forcing the door shut and sending the bolts across, as if it will somehow stop those very thoughts from infiltrating my beleaguered brain. I wait to hear her footsteps on the path, forgetting to breathe as I imagine every flowering rose on either side of it wilting as her dark shadow deprives them of sunlight.


I suck in a breath as I collapse onto the bottom stair in the hall, my eyes desperately scanning my surroundings, looking for something familiar – to prove that nothing has changed. Yet everything looks different. I don’t recognize the coats on the stand, and I can’t reconcile who they might belong to. Even the photo of me, Brad and Hannah that sits proudly on the sideboard doesn’t jolt my paralysed nerve endings into action, our faces suddenly seeming alien to me.


I close my eyes, willing myself to still the pounding of my heart – to stop it from beating through the wall of my chest. But the darkness only makes the light shine even brighter around Ben, who’s smiling down at me in my mind’s eye. I try to ignore the image, if only to prove to that woman that she’s wrong, that I don’t spend every waking moment thinking about him, and every sleeping one dreaming about the two of us together in another lifetime.


‘Fuck!’ I cry out with frustration as I clench my fists and slam them into the unforgiving wooden banister.


I thought I’d left that world far behind, if not from an emotional standpoint then certainly from a geographical one. I’ve ensconced myself so completely in this place I call home, buried my old life within its foundations so deeply that I thought it could never be found. So how come a stranger has managed to uncover what I’ve spent years hiding?


As I pull myself away from the image of Ben and the pain and sorrow he always evokes, I’m suddenly blindsided by the thought of Brad. The guilt jolts me out of my reverie, the here and now perpetually in conflict with the past I’ve forced myself to forget. I ask myself for the millionth time what my honest and loyal husband would make of my betrayal if he were ever to find out who I really am. Would he be able to overlook my tumultuous former life in favour of the peaceful harmony we’ve since created together? Or would he be unable to see past the deceit, no longer able to trust the wife he thought he knew?




Sometimes, even I wonder whether she’s a figment of his imagination, invented to stop the rot of grief and the bitter regret of lost opportunities that had befallen her. But on those days, when I question myself more than anyone else would dare to, I can’t help but feel proud of how well that imposter feigns normality. Of how she’s able to reconcile losing the love of her life in such horrific circumstances, and then subsequently losing everything else she ever cared about as a result.


But it seems you only need to scratch the surface to find that the old Nicole Alderton is still very much there. Zoe’s appearance has unleashed her from the cage she’s spent all these years thrashing around in. And I honestly don’t know how I’ll get her back in.
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‘Hey, Jared,’ I call out to the driver of the school bus as he opens its folding doors. If I were of sound mind, I would notice the questioning look on his face. But my brain is so frazzled that I can’t see anything, the past hour of overthinking doing nothing but clouding my vision even further.


‘Hey, ma’am, no Hannah today . . .’


I can’t tell if it’s a statement or a question, but either way I can’t compute what he’s saying. I force a deep breath in, willing myself to calm down so I can put his words in the right order, so that they make sense.


‘Hey, Mrs Forbes,’ says Olivia, our neighbour’s daughter, as she bounds down the last two stairs of the bus.


‘Hey, Olivia, Hannah last off as usual?’


‘She’s not on today,’ she says, as if it means nothing. ‘Her aunt picked her up.’


Olivia’s mom gives me a wave from the other side of the street, as a rancid heat infiltrates my bloodstream.


Absurdly, I laugh. ‘Jared?’




He shrugs his shoulders, but a flicker of alarm momentarily clouds his chubby features. ‘She’s not on my list for this afternoon’s drop-off.’


‘But of course she is,’ I say, losing the moisture in my mouth. ‘She always is.’


Jared shakes his head as he consults the clipboard hanging from the dash. ‘Nope, she’s not on it.’


‘But . . .’ I start, as the turmoil of Zoe’s presence returns to haunt me. The shock, the panic, the terror, has rendered me useless; unable to function at the most basic level. Think, Nicole, think.


Was Hannah going to track and field after school? Have I missed an email inviting her to an afternoon tea to reward her effort grades? Did I prearrange a playdate with one of her friends? I can’t separate the myriad of possibilities that are crowding my brain. All I know is that she most definitely didn’t go home with her aunt. Because she doesn’t have one.


