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  To my wonderful parents, Sheila and David,




  and to the memory of Rudi Everton Star




  







  Jonathan




  Sunday 26 October, 10.45 a.m.




  We were shown into the police-station waiting room. Mum and Dad sat down, but I stayed on my feet. Apart from being worried, I was angry – at myself. Freya had been

  missing since Saturday 18th – a whole eight days, yet stupid me had delayed reporting it for a week, thinking I could play detective. What an idiot I’d been! This wasn’t about us

  any more. If Freya had been abducted, a day could make all the difference, and if she ended up dead, it would be my fault.




  I glanced at my parents, wondering how they were managing to stay calm. For a moment I imagined how we must appear to someone walking into the room. Dad, broad-shouldered, bearded, obviously an

  outdoors type, dressed in jeans, sweater and peaked cap that had all seen better days. He wouldn’t have looked out of place in a farmyard. Mum, older than most mothers of teenagers, neatly

  but plainly dressed, thick red hair, no make-up, no jewellery aside from her wedding ring. She was wearing her best coat, but somehow it seemed shabby in the brightly lit room.




  And me? A stranger would have seen a skinny sixteen-year-old wearing glasses, taller than his parents, quietly spoken – not the kind of kid who got dragged into police stations. I

  wasn’t as good at keeping my feelings from showing as Mum and Dad were. A stranger might think I looked tense – upset – guilty even.




  Normally this time on a Sunday Mum would be cooking a roast, and maybe crumble and custard if we were lucky. Family or a neighbour might drop round, and if it was cold Dad would make sure there

  was a log fire. Suddenly more than anything I wanted to go home, back to that safe world where I could be an ordinary teenager again. It felt surreal to be here in this white, windowless room, part

  of something most people just read about in the news.




  ‘Why do the police want to speak to me again?’ I asked, kicking my heels against the wall. ‘I told them everything yesterday. They should be out finding Freya, not mucking

  about with more questions.’




  ‘We’ll find out soon enough,’ Dad said. ‘No point getting nervous.’




  But I was nervous. And when we were shown into the interview room and Detective Inspector Shaw and Detective Sergeant Turner appeared, I could see I was right to be. Shaw’s eyebrows were

  drawn together in a frown, and she’d pulled her hair into a tight ponytail, as though to signal she meant business. Turner, about ten years younger and a good six inches taller, wasn’t

  smiling either. There was another man with them, whom Shaw introduced as DS Young, from Richmond CID. He looked ordinary, rather like someone’s dad, but I knew his presence couldn’t be

  a good thing.




  ‘We’re holding this interview, Jonathan, because a number of things have come to light. Before we proceed, however . . .’




  Turner cleared his throat. ‘You do not have to say anything. But it may harm your defence if you do not mention when questioned something which you later rely on in court. Anything you do

  say may be given as evidence.’




  I glanced at Mum and Dad. They looked as startled as I felt.




  ‘What’s this for?’ Mum asked. ‘Jonathan hasn’t done anything.’




  ‘Procedure,’ said Shaw. ‘There are questions we’re not authorized to ask without issuing a caution. If you’d like a solicitor, you’re entitled to

  one.’




  ‘I don’t think we need that,’ said Mum, eyeing Dad.




  He shook his head. ‘No. Jonathan has nothing to hide.’




  ‘So, Jonathan,’ said Shaw, ‘we’ve done a thorough inspection of Freya’s aunt’s house. I understand Freya’s been living there since September. Your

  fingerprints are everywhere – not surprising, perhaps – but when we entered we found that someone had put the week’s post on a table by the door. Was that you?’




  ‘Ah. Yeah, it was.’




  ‘You should have told us you’d been in the house. The investigation team has been wasting time on a false line of inquiry because of that.’




  ‘Sorry,’ I mumbled.




  ‘Why were you in the house?’




  ‘I went there on Friday. You know, when I was trying to figure out if Freya was missing, before coming to you. I was only checking things out.’




  ‘How did you get in?’




  ‘There’s a key hidden outside. Freya told me about it.’




  ‘Did you touch anything?’




  ‘Her phone . . . and her laptop. That was where I looked at Freya’s email – you know, to see if she’d sent any messages since she vanished, like I told you.’




  ‘You didn’t mention this was done from the house.’




  ‘Is this relevant?’ asked Mum. ‘And how do you know that the fingerprints are Jonathan’s?’




