
  [image: cover]


  

  
    [image: ]

  




  
    Adult novels by Paige Toon

  

   

  Lucy in the Sky

  Johnny Be Good

  Chasing Daisy

  Pictures of Lily

  Baby Be Mine

  One Perfect Summer

  One Perfect Christmas (ebook short)

  The Longest Holiday

  Johnny’s Girl (ebook short)




  [image: ]




  First published in Great Britain in 2014 by Simon and Schuster UK Ltd

  A CBS COMPANY

  Copyright © 2014 Paige Toon

  This book is copyright under the Berne Convention.

  No reproduction without permission.

  All rights reserved.

  The right of Paige Toon to be identified as the author and illustrator of this work has been asserted by her in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, Designs
  and Patents Act, 1988.

  Simon & Schuster UK Ltd

  1st Floor,

  222 Gray’s Inn Road

  London WC1X 8HB

  Simon & Schuster Australia, Sydney

  Simon & Schuster India, New Delhi

  A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

  PB ISBN: 978-1-47111-878-4

  EBook ISBN: 978-1-47111-879-1

  This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to
  actual people living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.

  Printed and bound by CPI Group (UK) Ltd, Croydon, CR0 4YY

  www.simonandschuster.co.uk

  www.simonandschuster.com.au




  For Ali Harris: friend, fellow author, and confidante. If you hadn’t suggested I write young adult books alongside my yearly chick-lit, my readers would not have this
  book right now. So thank you!




  Contents

  Chapter 1

  Chapter 2

  Chapter 3

  Chapter 4

  Chapter 5

  Chapter 6

  Chapter 7

  Chapter 8

  Chapter 9

  Chapter 10

  Chapter 11

  Chapter 12

  Chapter 13

  Chapter 14

  Chapter 15

  Chapter 16

  Chapter 17

  Chapter 18

  Chapter 19

  Chapter 20

  Chapter 21

  Chapter 22

  Chapter 23

  Chapter 24

  Chapter 25

  Chapter 26

  Chapter 27

  Chapter 28




  Chapter 1

  ‘Jessie! Jessica! Open the door.’

  Not likely. I take another drag of my cigarette and lazily flick the ash out of the open window. I’m not going to waste a perfectly good fag for the sake of my stupid stepdad.

  ‘Jessie, I mean it. If you don’t open the door right now, I will break it down.’

  Oh, for God’s sake. Get a grip, Stu.

  ‘I’m getting dressed. I’ll be out in minute!’ I call.

  ‘No, you’re not. You’re on your windowsill smoking and drinking my good cider. It’s gone from the fridge.’

  He shouldn’t have left it in there, then.

  ‘I’m breaking the door down!’ he shouts. There’s a loud thump.

  Blimey, he really has got his knickers in a twist.

  ‘I’m naked!’ I shout back. ‘If you want to get done by child services, go right ahead!’

  ‘Don’t you give me that, young lady. What would your mother say?’

  ‘Don’t push me, Stu.’ His words make my ears burn.

  ‘She’d be so disappointed,’ he adds.

  I angrily throw the cigarette out the window and storm to the door, wrenching it open. ‘To hell with Mum!’ I yell. ‘She’s dead, so she can’t say
  anything!’

  The look on Stuart’s face makes me want to burst into tears, but before he can pull me in for another one of his suffocating hugs, I slam the door shut in his face and lock it again. And
  then I slump to the floor and bawl my eyes out. I hope he’s got the sense enough to leave me be.

  ‘Jessie?’ he says quietly, after a minute or so.

  No such luck. ‘Just leave me alone, Stu,’ I blub.

  ‘I want to talk to you.’

  ‘Well, I don’t want to talk to you.’

  ‘Come on, Jess, I hate seeing you like this. I want to be there for you, help you through this.’

  ‘Please,’ I choke out. ‘Please, just leave me alone.’

  Silence. Has he gone?

  ‘You know I can’t do that.’

  Nope.

  ‘Unlock the door,’ he tries again. ‘I’ve made you a fish-finger sandwich.’

  As if that’s going to swing it. Although, actually, I could really do with a fish-finger sandwich right now.

  ‘Jessie?’ he tries again.

  My stomach rumbles. ‘I’ll be down in a minute,’ I relent, and even through the solid wood door I’m sure I can hear his sigh of relief.

  ‘OK,’ he says gently.

  When I’m sure he’s gone, I get up and go to the mirror. My nose is red, my eyes puffy. My medium-length, light-blonde hair is a bit of a mess, but I like it like that. I grab some
  make-up from my dressing table and do my best to rectify my blotchy complexion. Damn Stu for making me cry like that. My eyeliner is completely screwed, and my mascara is halfway down my face. I
  outline my green eyes with black kohl and retouch my mascara, stuffing my pink lipstick into my pocket. Then I pull on my black beanie, grab my camo jacket and climb out of the window.