I almost fall over myself as I run back to the house, the adrenaline turning my legs to jelly.


‘Brad! Brad!’ I scream, even though I know he’s not there.


The house is exactly as I left it, which seems odd when everything else has changed.


As my trembling fingers hover over the phone, I don’t know who to call first. My instinct is Brad, but he’s going to know even less than I do, so I opt for the school office, praying that they can offer a perfectly reasonable explanation as to why an eight-year-old in their care has failed to reach the safety of her mother’s arms.


‘Hawkswood Prep,’ comes the cheery voice of Miss Santos, the school secretary, who up until now I’d had down as a jobsworth. I so desperately hope she lives up to my expectations.


‘Hi, it’s Nicole Forbes here – Hannah’s mom.’


‘Oh, hello, Mrs—’


‘Hannah’s not on the bus. She’s supposed to be. Olivia got off, but Hannah didn’t. Jared, the driver, says she wasn’t on the list, but I know she was, because why wouldn’t she be?’ It all comes out in a rush of staccato statements.


All she has to do is give a resounding sigh of relief; a reassurance that she’s got this, that she knows exactly where Hannah is . . . yet there’s nothing but a painful silence. It may only be a couple of seconds, but it tells me everything I need to know.


‘Olivia said she’d been picked up by her aunt, but that’s impossible . . . So, where is she?’


I look around the front room, willing Hannah to burst out of the costumes trunk, ready to recite her favourite lines from Tangled, but her Rapunzel dress lays painfully dormant.


‘Mrs Forbes, we spoke about this last week . . .’ she starts, talking to me as if I’m a forgetful child. ‘You called to say that Hannah’s aunt would be collecting her from school today.’




What?


‘I’m just checking my records,’ she says tightly, but there’s an underlying panic that she can’t disguise – as if she already knows she’s screwed up. If time wasn’t of the essence, I would take a warped satisfaction in waiting to be proved right.


‘You need to tell me where my daughter is, right now.’


‘Ah, here it is,’ she says, with a smug tone. Or is it relief? ‘You called last Wednesday at 11.27 a.m. to give permission for Hannah’s aunt to pick her up – I have it here in my logbook, and I am most particular about these things.’


How does that even make sense?


‘Check again,’ I snap.


‘Mrs Forbes . . .’


‘Someone has fucked up, so you need to tell me where my daughter is, immediately.’


‘Mrs Forbes, I can assure you . . .’


I hang up, not needing to hear her empty assurances, and immediately dial Brad’s number.


‘Hannah’s gone,’ I sob into the phone. ‘She wasn’t on the bus and the school don’t know where she is. They’re telling me she was collected by your sister . . .’


‘But I don’t have a sister.’


‘Exactly! So where is she?’


‘I’m calling Hank,’ he says, before the line abruptly cuts off.




I pace the kitchen floor as I wait for one or other of them to show up, or at least to ring and tell me how they’re going to find her. But in the meantime, I can’t help but picture where she might be. My imagination takes me into the darkest corners of my mind, and I can hear her calling out for me from a cell-like room. A steel door is holding her against her will and a stained mattress lies ominously in the corner. She knows she’s somewhere she shouldn’t be, her innocence even tricking her into believing she’ll be in trouble for being there, but still she calls out for me, her need to feel safe far greater than how mad I might be.


I torture myself by remembering our trip to the library a couple of weeks ago and her excitement at going off to find a book for us to read. When she didn’t come back within a reasonable time, I’d thought little of it – I’d often find her sitting cross-legged wherever she’d found something of interest, her eagerness to read making her forget that she was supposed to bring it back to me. But as I tracked through the aisles of the children’s section, with no sign of her, my heart grew heavy. I’d quickened my pace, wishing I had X-ray vision to see through the bookshelves to ease my rising anxiety. I knew she was there – where else would she be? – but I had an inherent need to be put out of my misery.


‘Hannah?’ I’d half whispered, half called out. ‘Come on out now. Where are you?’


When I reached the end of the bookcase, she’d jumped out. ‘Boo!’ she shrieked excitedly.


‘That isn’t funny,’ I said.


‘He told me to do it,’ she said, dissolving into fits of giggles as Brad sheepishly peered around the shelves. Despite being pleased that he’d surprised us, I couldn’t help but admonish his insensitivity.