  Shaw folded her arms, face implacable.




  ‘We have your son’s DNA and fingerprints on record. This isn’t the first time you’ve been questioned by the police, is it, Jonathan?’




  I felt myself go pale.




  ‘That was back in February.’ Dad started to look angry. ‘What does this have to do with Freya?’




  Shaw leaned forward, arms now on the table. ‘Where were you the night Freya vanished, Jonathan? I imagine you were quite upset, given she’d just dumped you.’




  ‘Of course I was! I loved her—’




  ‘Did you go to a friend’s, perhaps?’ Turner gave me a quick smile, and I wondered if Shaw had instructed him to play good cop to her bad.




  ‘No. Like you said, I was upset. I didn’t want to go home and tell Mum and Dad what had happened so I hung around in London.’




  ‘All night?’ Shaw raised her eyebrows.




  ‘Yeah. I missed the last train home.’




  ‘Where did you go?’




  ‘Down by the river near Freya’s aunt’s, then central London and Liverpool Street station. I got the first train home to Norfolk.’




  ‘Can anyone confirm this?’




  Mum gasped, and I jerked back in my chair.




  Shaw leaned even further forward. ‘Did you hang around outside Freya’s aunt’s house, hoping you could see her? Did you intercept Freya when she left?’




  ‘No!’




  ‘Are you sure?’




  ‘Of course he’s sure!’ Dad snapped. ‘What exactly are you implying?’




  ‘Nothing,’ said Shaw. ‘All we’re observing is that February’s incident suggests your son has a bit of a temper – and that he’s capable of taking it out

  on people who upset him. There’s no doubt he was angry with Freya on the night in question. Several witnesses heard him shouting at her and calling her a, quote, “selfish

  bitch”.’




  ‘And in our experience of missing people,’ Turner said, ‘it’s often the last person to see them who knows more than they’re letting on.’




  ‘Well, that’s not what happened here, cos she’s not dead and I’d never hurt her! Unless . . .’ I stopped, feeling myself go cold. ‘Oh God.’




  Shaw and Turner exchanged a glance. Mum reached out to clutch my hand.




  ‘You’ve found a body, haven’t you?’ I asked. ‘She’s dead.’




  ‘No, nothing like that,’ said Turner, and I felt my heart beat again.




  Turner handed Shaw a file. From it she took two photographs and pushed them across the table.




  ‘Do you know either of these women?’




  I looked at each in turn. ‘That girl’s missing, isn’t she?’ I said, recognizing the face I’d seen a few days back in the newspaper. ‘Lyndsey . . . Brown,

  right? The other doesn’t ring any bells.’




  For the first time DS Young spoke. ‘Have you ever met either of them?’




  ‘No, of course not.’




  ‘What about Freya? Were they her friends?’




  ‘Wait a moment,’ Mum interrupted. ‘Who are these girls?’




  ‘Haven’t you been watching the news, Mrs Oxley?’ asked Turner. ‘Both these girls were abducted from the streets of south-west London, we believe by the same person. One

  lived a few streets away from Freya. We found her body floating in the Thames.’




  The colour drained from Mum’s face. ‘Oh God. You think there’s a connection with Freya.’




  ‘Impossible to say, but we’re treating this as suspicious.’ Shaw turned back to me and I shook my head.




  ‘Far as I know, Freya never met these girls.’




  ‘Where were you on the night of Saturday the twenty-seventh of September, Jonathan? Four weekends back.’




  ‘I was . . . well, I was visiting Freya. We went to a concert and got back to her aunt’s late-ish.’




  ‘Can the aunt confirm this?’




  ‘Think she was asleep.’




  ‘So Freya’s the only one who can corroborate your story.’




  ‘We spoke to people at the concert – but after then, yeah. What does this have to do with anything?’




  The police looked at me coolly, and in a flash I realized. The newspaper report I’d read about that girl said the last time she’d been seen was on Saturday 27 September. I remembered

  the date because it was Freya’s birthday weekend. The police couldn’t think . . . surely not?




  I turned to Mum and Dad. I was starting to feel dizzy and knew I had to get out before I said something stupid. ‘Can we please go home now?’




  ‘We haven’t finished yet,’ said Shaw, and she sounded so serious that I began to sweat. My actions did look suspicious – for all the police knew, I could have been

  deleting evidence when I looked at Freya’s phone and laptop – and they clearly hadn’t ruled out the idea that I’d waited outside her house and done something terrible to her

  . . .