  It’s only seven o’clock, so it’s not dark yet. It’s pretty cold though, considering it’s the middle of June. I shove my hands into my jacket
  pockets and stomp along the footpath in the direction of town. I wonder if anyone is about. I pull out my mobile, but no one has texted me. I click on my inbox just in case I’ve missed a
  message and the first one at the top is from Libby – it was sent yesterday. Frowning, I plunge my phone back into my pocket. I can’t be bothered to reply. My best friend since she moved
  to Maidenhead, aged nine-and-a-half, wants to know how I’m doing. If she were still my best friend, she wouldn’t have to ask that question. Anyone with half a brain can see
  that I’m not doing very well.

  Maybe it’s my fault that we’ve grown apart. But I can’t stand to sit by and watch her and her perfect family get on with their lives when mine has been torn apart. She has her
  mum, her dad and her brothers. I have no one. And I can’t help but resent her for it, even though a small part of me knows that’s unfair.

  OK, so maybe I have Stu, but he’s not my real dad. I don’t even know who my real dad is. He’s as much a mystery to me now as he was when it first occurred to me to ask my mum
  about him when I was seven.

  ‘It doesn’t matter,’ she’d told me. ‘Stuart is a better father to you than he could ever be.’

  That may be so, but she’s still a bitch for keeping the truth from me.

  I don’t mean that. I’m sorry, Mum. I look up at the blustery, cloud-ridden sky and my eyes prick with tears. You’re not really a bitch. I have to bite my lip to stop it from
  wobbling as I take a left towards the park.

  There are a group of guys kicking a football around the small pitch. I scan the scene and see smoke trails drifting into the air on the far side of the park, under the trees. I’ll bet my
  beanie Natalie’s there. I set off in the direction of the trails, preparing to turn around if I’m wrong. One of the guys playing football scores a goal and his teammates are ecstatic.
  Honestly, you’d think they’re playing at Wembley. I roll my eyes as one of them lifts up his shirt and hooks it over his head like he’s Cristiano flippin’ Ronaldo.

  It’s then that I notice Tom Ryder. He’s shaking his head with amusement at the guy showing off. He glances my way and I force myself to look past him and not catch his eye. I heard
  he split up with his girlfriend a few weeks ago, but I doubt he’ll be single for long. He’s in the year above me, and always seems to have girls after him.

  My pulse speeds up as I walk past the game, keeping my eyes trained on the group of four people sitting halfway up the bank. They’d better be my friends because I’ll die of
  embarrassment if I have to turn back now.

  ‘Alright, Jessie?’ The sound of Tom’s voice makes me jump, I hope not noticeably.

  ‘Hi, Tom,’ I reply as casually as I can, barely looking at him.

  ‘Come to watch me play football?’ he asks cheekily and I give him a withering look instead of an answer. But that doesn’t deter him. He’s got so much confidence he could
  bottle it and sell it on eBay. ‘You going to Mike’s tomorrow night?’ he asks, scratching the top of his head. He has short-ish, brown hair that always looks sort of stylishly
  messy.

  ‘What’s it to you?’ I reply. I am, actually. Mike is Natalie’s older brother by only a year. Their parents are away this weekend. Party time!

  Tom shrugs and grins at me, and my treacherous heart flips.

  ‘Hey!’ I hear a shout and turn to see Natalie coming towards me, her hand raised in a half-wave. Relief surges through me and I can’t help smiling as she beckons me over.
  ‘I didn’t know you were coming out tonight,’ she calls.

  ‘Neither did I.’ I turn away from Tom, and make my way over to her. I swear I can feel Tom’s dark eyes burning a hole into my back as I do so.

  As I reach her, she gives me a hug, then pulls me towards the rest of the group. I can’t help it: I look back just in time to make eye contact with Tom for a split second before the ball
  shoots in his direction and distracts him.

  God, he’s gorgeous. The only trouble is, he knows it.

  I say hi to the others, who turn out to be Dougie, Em and Aaron.

  Dougie and Em are in sixth-form college. Aaron and Natalie are in the year above me and destined to join them soon. I’ve only really been hanging out with them for a few months, but
  I’m already dreading my final year at school, once they’ve gone.

  ‘What was Tom saying to you?’ Natalie demands. Her pale-blue eyes stare at me intently as she pushes her long dyed-black hair from her face. Em turns to me as well. She’s less
  striking than Natalie, with brown hair and a slightly orange complexion.

  ‘Nothing.’ I shrug. ‘He just asked if I’m going to yours tomorrow night.’

  ‘It’s going to be awesome,’ she says with a grin. ‘Do you want to stay over?’