‘Why would you tell her to do something like that?’ I snapped. ‘I was going out of my mind . . .’


‘We’re in a library,’ he said, laughing as he attempted to grab my waist. ‘What do you think’s going to happen?’


‘You never know,’ I said curtly.


‘I think we’ve got a pretty good idea,’ he’d said, smiling at my fearful expression.


But he shouldn’t be so complacent, because I know people can be taken from you when you least expect it. Like now.


Hank’s blue lights puncture the rapidly darkening skies, illuminating a room I hadn’t even realized needed lighting.


‘You need to find her,’ I sob, as I fall into his fatherly embrace. He may be the police chief of Coronado, but he’s a friend first and foremost, and Hannah’s disappearance will be hurting him almost as much as it’s hurting me. ‘Something’s happened – I know it has.’


‘Let’s not be jumping to any conclusions,’ he says, his soothing tone belying his grave expression, which suggests he already has. ‘I’m sure there’s a perfectly reasonable explanation.’




‘She’s eight years old, Hank, and someone has deliberately set out to take her.’


‘I spoke to Hannah’s teacher on the way over here,’ he says, guiding me into the kitchen with a firm hand in the small of my back. ‘She’s confirmed that a woman did indeed collect her and that she introduced herself as her aunt.’


‘Oh my god!’ I wail, as I imagine somebody else playing mother to my little girl. ‘What does she want? Why Hannah?’


As soon as the words are out, I wonder why it’s taken me twenty minutes to ask myself that question when the answer is so glaringly obvious. How had I not made the connection? How, in the maelstrom of emotions that have descended upon my brain since Hannah’s been missing, could I have forgotten the woman at my door? The woman who had even got as far as the hallway under the guise of being someone she wasn’t. The deafening roar in my head renders me speechless.


‘Nicole!’ calls out Brad as he runs through the open front door and rushes towards me.


I fall into him, my legs giving way as he bears my weight. ‘Where is she?’ I sob.


His bottom lip wavers, but he pulls himself up short before it has a chance to manifest into anything more. Though I know if it wasn’t for me, he’d have been on his knees before he’d even made it through the front door of the house that bears so many hallmarks of his little girl. Her red rain mac hangs redundantly on its hook, her wellies, still caked in mud, stand to attention on the mat. I’d hazard a guess that he can even smell her, and I can’t help but feel strangely envious; her natural sweet scent having already lost itself on me.


‘We’ll find her,’ he says, looking to Hank for backup, both literally and metaphorically.


An unnerving silence resounds and a guttural sob catches in my chest as children on the other side of the street play on their tricycles in their front yard. It’s a scene that’s played out every day. Except today everything feels different. Instead of seeing the gleaming pink and blue metal frames reflecting the sunset, a dark cloud seems to be casting the longest of shadows, and instead of their little chuckles of delight, all I can hear is my past howling at me.
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London, 1986


The heat is oppressive, as it always is on those five days a year that London registers over seventy degrees Fahrenheit. Sweat drips down Cassie’s back as bodies press tightly together like sardines in a can, waiting for someone to set them free. If she’d known it was going to be this hot, she wouldn’t have worn her denim jacket, but she’d not trusted the weathergirl on the TV this morning, even though she’d warned the elderly to stay inside and reminded animal lovers to keep their pets hydrated. In fact, Cassie had laughed in the face of it even further by wearing lace gloves and weighing herself down with layer after layer of plastic jewellery that sits heavily on her chest and around her wrists, making her skin itch, but impossible to scratch.


If she stands on tiptoes, held up by the pressing crowd around her, Cassie’s just tall enough to see that she’s on the wrong side of Oxford Street. If she were closer to the HMV record store, she’d be able to shelter in its shadow, but the sun is high, beating down on top of her head, making her feel like she’s cooking from the inside.


‘Get back!’ yells a power-hungry policeman. He raises his truncheon and needlessly jostles the edge of the ever-growing, excitable crowd.


Although the threat of authority looms menacingly, Cassie can’t help but feel empowered at the thought of revolting against it. She imagines being embroiled in the riots of a few years earlier or standing on the picket line of the long-standing miners’ strike, demanding to be heard, and although this isn’t quite the same, she doesn’t doubt that the police wouldn’t hesitate to use the same brute force if they felt their superiority slipping from their grasp.