  Scariest of all, I realized there was no evidence to prove I hadn’t. No one had seen me that night and, heck, Freya’s mates had even heard us arguing! The boyfriend was always the

  number-one suspect when a girl vanished. How many times had I seen distraught guys making appeals on the news, only to be charged with murder a few days later? God, I wished I hadn’t named

  Lyndsey – that looked super-dodgy, especially as I had no alibi for the night she vanished either. What a nightmare this was turning into.




  Rosalind




  11.45 a.m.




  It seemed like I’d been waiting ages. I mooched from my bedroom to the kitchen to the sitting room, then back again. Olivia came out of her room, trying to text and

  button up her jacket at the same time. She asked me what I was doing. I couldn’t answer – because I really didn’t know any more. I shouldn’t even have been part of this.




  The reception had been bad when Jonathan had called me earlier. I had difficulty making out what he was saying.




  ‘Police?’ I asked. ‘But they’ve already spoken to you about Freya.’




  ‘Maybe they’re suspicious about the time we wasted before reporting her missing,’ Jonathan said. ‘Don’t worry, Ros, I haven’t told them about you – no

  reason for you to get involved.’




  I wished I had something comforting to say when he called back, but I was more tangled up in this than he realized. He hadn’t guessed yet – despite all the lies I’d told him,

  he trusted me. I almost wished he didn’t. I could toughen up and tell myself it didn’t matter if he thought I was a crazy, sick person – because that’s what he would think

  if he knew that I’d followed – stalked – Freya round London that day. He’d want to know why I did it, and telling him that would be the worst thing imaginable.




  Funny to think that a couple of months ago I’d been wishing everything would change. Now I was almost wishing I’d never let Jonathan into my life.




  I lay on my bed and stared at the stain on my ceiling from when a tile fell off the roof and the rain came in. If you looked at it in a certain way, it was shaped like Great Britain. Dad had

  been promising to do something about it for months, but of course he hadn’t.




  My phone rang. It was Jonathan.




  ‘Ros?’




  He sounded dazed, and I wished I was there so I could hug him. I pulled myself off the bed and closed the door. Olivia had gone by now so there was no one home to overhear, but I felt safer with

  it shut.




  ‘Jono! Are you OK? What did they say?’




  He drew breath, and I knew what he was thinking even before he said it.




  ‘Ros, how the hell did we get into this mess?’




  







  1. Online




  Rosalind




  Saturday 30 August, 10.00 p.m.




  In the moments you need contact with a human being, there’s never the right person there.




  Strangely, when I had this thought, I was hardly alone. It was ten o’clock on Saturday night and I was hanging out round the back of the bowling alley with my best friend, Abby, Claudia

  Rowley-Wood and a bunch of Claudia’s hangers-on I didn’t know. Abby was crouched in a corner, giggling. Whether she was drunk on the few mouthfuls she’d taken from the bottle of

  Smirnoff Ice we’d passed round or just pretending, I couldn’t tell. Claudia, unnecessarily dolled up for an evening in a grubby alleyway, was baiting two of the boys with a packet of

  fries.




  ‘Time for art class.’ One of the guys opened a plastic bag to reveal multicoloured spray cans.




  ‘We could go to the park,’ another said. ‘The wall at the back of the tennis courts has just been repainted. It’s begging for some decoration.’




  ‘What should I write, Claudia?’ Abby, equipped with green spray, managed to make the question sound like begging. Claudia tilted her head and pursed her well-glossed lips. It

  sickened me to see Abby, a self-styled goth who talked about ‘standing out’, acting like a faithful dog, so I joined the graffiti boys. They were laughing and spraying the wall,

  thinking they were being clever. Even though I was aware that someone would have to clean this off, I pressed the nozzle. I knew what would happen, but was still surprised when a splodge of bright

  orange appeared on the wall. The splodge turned into a curve, and I joined the curves to make a figure. It was easily recognizable as a woman wearing a ball gown. Her face I left blank.




  I would have drawn her a partner if the others hadn’t got restless. We trailed out, across the car park and on to the pavement leading away from the retail park. For a Saturday night it

  was quiet, with only a few cars and a bus on the normally busy road. The noise we were making seemed to carry a long way. I walked alongside Abby, but she was too busy sharing Claudia’s

  cigarette and trying hard not to look like it was the first time she’d smoked to pay me any attention. A middle-aged couple saw us coming and crossed over the road.