  ‘Yeah, maybe.’ I think about my argument with Stu and the fish-finger sandwich he made me and feel a prickle of guilt. I know he’s not going to be happy about me going out
  tomorrow, too. Natalie passes me her can of cider and I take a big swig and try to put Stu out of my mind. Not that I really need more alcohol – the cider I had earlier has already gone to my
  head and I’m still hungry. I look over at Tom as he jogs across the pitch.

  ‘Let’s go on the zip wire,’ Natalie says suddenly, pulling me to my feet. I laugh and follow her.

  We’re still mucking about ten minutes later when the football game comes to an end. I notice Tom glance in our direction as Natalie drags the pulley back along the line and hands it to me.
  I climb on and shoot along the cable, squealing with laughter as I jerk up into the air at the other end. I look back over at Tom and he’s still standing on the grass, watching me with
  amusement.

  ‘You want a turn?’ I call, buoyed by the cider as I climb off the contraption.

  He says something to one of his friends and saunters over. By the time he reaches us, I’m back at the wooden platform and Natalie is raising one eyebrow at me. I smirk at her and pray
  I’m not blushing.

  ‘Did you win?’ I ask Tom, as he climbs up on to the platform and takes the pulley from me.

  ‘Course,’ he replies. He’s a bit sweaty after the match, but he’s still well fit. ‘Are you sure this thing’s safe?’ he asks.

  ‘Who gives a toss? Live dangerously, right?’

  He grins at me and my heart flutters. Then he’s off.

  ‘Wooooooo!’ he yells, as some of his mates catcall and clap.

  ‘You fancy Tom Ryder,’ Natalie sing-songs into my ear. I eye the muscles on his arms as he clings to the pulley.

  ‘Who doesn’t?’ I reply without missing a beat. He’s the best-looking guy in school.

  Soon all the boys from the football game want to get in on the act and a queue forms, but suddenly I feel a bit sick and dizzy. I gingerly climb down from the platform.

  ‘You were next,’ Tom says to me, taking the pulley from one of his mates. ‘They can wait.’

  ‘No, no, it’s OK.’ I wave him away.

  ‘Are you alright?’ he asks with a frown.

  ‘I’m fine,’ I reply, climbing a little way up the grassy mound next to the zip wire and sitting down. He follows and stands there, looking down at me.

  ‘You don’t look very well.’

  Actually, I feel sick. Please go away, I think. ‘I’ll be OK,’ I say out loud. Too much alcohol, too little food, way too much excitement. I put my head in my hands and
  try not to throw up.

  ‘Jessie!’

  I glance up to see Aaron and Dougie manically waving at me as they stride across the green. They point at the car park behind me, but I can’t see over the mound I’m sitting on. Tom
  looks past me. Before he can say anything, one of the guys waiting for the zip wire shouts, ‘What’s Mr Taylor doing here?’

  I shoot to my feet in an instant and see him slamming shut the door of his little white hatchback. Mr Taylor. Our Maths teacher.

  Otherwise known as Stuart, my stepdad.

  Shit, shit, shit.

  ‘Better go,’ I mutter, getting up and walking away without looking back. I hear laughter and joking in the distance behind me, and I glance up once to see Stu’s features set
  into a hard line.

  I’m still fighting the urge to throw up as I get into the car, an urge that overcomes me the moment Stuart drives with restrained fury out of the car park.

  ‘Stop!’ I gasp, shoving open the door in time to vomit on the curb.

  He doesn’t say a word, but he doesn’t need to. The air is thick with his disappointment.




  Chapter 2

  The next morning I wake up with a pounding headache. Light spills underneath the curtains and I slowly sit up and climb out of bed, pulling back the curtains to reveal a
  beautiful blue sky, yesterday’s clouds nowhere to be seen. About time we had some sunshine. I’d probably feel happy if the nausea wasn’t taking up so much room in my stomach. A
  knock on my door makes me jump.

  ‘Get up, Jessie, or you’ll be late for school.’

  From his tone, it’s clear Stuart has not forgiven me.

  ‘I’m up,’ I call back.

  ‘Be downstairs for breakfast in ten minutes,’ he says firmly.

  I don’t reply.

  ‘Jessie!’ he snaps.

  ‘OK!’ I cry back petulantly.

  My stomach churns. The last thing I feel like is food, but it’s the one thing that will probably make me feel better.

  I don’t have time to wash my hair today, so I take a quick shower and fashion it into an untidy braid, then I get dressed in my school uniform, a green-and-white checked dress which is a
  little higher above the knee than it should be. I still hate wearing it. At least it will be the summer holidays soon so I can dress however I like.

  My stomach churns again, but this time the feeling is not hangover-induced. I’ve been dreading the summer holidays. At least school keeps my mind occupied. I’ve lined up a few extra
  shifts at the clothes shop where I work, but that’s not really going to cut it. We were going to go to Spain – Mum, Stu and me. Mum had been talking about booking it the week before she
  died. I’d been complaining because I didn’t want to go away on holiday with just her and Stu, and she had said that maybe we could think about inviting Libby, too.