As if the swaying teenage throng needed any further encouragement to unleash their hormonal frustrations, a girl wedged in three people across from Cassie starts to shout up out of the mêlée.


‘Who do we want?’ she yells, her turned-up mouth and mischievous glint displaying complete and utter defiance.


Cassie smiles, already a fan of her chutzpah. ‘Secret Oktober!’


The girl turns and winks at her, buoyed by her comradeship. ‘When do we want ’em?’


‘Now!’ roars Cassie.


The chant initially falls on deaf ears, but after a few more goes, the crowd begin to warm to the theme.


‘Who do we want?’




‘Secret Oktober!’ comes the rousing response.


‘When do we want ’em?’


‘Now!’


Stoking impatient anticipation, the mob moves backwards and forwards, and Cassie is caught up in the ebb and flow of a wave that she can’t duck out of. Screams rise as young girls get caught up in the electrifying expectations of pubescent dreams and car horns sound from the boy racers who have brought their Fiesta XR2s up to London’s busiest street to show off, only to be thwarted by a thousand scantily clad girls.


A single synthesizer note echoes from above and hysteria reverberates around the buildings, bouncing off the walls.


‘Good afternoon, London!’


The microphone screeches and you can’t even see the person speaking, but the crowd know exactly who it is. At least, those who saw the full-page advert in last night’s Evening Standard do. The other bystanders, bemused office workers on their lunch-breaks and frustrated cabbies, are there against their wishes, hemmed in by a mass of overactive hormones.


‘Whose bright idea was this?’ yells a commuter into the side of a policeman’s helmet.


The policeman grimaces. ‘We’re trying to shut it down, sir, but it’s going to take a while to disperse.’


Cassie isn’t going anywhere – not until she’s seen and heard all that her idols have come here to deliver.


‘Thanks so much for coming out today,’ says Ben Edwards, the static on the microphone gradually easing through the speakers. ‘I must say, you’re all looking particularly . . . hot.’


Cassie’s sure that from up there on the rooftop he can’t even see the hordes of girls hanging on to his every word; she certainly can’t see him from down here, but still the teasing words garner the desired effect, and girls scream as they no doubt fantasize that the lead singer of the country’s biggest band is referring to them alone.


The opening bars of their latest hit single start up and the crowd surges forwards, towards the store, as if expecting to be let inside and up the four floors of stairs to where the band are performing. But a ten-strong armed barricade of policemen block the way, holding the baying mob back.


‘Sod this!’ says the chanting girl, who’s now next to Cassie. ‘We’re not going to see anything from here. You wanna try to get a closer look?’


Cassie nods, not knowing if this cool chick with her bleached-blonde hair, cut asymmetrically across one eye, is talking to her or someone else.


‘Come on then,’ she says, grabbing Cassie’s hand then ducking down and slipping out of sight into the sea of bodies.


Getting out is even harder than being in the middle of the fracas – Cassie feels like she’s being churned around in someone’s gut, before being regurgitated and spat out onto the softening tarmac of the gridlocked road. But once she is, the relief is instant, her sweat immediately evaporating as much-needed air buffets her overheated body.


‘Come on!’ says the girl, pulling her by the hand through the double doors of the department store across the street.


‘Where are we going?’


‘Somewhere we can actually see their faces,’ says the girl, taking the escalator steps two at a time.


By the time they emerge at the fifth-floor restaurant, panting and gasping for breath, Cassie has cottoned on to what the girl is planning and can only imagine that a hundred other fans have also worked it out. But there’s just a gathering of well-heeled individuals, most with perfectly coiffed shampoo and sets, wondering why their lunches have been disrupted by the bedlam on the street below.


‘I don’t understand why they’re not at school,’ she hears one lady say to her friend, who tuts in agreement. ‘They’re just running amok, like animals in a zoo. The parents have lost all control!’


Cassie doesn’t disagree, and if her dad knew she was here instead of sitting in her timetabled history class right now, he’d have a fit. Especially if he also found out that her mum had given her permission to play truant. Well, it was more of a wry smile as she wordlessly handed Cassie the national newspaper advert announcing the ‘secret’ gig, but the intimation was there; it was in the special bond they shared, and if that was ‘losing control’, then Cassie loved her all the more for it.


‘Go and grab that corner table over by the window,’ says the girl, with an assertive nod. ‘I’ll get us a can of pop.’