  ‘Are we hanging out tomorrow?’ said Abby.




  Claudia made a pretence of considering this. I ground my teeth together. Of course we were hanging out tomorrow. Claudia’s crew spent every Sunday on the benches outside Tesco.




  ‘S’pose so,’ said Claudia, making it sound like a gracious handout.




  ‘Great. Outside Tesco then. Can Ros come?’




  Claudia’s gaze flickered my way, then she turned, talking loudly to one of the guys as if I wasn’t there.




  I don’t care, I thought, glaring at her back view. And I wouldn’t go tomorrow, just to show I didn’t care. If Abby wanted to go and act stupid, that was her problem.




  We stopped outside the Malt and Hops, looking through the old-fashioned arched windows to see who was working behind the bar and whether they’d be likely to serve us. Everyone looked to

  Claudia for a lead – and I decided that was it. There was no way I, a fourteen-year-old who didn’t even look her age, would be let in. I wasn’t going to give Claudia the

  satisfaction of seeing me turned away.




  I was expecting someone to call out and ask where I was going, but I turned off the high street without anyone noticing. I wondered how long it would take them to realize I wasn’t there

  – if they realized at all.




  I hoped Abby would phone the next morning, but she didn’t. I was alone in the house, so I made pancakes with whipped cream, chocolate spread and Gummi bears on top to

  cheer myself up. I feel rather like Cinderella these days, stuck indoors while others are out having fun. I’m always finding notes on the table – Remember to take the recycling bins

  out or Could you give the kitchen a clean?Thanks! The last time we did something as a family was a long time ago. My older sister, Olivia, is always round at her boyfriend’s house,

  and Dad has started seeing Petra, who just happens to be covering my drama teacher’s maternity leave. They met at parents’ evening, and I could tell at once there was something there,

  because Petra didn’t mention that I’m heading for a D in drama unless I start being more ‘sociable’ and learn to work better with other students. Dad has never been an

  interfering parent, but thanks to Petra I barely see him now. He’s started squeezing into trendy shirts and jeans and he’s even planning to go to Ibiza with her. I mean –

  please! Petra’s OK – friendly without being in your face, and she tells quite funny stories about people she knows in theatre – but she’s still my teacher. I feel really

  awkward whenever we pass in the school corridor, even though Petra keeps it neutral. Thank goodness she’s only at my school until half-term.




  As for Mum – well, Mum’s not around.




  Normally I have no problem amusing myself. I like to draw people – either from memory or photographs in fashion magazines. I have sketchbooks filled with portraits.

  Today, though, I couldn’t make the pencil do what I wanted, and I gave up. So I messed about baking a chocolate cake that sank in the middle, made myself a sandwich, then watched a romantic

  comedy which annoyed me so much that I turned the TV off. I’ll never understand how people can enjoy films where heroines stop wearing glasses, straighten their frizzy hair and suddenly

  become so beautiful that everyone falls at their feet. Maybe they’re living in a different world to me. The world I know is one where people let you down and happy endings don’t

  happen.




  After eating some of my cake, which tasted better than I thought it would, I went online and checked MyPlace, my favourite social-networking site. Just at that moment a message popped up,

  telling me that an unknown person calling themselves ‘Squeebunny’ was messaging me.




  I hadn’t used MyPlace’s instant-messaging function much; I was more interested in uploading my artwork than chatting to people. Besides, I didn’t know this person.

  ‘Squeebunny’: one stupid name out of billions of faceless Internet users. I moved the mouse to delete him or her. But then the message box popped up, and Squeebunny spoke.




  Jonathan




  10.30 p.m.




  I stood at the side of the room, trying to look like I was having a good time. Sixteen-year-olds are meant to enjoy parties, and this one seemed like a good idea –

  it was being hosted by Tammy Whiting, whose parents were loaded. As well as most of our year, she’d invited a bunch of kids I didn’t know; I guessed they must have enrolled in some of

  the same colleges as us. Not for the first time, I wished my school did A levels and I didn’t live in the sticks. The nearest sixth-form colleges were in Norwich, a good twenty miles away.

  Even worse, I’d have to catch the 7 a.m. zombie bus, which everyone says is only ever on time when you’re late. I couldn’t wait until I could start driving lessons next

  summer.