  A lump forms in my throat and I quickly swallow. I don’t want to cry, not now.

  I traipse downstairs to the kitchen. I can see Stuart standing over the toaster, but for a moment I pause in the corridor and imagine that he’s Mum. If I squeeze my eyes closed and peek
  through the blurry crack, it almost could be her, waiting for my toast to pop up.

  ‘Peanut butter or Marmite?’ she’d ask. I open my eyes, disintegrating the fantasy, and walk into the room.

  ‘Would you like toast or cereal?’ Stuart asks, not looking at me.

  He’s obviously still really angry. ‘Um, toast, please,’ I reply cautiously.

  It pops up and he puts it on a plate.

  ‘I can butter it,’ I say, hoping to placate him. He abruptly hands the plate to me, then turns back to the toaster, putting another two pieces of bread in for himself. I nervously go
  to stand beside him at the counter. He shoves the butter in my direction.

  I’m only five foot six, and petite, so he’s taller than me by about six inches. The short-sleeve T-shirts he chooses to wear only seem to highlight his lanky frame. He has dark,
  messy hair and wears black, horn-rimmed glasses. I pretty much think he looks like a total geek, but apparently some of the girls at school think he’s quite hot. Geek chic, I suppose.

  ‘What the hell were you thinking?’ he erupts all of a sudden, making me jolt and clutch my hand to my chest.

  ‘Scare the life out of me why don’t you!’

  ‘I’ve had just about enough of this, Jessie.’ He stares down at me, waving his butter knife around in his hand. ‘How dare you sneak out of your window last night without
  telling me where you were going!’

  ‘Stu. Put. The. Knife. Down,’ I say slowly, trying to keep a straight face. But he looks at me like he hates me, and the urge to giggle vanishes. ‘If you’ve had enough of
  me, why don’t you just kick me out? It’s not like I’m yours,’ I spit. ‘At least Mum never lied to me about that before going off and getting herself
  killed!’

  The fury slips from his face and is replaced with remorse. ‘Hey,’ he starts, but I don’t give him time to finish, turning on my heel and grabbing my bag from the kitchen floor
  as I storm out the door.

  ‘Jessie!’ he shouts after me, but I’m already gone.

  That was a bit stupid, I think to myself as I fling my backpack over my shoulder and walk out of the small close and away from the 1970s townhouse where we live. Now I’m going to have to
  walk, and school is flippin’ miles away.

  I have to pass by Libby’s on my way, and I make sure I’m on the other side of the street so there’s less chance of her spotting me. I keep my gaze trained on the footpath, but
  instinct takes over and I can’t help shooting a look up at her home. Libby’s large, detached house is beautiful compared to our shabby little terrace. Her mum likes gardening and it
  shows, the hedges neatly trimmed, flowers bursting with colour in the beds. Her dad’s grey BMW glints in the sunlight on the driveway. I glance through the kitchen window and can see Libby,
  with her bobbed, ginger hair, sitting with her back to me at the kitchen table, flanked by her similarly ginger-haired brothers. Suddenly her mum appears at the window and her face lights up as she
  spots me. I quickly look away before she has a chance to wave.

  My heart is pounding as my footsteps quicken, the pit of my stomach sick with sadness and regret. Libby’s mum always used to make me feel like I was a part of their family. But now Libby
  and I have nothing in common. I wonder if we ever really did. Just look at her house, look at her dad’s car, look at the happy little gathering around her kitchen table. I’m not a part
  of their family. I’m not a part of anyone’s family.

  The trouble with having a stepdad who works at my school is that I can only avoid him for so long. I manage it until after first break, but then he corners me in the corridor
  outside Physics.

  ‘Well, at least you had the courtesy to turn up for school,’ he says.

  I roll my eyes.

  ‘Don’t disappear anywhere at home time. We need to talk.’

  ‘OK, but I’m going out tonight,’ I inform him.

  ‘You’ve had too many nights out recently – you’re not going anywhere,’ he replies sternly, giving me a hard look as he sets off along the corridor towards his
  classroom.

  We’ll see about that.

  I turn to go into my Physics lesson and see Tom and one of his football mates, Chris, heading in my direction. I quickly put my head down. I wonder if they saw me barf in the car park last
  night. How freaking embarrassing.

  ‘Hey, Jessie!’ Tom calls. I hesitate outside the classroom door, glancing back to see him grinning at me cheekily. He jerks his head in the direction of Stu’s departing back.
  ‘You in trouble?’

  I shrug. ‘Might be.’

  He reaches me and Chris peels off, raising an eyebrow at Tom as he goes. I wonder what that’s supposed to mean.