Cassie run-walks to the corner, praying that her new friend’s intuition has paid off. When she gets to the booth overlooking Oxford Street below, any expectations she may have had are blown out of the water.


‘Oh my god!’ she squeals, causing the purple-rinse brigade to pull their mouths tight in abject horror. But she doesn’t care, because just across the road, one floor down, her favourite band in the whole wide world are performing a concert, seemingly just for her. The sound isn’t exactly clear, muffled by the double glazing, but it doesn’t matter; she’d rather see them than hear them and she can’t get much closer than this. Not today, anyway.


‘You’re a fucking genius,’ she says, as a bottle of Panda Pop is slammed down on the table in front of her.


‘I have my moments,’ says the girl, taking out a JPS cigarette from a pack of tens and lighting one up. ‘I’m Amelia, by the way.’




‘Cassie – pleased to meet you. How did you even think of this?’


Amelia shrugs her shoulders. ‘I can’t take all the credit,’ she says, keeping a watchful eye on what’s happening on the rooftop below. ‘Ben gave me a heads-up.’


Cassie thinks she must have heard her wrong. ‘Sorry – Ben?’ she questions, assuming it must be one other than of the ‘Edwards’ variety.


‘Ben!’ says Amelia, smiling at the frontman, who, if Cassie didn’t know better, seems to be smiling back.


‘You know him?’ she asks, her voice high-pitched.


Amelia nods coyly, giving nothing away.


‘Like, to actually talk to?’ Cassie blurts out, her brain working too fast for her mouth to keep up. ‘And he knows you? How?’


‘Well . . .’ Amelia starts, basking in the adulation her admission has afforded her. ‘We’ve known each other since this crazy ride began two years ago. I was first on the scene, having caught up with them after one of their early gigs in Brighton, and now we’re here, playing on top of the world’s most famous music store.’


She says it as if she’s part of the entourage, but if she were, she’d have an Access All Areas pass hanging from her neck, instead of almost breaking it by racing up five escalators to catch a glimpse of her idols from sixty feet away.


Cassie casts a suspicious glare as Amelia waves at the band, half-prepared to exchange her scepticism for jealousy if Ben Edwards waves back. She doesn’t know whether she’s relieved or disappointed when her new friend’s call for attention goes unanswered. Though it doesn’t seem to bother Amelia, who jumps up onto the banquette and hands her an Instamatic camera.


‘Make sure you get them in the background!’ she says, posing with her hands on her hips.


As Cassie peers through the viewfinder, she thinks that Amelia would be a lot prettier if she ditched the heavy black kohl and dark burgundy lipstick. It’s too much for her petite features and makes her look unnecessarily aggressive.


‘Oi, get down from there!’ shouts a voice from across the sedate restaurant.


Amelia smiles and sticks two fingers up, much to onlookers’ disgust.


‘You should be ashamed of yourselves,’ says a woman near them, her hairdo so stiff that it looks like she’s got a dead ferret on her head. ‘Do your parents even know you’re here?’


Amelia goes to issue a retort, but something catches her eye. ‘Oh my god, look,’ she says, pointing out of the window.


Cassie is rendered speechless by the appearance of at least twenty policemen making their way slowly across the rooftop towards the band. The bobbies move as if they’re closing in on a hardened criminal, but Ben and the boys are defiantly playing on, only faltering when Michael, the drummer, is manhandled, sending his sticks flying.


Ben brandishes his guitar like a riot shield, while Luke stands his ground behind his keyboard.


‘Come on!’ says Amelia, as if issuing a call to arms.


By the time they emerge into the blistering heat outside, the crowd are growing increasingly unsettled. The music has stopped and the police have become even more combative.


‘They’ll come out round the back,’ says Amelia, grabbing Cassie by the hand again and heading in the opposite direction to everyone else. She ducks down a side street and they run with burning lungs around the block, but there’s already a sizeable crowd surrounding the two black limousines that are parked there.


‘Link arms and don’t let go,’ says Amelia, throwing herself into the outskirts of the throng as if she were diving into a swimming pool.


Cassie follows hesitantly, not wanting to break the connection, but she closes her eyes, relying on Amelia’s lead to take her to where she needs to be.


The horde moves forwards, picking Cassie up and taking her with them. The noise rises, the screams of young girls piercing her eardrums.