  I’d thought that everyone would be nervous about starting college, but I couldn’t imagine that the trendily dressed, confident-looking people around me had been fretting all summer

  like I had. They looked alarmingly at ease, laughing in groups, already the greatest of friends. I can never think of what to say to new people – besides, they were talking about celebrities

  I’d barely heard of. They probably wouldn’t be interested in me anyway – heck, even people I knew weren’t. Two girls from my year I’d just approached had given me

  blank looks and said, ‘Sorry – what was your name?’




  ‘You don’t know after five years in the same school?’ I tried to make it a joke, but it came out sounding wrong so I added quickly, ‘Jonathan. You know –

  Freya’s boyfriend?’




  Freya’s name sparked some interest and we managed to talk for a while, shouting over the music – some annoying playlist of hits from talentless boy bands. I wished Freya was here;

  people always looked at me differently when we were together. But she had left for her aunt’s house in London a few days ago and so far was having a good time. Classes at her music school

  hadn’t begun yet, but she’d already made a number of friends. I wasn’t surprised – Freya’s pretty and, unlike me, always seems to know the right thing to say.

  She’s just one of those people others warm to.




  This was the first time I’d been out without her in months, I realized. It was difficult to remember how things had been before; I’d changed a lot since we’d started dating. I

  was surprised none of the people Freya had introduced me to were here tonight – I knew they’d been round Tammy Whiting’s house before. Though they were more her friends than mine,

  I’d been banking on their company. I was beginning to wish I’d made an effort to keep up with my old mates; while I’d been a bit of a loner, there were a few kids I was friendly

  with, mainly from karate class. But they’d become distant, and if I was honest, I knew it was my fault for getting too wound up in Freya’s world.




  A fist connected with my stomach, making me choke on a mouthful of Archers.




  ‘Jono! Where’ve you been hiding all summer?’




  It was Stuart, a guy who’d been in my class. We often played battleships during RE classes and he sometimes copied my homework when rugby practice got in the way of doing it

  himself. While we weren’t exactly mates, I was ridiculously relieved to see him.




  ‘Wasn’t hiding,’ I said. ‘Just didn’t hang out much. Freya and I were composing stuff.’




  ‘You look like your cat’s just died. Here.’ He shoved a plastic cup at me. ‘Drown your sorrows.’




  ‘What is it?’




  ‘Cider. Go on.’




  I took the cup, putting down my half-finished Archers. I don’t really like cider, and I was already starting to feel pretty peculiar after the drinks I’d had earlier, but I

  didn’t want to look a wimp in front of Stuart.




  ‘Your girlfriend’s gone to some fancy music school, right?’ Stuart asked, watching me as I took a gulp of the drink. ‘The Conservatory or something. Sounds well up

  itself.’




  ‘It’s a conservatoire, actually. The London Conservatoire.’




  ‘Whatever. How come you’re not going?’




  I shrugged. ‘Even aspiring rock stars need A levels. According to my parents.’




  ‘Hey, have you heard? Tom Copeland’s moved to Bury.’




  I swallowed too quickly and choked.




  Stuart slapped me on the back. ‘My mum reckons it’s your fault,’ he said. ‘Mrs Copeland told her she didn’t want Tom having anything to do with us after what you

  did. Says you’re dangerous.’




  ‘Look, I don’t want to talk about that. College is meant to be a new start, OK?’




  It was at this point I realized a girl was standing next to me. ‘Hi, Jonathan,’ she said, giving me a wave.




  ‘Uh . . . do I know you?’ I asked.




  ‘Nope, but you will, because someone told me you’re taking maths at the same college I’m going to. I’m Natasha.’




  ‘Ah, right.’ There was a pause, during which I tried to think of something witty to say. I felt Stuart’s elbow come into contact with my ribs.




  ‘Lucky,’ he muttered. ‘She’s fit.’




  ‘I noticed,’ I said, and gave Natasha a wobbly smile as I finished the cider. ‘So, are you a maths whizz?’




  ‘Far from it. Maybe you can help me out.’




  ‘I guess I could try.’




  She laughed. ‘Don’t be so modest! You’re really smart. I’ve heard stories.’




  I couldn’t help but feel flattered. Maybe this wasn’t such a bad party after all.




  ‘What stories?’ I asked.




  ‘Freya Rose told me you used to do her maths homework for her.’




  ‘You know Freya?’




  ‘Yeah, we had the same violin teacher. You went out, right? I heard she’d picked up a geeky boyfriend.’