  ‘Is he grounding you?’ Tom asks me, bringing my attention back to him.

  ‘Let him try.’

  ‘So you’re still coming to the party tonight?’

  ‘Of course.’ Does he want me to come?

  ‘Cool. See you later,’ he says with another grin, then jogs off to catch up with his mate.

  I realise I have butterflies in my stomach and I want to be annoyed at myself, but I’m not. Does Tom Ryder, the hottest boy in school, like me? I turn around and bash straight
  into Libby.

  ‘Oof!’ she gasps as I knock the breath out of her.

  ‘Watch out,’ I snap, pushing past her and into the classroom.

  Her hazel eyes crease with hurt and I instantly feel guilty. I hate how she makes me feel like this. I hated how she sometimes made me feel when Mum was alive, too, always siding with her when
  we argued and never with me. Telling me that I shouldn’t pick fights so much, that I should be grateful my mum was so cool. Now Libby just reminds me of how much I took for granted, and I
  don’t want to be reminded. Another reason I’ve been trying to stay clear of her.

  I pull out my chair with a loud screech and slump into it, steeling myself for the misery that is my Physics lesson. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Libby quietly go to take a seat next to
  Amanda Blackthorn. Amanda smiles brightly up at her and Libby shakily returns her smile. Amanda’s closest friend Maria recently moved up north, so her BFF position is up for grabs. I bet
  Libby takes it. Amanda only lives around the corner from Libby and her life is just as perfect. They’re much better suited to each other than Libby and I ever were. I’d say I
  didn’t care, but the truth is, I’d be lying.

  After school, I wait beside Stuart’s white Fiat in the staff car park. I see him come around the corner with a black look on his face, and he’s momentarily
  surprised to see me standing there. I guess he expected me to split. I will, soon enough. First I’ll lull him into a false sense of security . . .

  God, when did I become such a bitch?

  When my mum failed to turn up for my birthday party, that’s when.

  Pain hurts my heart and I try to steel it into anger instead. I push off from the car and glare at Stu as he approaches.

  ‘Take your time, why don’t you,’ I say.

  ‘Get in the car,’ he replies, unlocking it.

  I begrudgingly do as he says.

  ‘How was your day?’ he asks.

  ‘What, so now we’re doing small talk?’

  ‘Fine,’ he says abruptly. ‘Forget the small talk. Instead, why don’t you tell me when you’re going to stop hurting yourself like this?’

  I scoff. ‘Don’t be ridiculous.’

  He turns to stare at me. ‘You know, no one can hurt you as much as you can hurt yourself.’

  ‘Are you taking the piss? A serial killer could tear my heart out!’ I raise my voice. ‘Literally, I mean,’ I add, because sometimes I feel like my mum’s death did
  that metaphorically. ‘I could get raped or murdered or . . . or . . .’ hit by falling glass from a loose fourth-storey window on my way to pick up a birthday cake . . .

  Suddenly I’m gulping back my sobs and I want to get out of the car and run, run, run far away from here, but Stuart’s hand is on my arm. I can see pity in his eyes and I want to
  shake him off, but I don’t have the energy so I sit there and cry out the remains of my torn-out heart instead.

  ‘Jessie . . . It’s OK. I miss her too,’ Stuart says gently. ‘I’m here for you,’ he adds.

  For how long? I think to myself. Why should he look after me, now? He owes me nothing. He was only ever in it for my mum.

  That’s not true, a little voice inside my head says, but I quash it. Because he’s not my dad, much as my mum tried to tell me he was as good as one. I have never called him
  ‘Daddy’. He’s just Stu.

  I roughly drag my arm across my nose and wipe away the tears from my eyes, sniffing loudly. I stare sullenly out the window. ‘Are we going home, or what? If anyone sees me sitting here
  with my Maths teacher, I’ll never live it down.’

  Stu starts up the ignition, but before he pulls away he says, ‘You can keep pushing me away, but I’m not letting you go. Just so you know that.’

  Hot tears sting my eyes as we drive out of the car park.

  Stuart and I settle into an uneasy truce that night. He’s smart enough not to make me eat at the kitchen table with him and force polite conversation. Instead we take our
  bowls of spaghetti bolognese into the living room and sit and eat in front of the telly. He barely raises an eyebrow when I drop a strand of red spaghetti on the carpet. He even lets me watch one
  of my trashy reality TV shows, which is so not his thing. I want to say that I feel reasonably content, except that at the back of my mind I’m constantly aware that I know I’m going to
  go to the party at Natalie and Mike’s tonight, even if it starts World War III. I wonder if I can persuade Stu to agree on his own terms. Me having a meltdown earlier might have softened his
  heart a little.

  ‘Thanks for dinner,’ I say graciously.

  ‘You’re welcome,’ he replies, giving me a wary look.