‘Ben! I love you!’


‘Michael, over here!’




‘Luke, marry me!’


Cassie’s body slams into something hard and unforgiving, her feet leaving the ground as she’s lifted over the back of a car. She calls out – not in pain, but in shock and confusion, her mind unable to work out whether Amelia is pulling her or the crowd are pushing her.


‘Ben!’ Amelia yells. ‘What’s going on?’


Cassie jostles for position, trying to follow Amelia’s voice, but the physical contact is lost and she doesn’t even know which way is up, let alone where Amelia is. But suddenly, she sees him, and the cacophony surrounding her is silenced, the hysteria no longer audible. It’s as if she’s been anaesthetized, her limbs falling victim to the effect before her mind has a chance to.


Ben Edwards is so close that if she were to reach out, she’d be able to touch him. But her arms are pinned to her sides; it’s only her eyes that can move, tracking his movements as he is pushed and shoved even more than she is.


‘Ben!’ Amelia calls out again, somehow managing to catch his attention.


He looks up, sees her and offers a solemn smile. ‘Hey, Mils,’ he says, as he’s bundled into the back seat of the limo.


‘Get back!’ barks an overzealous security guard, before slamming the door and hitting the roof with an open palm. ‘Go, go, go!’


Despite his urgent calls, the car is only able to jerk forwards a few centimetres at a time, stopped by the crowd, who are banging on the windows and laying themselves across the bonnet.


‘Give them some room!’ yells Amelia, pushing back, as if she were their bodyguard.


Cassie pushes back too, trying to get herself out of the way, but although her body is clear, as she leans into the crowd for support, she’s not quick enough with her foot, which disappears under a painfully slow-moving back tyre.


Her face must say it all, her ability to make a sound lost to the pain that is wracking her body.


‘Her foot!’ yells Amelia into the tiny gap of the open window. ‘It’s under the car!’


The wheel rolls forwards another half a turn and Cassie feels her exposed toes flattening against the manmade sole of her roman sandal.


‘Are you OK?’ asks Ben, sticking his head out.


Cassie doesn’t know what’s causing her to be more dumbstruck; the pain, or the shock of having her idol talk to her.


She nods numbly as everyone around her screams for him, delighted to be given a clear view of their idol.


‘Ben, I love you!’ someone screeches in her ear.


‘Fuck!’ cries Cassie as the window is wound up and the car moves off.




‘Oh my god!’ shrieks Amelia. ‘Are you all right? Can you walk?’


Cassie grimaces as she takes a tentative step, the thumping throb reminding her of the Tom and Jerry cartoons she used to watch.


‘I . . . I don’t know,’ she groans, as Amelia props her up and forcefully pushes her way through the crowd.


A few minutes later, as Cassie sits on a bench, she already knows that the shock of what happened far outweighs the actual damage. But a part of her feels she needs to keep up the charade, if only for the twenty or so girls who are crowding around her, eulogizing about how they wished it was their foot Ben Edwards’s car had run over.


‘Do you think it’s broken?’ asks one.


‘Does it matter?’ quips another.


Cassie looks up with a pained expression.


‘Well, you could pretend that it’s broken,’ says the second girl breathlessly, warming to the theme. ‘And that you had to go to hospital.’


‘Why would I do that?’ asks Cassie, confused.


‘Because it would be a surefire way of getting Ben’s attention. A friend of mine told The Sun that one of Madonna’s bodyguards had pushed her into the road and she’d hit her head.’


Cassie leans in, her interest piqued. ‘And . . .?’


‘And two days later, Madonna turned up at her house with a bouquet of flowers and two VIP tickets to her Wembley Stadium show next year.’


‘Get out of here!’ says Cassie. ‘You’ve got to be pulling my chain.’


The girl shakes her head. ‘God’s honest truth.’


Cassie’s stomach flips at the thought of Ben Edwards turning up on her doorstep, but the jittery sensation is short-lived. Because, as much as her mother would welcome him in with open arms, she already knows that her dad would most likely slam the door in his face.


She goes to get up and winces as her swollen toes attempt to take her weight.


‘We need to get some ice on those,’ says Amelia.


‘My sister works just around the corner,’ says Cassie. ‘She’ll have something.’