  I hadn’t been called a geek in a long time. Seemed a lifetime ago I’d been the guy who hid in the computer lab at lunchtime, who wore bad glasses and came top of the class. ‘I

  still am her boyfriend.’




  ‘Right.’ Natasha looked amused. ‘Somehow I can’t see Freya holding up a long-distance relationship. She’s had quite a lot of boyfriends, hasn’t

  she?’




  Suddenly I didn’t feel quite so at ease. I shook my head when Stuart offered me another drink, beginning to wish I could get out of the room, away from all these people.

  ‘What?’




  ‘Nothing. Just . . . a few interesting stories about Freya came my way.’




  ‘Well, I don’t want to hear them.’




  ‘Very loyal of you.’




  Now I had no idea what she was getting at. I was trying to think of how I could reply when my head started to spin. I reached out and held on to the back of a chair.




  ‘What’s up?’ I heard Natasha ask.




  The faces and forms around me were fuzzy now, and I knew I had to get outside. My stomach was churning and my legs were threatening to buckle. I fought my way to the door, muttering apologies.

  Outside, in the cold air, I took several deep breaths, then found myself on my knees. I realized people were standing round me. Someone – Natasha – was kneeling too, her hand on my

  arm.




  ‘Jonathan, are you all right?’




  I wanted to say, ‘I’m fine,’ but instead my stomach spoke, pushing up beer, cider, Archers and everything I’d eaten, right in front of Natasha.




  Everyone’s worst nightmare and it had to happen to me.




  I don’t remember how I got home, but when I woke I was in bed. Not unsurprisingly, I had a pounding headache. When I picked up my mobile there was a message from Stuart.




  BTW I laced ur cider with vodka, thought u needed it. Oh & u owe me 4 the taxi home. [image: ]




  It was almost lunchtime before I felt well enough to get up. I went into the kitchen and found my parents and the Morrisons from next door sitting round the table. I wished someone had warned me

  we had guests before I came down in my pyjamas.




  ‘Good night, was it?’ Dad called as I went to the fridge. I could tell from the expression on his face that he was trying not to laugh. In fact, they were all looking amused.




  ‘Fine,’ I muttered, taking a carton of juice.




  ‘Anything interesting happen?’ asked Mum. I grunted. ‘Would you like me to make you something to eat?’




  I was hungry, but there was no way I was sticking around to be asked embarrassing questions. I grabbed a bread roll and was nearly out of the door when Dad said, ‘Jonathan?’




  ‘What?’




  ‘It’s not a good idea to mix your drinks.’




  I slunk off to my room and spent the rest of the afternoon feeling stupid. College was going to be fun and games tomorrow if word spread about what I’d done. Being forgotten suddenly

  seemed an attractive prospect.




  Mum tried to get me to come down to dinner but I didn’t fancy it, especially as the Morrisons were still there. But after a while the Sunday-evening quietness started to get to me. I

  wanted someone to talk to. I considered phoning Freya, but there was no way I was going to tell her I’d humiliated myself.




  So on a whim I turned to my laptop, logged on to MyPlace and clicked on ‘Search for friends’. In the past I’d used the search tool to find and chat to people who liked the same

  bands as me; today I wasn’t bothered who I hooked up with. I didn’t bother filling in most of the details, except to limit the search to people in the UK who were online right now. I

  just wanted to tell someone how I was feeling, someone who I didn’t know and couldn’t think any less of me. Whether they replied or not didn’t matter.




  The first name the search tossed up was someone called ‘Rozzledozzle’. I started typing.




  I am a total loser. I wanted to make a good start at sixth form. Instead I got pissed and threw up over this girl.




  I banged the enter key, expecting nothing to happen. I stared at my screen for a moment. Two words appeared.




  so wot?




  Rosalind




  Sunday 31 August, 8.25 p.m.




  The mild curiosity I’d felt when Squeebunny popped up on my screen disappeared the moment I saw his message. Brilliant, someone wanting to unload his crap on to me.

  I knew Squeebunny was a he because I’d looked at his profile: male, sixteen, Norfolk, United Kingdom. There was an arty photo of some guy playing a guitar, face turned away, and he’d

  written that his interests were rock music, computers and horror films, along with a lengthy list of what I guessed were bands he liked; in other words, we had nothing in common.




  College is meant to be a new start and I’ve screwed it up, came a second message.