  ‘Stu . . .’

  ‘You’re not going out.’

  ‘Stu, please,’ I say, muting the TV.

  ‘No, Jessie,’ he says firmly.

  ‘Why not?’ I try to remain calm. He’ll be less likely to agree if I go off on one.

  ‘Because you’ve been burning the candle at both ends for far too long. You could do with a night in. Natalie and that new crowd you’re hanging out with are a bad
  influence.’

  ‘No, they’re not,’ I scoff.

  ‘I’m worried about you,’ he adds.

  ‘You don’t need to be worrie—’

  ‘Don’t I?’ he interrupts with a hard look.

  ‘No. You don’t.’ I look down at my hands, studying my chipped nail polish.

  ‘You’re only fifteen, Jessie.’ He points out the obvious. ‘I’m responsible for you, and you might not like it, but I need to make sure you’re safe.’

  ‘I will be safe!’

  ‘What, by going out drinking and smoking and doing God knows what else?’

  ‘It’s only a party at my friend’s house.’ I’m trying so hard not to raise my voice. It won’t get me anywhere. ‘I know I’ve been difficult lately,
  but it’s hardly surprising . . .’ A lump forms in my throat, which is handy because I don’t have to act. ‘I could do with some cheering up.’

  ‘So we’ll watch a movie, eat some ice cream.’

  ‘Oh, for God’s sake, Stu! I’m not a child!’ I say crossly.

  His brow furrows.

  ‘I’ll be careful. I won’t drink.’ Much, I add silently. ‘You can even give me a lift there and back.’

  ‘Oh, well, thank you very much,’ he says sarcastically. ‘Lucky me, spending my evening being your taxi driver.’

  ‘Please.’ One more try to get him onside and then I’m giving up and going out anyway.

  He takes the remote from me, unmutes the TV and glares at the screen.

  ‘Please,’ I say again.

  He doesn’t reply, so I’m taking that as a yes. ‘Thank you,’ I breathe, getting up and planting a so-rare-it-should-be-in-a-museum kiss on his cheek. I run upstairs to get
  ready and thankfully, he doesn’t stop me.




  Chapter 3

  ‘Remember, no smoking and no drinking,’ Stu says firmly from the driver’s seat. We’re at Natalie’s house, but I’ve asked him to pull up a
  little way down the road.

  ‘I promise,’ I reply and reach for the door handle.

  ‘Call me. I’ll come get you by eleven-thirty, latest. I’m trusting you, Jessie. Please don’t let me down.’

  Bugger, now he’s only gone and put a guilt trip on me.

  ‘OK, OK,’ I say with a roll of my eyes as I step out on to the pavement. I turn back to look at him. ‘Thanks for the lift.’ I force a smile, but can’t ignore the
  doubtful look on his face as I shut the door.

  I set off quickly before he can change his mind, the heels of my ankle boots clicking on the pavement as I go. I’m wearing my caramel-coloured shorts that make my legs look really brown
  and a cream top with lace detail on the long sleeves. My blonde hair is down and blow-dryed messy. I’m wearing dark eye make-up and pale pink lipstick. Tom had better appreciate the efforts
  I’ve gone to.

  The party has already started from the sound of the bass vibrating through the walls as I walk up the footpath to Natalie’s house. I hope the neighbours are away. Her parents are pretty
  laid-back, which is partly why I like her. They don’t hang around like a bad smell and try to mother you and make you feel like everything is going to be alright. Unlike Libby’s
  parents. It wouldn’t surprise me if they’d actually given permission to have this party, even though the neighbours have been known to complain in the past about the noise levels.
  Spoilsports.

  I ring the doorbell and a minute later Natalie opens the door, a fag in one hand, a can of cider in the other. I’m relieved Stu drove off in the other direction.

  ‘Jessie!’ she squeals, dragging me inside and slamming the door shut behind me. She’s twisted her hair up into a messy bun with a few strands falling loose around her face.
  She’s wearing a sheer black top and black shorts with wedges.

  ‘Snap!’ she says, noticing my shorts. ‘You look amazing!’ she shouts over the music.

  ‘You too,’ I shout back.

  ‘I thought you were grounded!’

  ‘Stu changed his mind. But I would have come anyway. He can’t stop me doing what I want.’

  ‘Sorry, I should know you better than that.’ She laughs and leads me through to the kitchen. I glance into the living room as I pass, and can see a few bodies lounging on the sofas
  while a guy wearing headphones hangs over the DJ decks set up in the corner. I wave at Natalie’s brother Mike and he lazily waves back. No sign of Tom.

  ‘Are many people here yet?’ I ask.

  ‘No, but it’s only eight o’clock,’ she replies.

  I’m instantly on edge. What if he doesn’t come?

  ‘What do you want to drink?’ she asks.