‘OK, lead the way,’ says Amelia, before laughing. ‘Oh, sorry – you can’t . . .’
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Nicole’s feet are on fire and if she could sit down and take the weight off them, she fears she’d stay there for a week. But there’s no time to rest; there’s still an hour left of her shift, with just enough time to grab a plate of Jim’s loaded potato skins before heading to her second job of the day. Well, she calls it a job, but technically she’d have to be paid for it to be a job.


‘Are you all done here?’ she asks a table of four, who have been acting up ever since they arrived three hours ago – the wine wasn’t cold enough, the meat not cooked enough, even though they managed to consume both with gusto. Now they’ve been taking up premium space for the past hour, without ordering a single thing, while a line of hungry diners, eager to spend, are queuing around the block.


‘We’d like the steaks taken off the bill,’ comes the retort, with a dismissive swish of a hand.


‘But you ate them!’ says Nicole, well used to this ruse.


The moustached man nearest to her places a hand on her behind. ‘We’re happy to leave a healthy tip though,’ he says, raising his bushy eyebrows suggestively.


‘You really don’t want to be doing that,’ says Nicole, her contempt masked with a look of resignation.


‘Isn’t it all part of the service?’ asks the man as he slides his clammy fingers down her leg.


‘Jim!’ she yells over to the kitchen. ‘We’ve got a hot one!’


A big, bearded man wearing a bloodied apron looks up from behind the counter, his eyes ablaze. He raises a meat cleaver in the air and slams it down onto his chopping board.


Nicole turns to the man with an apologetic expression. ‘You might want to explain to the chef over there why you won’t be paying for the food he’s so lovingly prepared for you.’


The man scoffs.


‘And why your hand is currently on his girlfriend’s arse . . .’


There’s a sudden whipping-out of wallets as the four of them almost fight to be the first to put money on the table.


‘Much appreciated!’ Nicole calls out, waving their five-pound tip in the air as they fall over themselves to get out of the restaurant.


Jim’s menacing look dissolves into the sweetest smile as he watches them go.




‘Give me a sec and I’ll get you seated,’ Nicole says to the next in line, a couple who don’t look like they’ll be giving her any trouble at all. She breathes a sigh of relief, knowing that it’ll make the next hour easier to deal with. That’s how she approaches her time at the diner – in short, bite-sized chunks that move her ever forwards to what she really wants to be doing.


‘Hey, sis!’ comes a voice.


A smile plays on Nicole’s lips before she’s even turned around to see who it is – immediately followed by a deepening frown as she realizes it’s two o’clock on a Thursday afternoon.


‘Why aren’t you at school?’ she asks as her little sister hobbles in, supported by another girl of similar age. The question of why she’s being held up by a stranger can be asked later.


‘It’s all right, Mum knows . . .’ says Cassie, rolling her eyes at Nicole’s maternal glare.


‘But Dad doesn’t?’


Cassie looks at her as if she’s mad. ‘Er, no!’


Nicole shakes her head in admonishment, taking the top chair from a stack and putting it down for Cassie to sit on.


‘What happened?’ she asks, bending over to take a closer look at Cassie’s foot; the second toe is clawed up and three times the size it should be.


‘A car ran over it,’ says Cassie, blithely.


‘A car?’ shrieks Nicole. ‘Well, then it’s probably broken – it looks broken.’


‘All the better,’ says Cassie with a mischievous glint in her eye that Nicole knows spells trouble. ‘Because it wasn’t just any car . . .’


Nicole looks at her questioningly before the penny drops. ‘Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me . . .’ she says, with an air of exasperation. ‘This has got something to do with those boys, hasn’t it?’


Cassie grins.


‘So, you’ve skipped school to come into town to see them and they’ve run over your foot in their car?’


‘Yep, but it was worth every second of pain,’ says Cassie, still smiling. ‘Because Ben Edwards actually looked at me. He knows I exist, and he can break all ten of my toes if it means he knows who I am.’


Nicole tsks condescendingly. ‘You think he’s going to remember you for this? The only thing he’ll remember you for is being the stupid kid who threw herself under his car.’


‘I don’t care,’ says Cassie, sounding every bit the immature sixteen-year-old that she is.


‘Dad is going to kill you when he finds out,’ says Nicole, taking a dishcloth to the recently vacated table and wiping it down. ‘Not only have you skipped school behind his back, but you’ve done it to chase these boys across town. You know how he feels about all this . . .’