  I almost ignored him, but boredom got the better of me. no u havent, I told him. & actually ur life isnt half as screwed up as

  mine.




  Oh?




  I didn’t reply immediately. The question mark behind the ‘oh’ made it seem a much bigger word.




  my best friend is bein rubbish. shes suddenly bcome matey wiv this gang & wants me 2 hang out wiv them. yesterday we graffitied a wall – thats the

  kinda thing they think is fun.




  You didn’t have to join in.




  i no that tnx.




  Did you want to fit in?




  I frowned at the words, suddenly wondering if this conversation was going places I didn’t want it to. hey i no my own mind, I typed.




  Wanting to fit in doesn’t mean you don’t.




  i didnt do wot they did. they were writin stupid stuff, i was drawin a picture.




  So you were fitting in up to a point, but also letting them know you’re an individual?




  wot r u, some kinda shrink? i don’t even like these ppl.




  Sounds like you still care though.




  wot exactly is ur point?




  Been there myself, that’s all. I’ve hung out with people I didn’t have anything in common with for the sake of company. I was kinda doing that last night –

  so maybe I know how you feel.




  o yeah?




  Yeah. I tell myself I don’t give a damn what they think, but I obviously do or I wouldn’t bother with them. I can only take so much being ignored. Sometimes I think

  wanting to be liked is what everyone wants most.




  I read the response a couple of times before replying. Maybe Squeebunny wasn’t the irritating attention seeker I’d thought – I could see where he was coming from here.




  im used 2 bein ignored. I decided it couldn’t hurt to be honest. It wasn’t as though I was ever going to meet this guy. it

  shouldnt hurt me any more. ppl have been makin assumptions bout me 4 years. i dont go round moanin, there4 they think ive nothin 2 complain about – no1 seems 2 realize i have the same

  feelings as they do. [image: ]




  I know what you mean. Because I wear glasses and get good grades and play computer games, people think I’m a swot and a geek.




  yeah. i get labelled as ‘miss sensible’ and ppl always look 2 me when things need sorting out. i wish i wasn’t like that cos sometimes its not much fun. I

  paused. i guess ur right. id kinda like ppl 2 c me as i am.




  Sometimes it only takes one person thinking you’re special to change the way you see things.




  im no1s special person.




  Sometimes I feel like that, but can I say something else?




  Heck, this guy was really getting into the swing of agony uncle. I wondered if Squeebunny really was a sixteen-year-old guy – he definitely wasn’t like the ones I knew at school. Who

  was this person – and why was he talking to me? A little warily I typed, ok.




  I would just tell your friend she’s taking you for granted. She might not have realized. Nothing beats being honest.




  Huh. I thought about typing, bein honest is hard, but instead, deciding I’d had enough of this weird guy, logged off.




  Only then did I realize how weird it was that Squeebunny, who had messaged me to unload his problems, had ended up listening to mine.




  Jonathan




  9.10 p.m.




  I kind of enjoyed speaking to Rozzledozzle, even if she hadn’t given me much of a chance to angst at her. No one had ever listened to my advice before – people

  at school didn’t pay me much attention, and Freya had everything sorted already.




  And I decided to stop worrying. Mum had asked again and again why I always thought the worst rather than the best about things, why I beat myself up over every tiny mistake. When I saw Natasha

  at college I’d apologize and hope the story hadn’t spread – fat chance with Stuart’s big mouth – but that was all I could do.




  I kind of wished Rozzledozzle hadn’t logged off. I clicked on her profile. It was colourful, with fancy fonts and graphics – she’d evidently spent time customizing it. There

  was even a folder containing portraits, mostly of people I half-recognized from films. One of these sketches – a glam-looking girl with long curly hair with a flower in it – had been

  uploaded as her profile picture. Her age wasn’t filled out – just a birthday, 11 July – and she hadn’t listed her hobbies or favourite bands and TV shows either. Maybe she

  just used the page to show off her art. Despite myself, I was interested – especially as she’d written that she was from London. I wondered if she lived anywhere near Freya.




  







  2. Busy




  Jonathan




  Saturday 6 September, 12.15 p.m.




  I got through the first week of college – more or less. I was determined to be cheerful when I phoned Freya on Saturday.




  ‘It’s got its cons,but it’s better than school,’ I said. ‘Missing you loads though.’




  ‘Likewise,’ said Freya. ‘Bumped into anyone interesting?’
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