  I could really do with something to chill me out. Cider or vodka usually does the trick, but then an image of Stu’s face pops into my mind. I did promise . . .

  ‘Cider?’ she tempts me.

  ‘I’ll just have a Coke,’ I say decisively.

  She laughs and passes me a can of cider from the fridge.

  ‘I’m serious,’ I tell her with a grin, handing the can back to her. ‘My liver needs a night off.’

  She gives me a weird look and glugs some Coke into a glass. Then she reaches for a bottle of vodka and jokily tilts it over my drink.

  ‘Maybe later.’ I nab my glass before she can spike it.

  ‘Let’s go outside,’ she says, putting the bottle down on the worktop and steering me towards the French doors to the garden. ‘I’ve been telling everyone they
  can’t smoke inside, yet here I am.’ She steps over the threshold and flicks her ash at a shrub.

  Dougie and Em are sitting at the table, their faces lit by the candles in multi-coloured glass holders in the centre. We exchange hellos and I sit down next to them.

  It still surprises me how relaxed I feel in the company of this lot, considering they’re that much older than me. I used to see them around school – Dougie and Em, too, before they
  went to sixth form college – but didn’t speak to any of them. Libby was always a bit scared of them, but they didn’t frighten me.

  In a weird way, the reason that we started hanging out at all was kind of because of Libby. About a year ago, Libby’s mum took her out of school for a dentist’s appointment
  and she told me she saw Natalie and Aaron bunking off and smoking. She said Natalie gave her evils. I thought she was probably overreacting until the next day at school, when Natalie slammed into
  Libby’s shoulder in the corridor. Then she’d spun around and pointed two fingers at her eyes and then at Libby, as if to say, ‘I’m watching you.’ The look on
  Libby’s face – she was terrified. I was so furious on her behalf that I stormed after Natalie.

  ‘What the hell are you playing at? If she was going to tell on you, she already would have!’

  Then Mrs Rakeman came out into the corridor and we all broke away from each other.

  That weekend, we’d gone to a party for one of our friend’s birthdays – the whole year group was invited. His parents were pretty wealthy so they put on a big do at the rugby
  club, and loads of people from the year above came as well. Libby wasn’t that fussed about going – she wanted to stay in and have a girl’s night at home instead – but I
  convinced her to go. Looking back, we had already started to want different things. I just couldn’t see it at the time. I thought she’d grow up, too, follow in the same direction as me.
  But she never did.

  Anyway, Natalie and the others were at this party, and Libby was freaking out when she saw them, thinking Natalie was going to start on her. I said I’d have her back and told her not to
  worry, but later, when we went to the bathroom together, Natalie was coming out of a cubicle. She was still there in front of the mirror doing her make-up when I re-emerged from the toilet myself.
  I ignored her and applied some lipstick and then I felt her eyes on me in the mirror.

  ‘What?’ I snapped, glaring at her.

  ‘I like that colour on you,’ she said, to my surprise.

  ‘Have some if you want.’ I offered up the lipstick begrudgingly.

  ‘Thanks.’ She took it from me, applied some and handed it back as Libby came out of her cubicle looking stupidly pale-faced and worried. But Natalie didn’t give her another
  glance as she walked out.

  Later, I saw her at the bar. ‘Have you got any fags?’ she asked me.

  ‘Nah, I don’t smoke.’

  ‘Try it. You might like it,’ she said with a cheeky grin.

  I just shrugged.

  After that, she was friendlier to me at school, smirking at me sometimes if we passed each other in the corridor. Then one day I saw her handing out what looked like little leaflets, and as I
  passed, she gave one to me. It was an invite to a Halloween party at her house. Word got around that Natalie’s parents were out of town and Libby didn’t want to go, but I dragged her
  along.

  She was miserable that night. The people there were in the year or two above us, and a lot of them were smoking and drinking. Libby just wanted to go home, but I was having a good time. It was
  different from the norm. These guys were cool, the music was good, and I was proud of the fact that we – well, I – had been invited.

  Libby needed the loo and didn’t want to walk through the house looking for it on her own, so I went with her, even though I thought she was being ridiculous. I saw Natalie and asked her
  where it was.

  ‘Upstairs,’ she replied. ‘Hey, I like your horns,’ she said, pulling me back with a grin. I was wearing sparkly red devil horns and a black dress.

  Libby went on up the stairs, glancing nervously over her shoulder at me.

  ‘I’ll catch you up,’ I called after her, turning back to Natalie. ‘I like your tattoo,’ I said, nodding at her arm. It was a fake one of a spider. ‘Did it
  hurt?’ I kept a straight face.

  ‘It’s not real,’ she scoffed.

  ‘No shit, Sherlock,’ I replied with a grin.