‘But it was with Mum’s permission,’ whines Cassie.




‘Well, that’s even worse – you’re going to get her in a whole heap of trouble too.’


Cassie’s hunched shoulders relax. ‘I don’t know why he gets so bent out of shape around this stuff. I could be doing a lot worse . . .’


‘Not in his eyes,’ says Nicole. ‘He can’t bear to see you waste your time and energy on a fantasy that will never come true. He’s been there, seen it – remember? All those years he spent trying to get a break, quite literally working his fingers to the bone on that bloody guitar, night after night, so convinced was he that he was going to hit the big time. But his commitment and sacrifices amounted to nothing.’


‘He met Mum, didn’t he?’ muses Cassie petulantly.


‘Yes, and he dragged her around the country with him,’ says Nicole. ‘And that’s something he’s never forgiven himself for . . .’ She looks away, quelling the desire to cry. ‘Especially now.’


‘That’s not exactly his fault,’ says Cassie, her bottom lip softening.


‘Of course it isn’t,’ says Nicole, pulling herself up short as she looks at the girl with her sister, not wanting to air her family’s issues in public. ‘But he doesn’t want the same for you.’ She ruffles her little sister’s hair affectionately. ‘And you shouldn’t want it for yourself – you’re worth more than that.’


Cassie shrugs despondently. ‘But you’re following your passion,’ she says.




‘Oh yeah, I’m smashing it,’ laughs Nicole sardonically, not wanting to give Cassie false hope of a life she’s not sure exists. She hopes it does – that somewhere out there in the universe is a spotlight just waiting to shine on her. But it hasn’t happened yet, despite months of gigging up and down the country every night, and waitressing in Jim’s every day. She’s exhausted, and spends some days barely able to function, but she has to push on – not just because that’s what you have to do if you want to earn your stripes on the circuit, but because time is running out.


Her father had allowed her to ditch college, to pursue a dream they once both shared, only on the strict understanding that if, after a year, she hadn’t made significant inroads into establishing a career that was notoriously hard to conquer, then she was to return to her studies with not so much as a by your leave. But what they hadn’t yet agreed on, with just two months to go, was what, exactly, amounted to ‘significant inroads’.


In Nicole’s mind, it can be gauged by the fact that she’s able to support herself, although the lion’s share of her income isn’t coming from her singing. But still, she’s set herself up in a rented studio flat in Islington and is managing to put petrol into her run-down Mini. Surely that has to be seen as a win?


Yet Nicole fears that her father’s barometer is going to be set by whether she’s played Wembley Stadium, thus creating an impossible task that she can’t help but fail. She understands his reservations; no one had tried harder to be a professional musician than he had, and most would argue that that’s exactly what he was. But he’d been under-booked and underpaid, which didn’t bode well with a mortgage and a baby on the way. So, he’d given up on his castle in the sky and believed that everyone else should, too.


But Nicole’s not ready to return to her marine biology course just yet, because performing speaks to her soul in a way that the underwater world, however fantastical, never could. It’s in her blood, as much as it was in her father’s, and although he may well have developed a method of denying it, as one brutal rebuttal followed another, if you have something burning within you – a passion that you can’t extinguish – you have to at least follow that light for as long as you can.


‘But you’re happy,’ says Cassie, not yet mature enough to understand the sacrifices Nicole has made in pursuit of a dream that may never be realized. ‘You don’t have to listen to Dad droning on about how you’re wasting your life. He doesn’t get to dictate where you go or what you do any more.’


‘It’s only because he cares,’ says Nicole. ‘Being a grown-up is hard, and I imagine being a parent even harder, so go easy – try not to upset him with all your antics. He’s got a lot on his plate right now.’


‘That doesn’t give him the right to be even more of an arse than normal,’ says Cassie.




‘Perhaps he has every right – what with everything going on with Mum,’ says Nicole, looking at Cassie questioningly as she wraps a bag of ice in a tea-towel and carefully places it on her sister’s foot.


‘I wish you’d come back home,’ says Cassie. ‘It was better then.’


‘Me being home isn’t going to make what’s going on any easier,’ says Nicole, though she has to admit, it would certainly alleviate some of the guilt that makes her feel as if she has a ten-ton weight around her neck.
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