  She laughed. ‘You got me. I do want to get one, though,’ she said flippantly. ‘My parents are laid-back, but they’re not that laid-back . . . Hey, come and meet
  some people,’ she said suddenly.

  I felt bad about deserting Libby, but she was being so clingy that night and Natalie seemed alright. She took me outside and introduced me to Em and Dougie, then she lit up a cigarette.

  ‘You want one?’

  I shrugged and said sure, but it made me cough and that made them laugh.

  ‘Have a drink,’ Natalie said, passing me a glass of what I thought was Coke. Coke and vodka, as it turned out. It made me feel a little bit giddy. Libby came outside soon afterwards
  and looked shocked to see me sitting at the table, laughing and joking with them all.

  ‘My mum is on her way,’ she said tersely.

  ‘Did you call her?’ I asked with disbelief, rolling my eyes with disgust when she nodded her assent. ‘For God’s sake, Libby!’

  Things were on edge between us for a while after that, but we eventually seemed to get over it. And then Mum died and everything went to shit.

  It still surprises me how quickly my anger dominated my sadness. At first I retreated into myself. No one could comfort me – I was an orphan and I’d never felt more alone. And then I
  hit out. I had already missed a lot of school after Mum’s death, but I started to skip classes, even though Stu had decided I was ready to go back. One day, I came across Natalie and Aaron in
  the park and my feet just sort of took me over to them. It was amazingly easy to fall into step with them. They didn’t ask questions about Mum. They didn’t want to do heart-to-hearts
  and pat themselves on the back for being there for poor little Jessie. Not like Libby. All she ever wanted to do was ask me how I was, give me hugs and make me cry. I didn’t want her sympathy
  all the time. She kept bringing me down, reminding me of everything that I’d lost and taken for granted.

  But Natalie and the others didn’t. They were fun, easy, light-hearted. They were shiny and new, and they took me away from myself and my pain for a while. They’re still
  taking me away from it.

  The doorbell goes, jogging me from my thoughts. Natalie resignedly hands me her fag.

  ‘Hold this for me, Jess.’

  She’ll be back and forth answering the door all night. Mike is not the getting-up-from-the-sofa type. She heads back inside and I glance down at her cigarette and impulsively take a quick
  suck. It immediately makes me wish I was drinking. Bugger it, I’ll just have a couple. Stu will get over it. Besides, I’ve broken one promise now, what’s the point in keeping the
  other? I go back into the kitchen and grab the vodka. I’m pouring some into my glass when Natalie returns.

  ‘I knew you’d cave!’ she exclaims.

  I look past her to see Tom and Chris in the hallway. It must have been them at the door.

  ‘Hey, Jessie,’ Tom says, our eyes locking.

  ‘Hi.’ I hand Natalie back her fag and take a sip of my drink. The warmth that flows through my body may well be alcohol-induced, but I have a feeling Tom’s presence is majorly
  contributing.

  Two hours later I am having such a good time. We’re in the living room, the music has been turned right up and loads of us are dancing. I think Tom’s gone
  outside, but I’ve resisted following him like an eager-eyed puppy dog. We haven’t spoken much. There must be fifty or sixty people in the house – some are next door in the TV room
  where Natalie is setting up SingStar on Mike’s PlayStation. I’ve drunk enough to just about allow myself to be dragged in there to ‘perform’, which is good because
  that’s exactly what Natalie chooses to make me do minutes later.

  ‘Come on, you are singing!’ she yells, pulling me out of the room and into the next.

  ‘Are you taking me on?’ I ask with a grin.

  ‘Hell, no. I’m not that stupid. Who wants to compete with Jessie?’ she shouts to the room packed full of people, holding my hand aloft as though I’m some sort of
  champion. A couple of guys shout drunken, ‘yeahs!’ so she pulls the boy closest to her to his feet, a dishevelled sixth-former from school who I think is going out with one of
  Natalie’s friends.

  ‘What song?’ Natalie asks.

  ‘He can choose,’ I say graciously, nodding at my opponent. I can’t remember his name, but it doesn’t matter because I’m about to kick his arse. Alcohol does wonders
  for my confidence.

  ‘Something rock or indie,’ he tells Natalie as she navigates through the menu.

  Perfect.

  ‘“I Believe In A Thing Called Love”!’ he shouts, spotting The Darkness. I narrow my eyes at him. Interesting choice . . .

  A minute later the whole room is cheering and laughing and half of them are singing along. It’s flippin’ hilarious. I don’t quite manage to get the top score because
  it’s a tricky song, but I still get Superstar while he only manages Wannabe. I must have drunk more than I realise to be enjoying myself this much. I never normally sing in public, and whoa,
  Tom’s just walked into the room. Right, I am definitely drunk, because I’m still standing here.

  I try not to look at him while my next competitor chooses Hole’s ‘Celebrity Skin’. The song kicks off and I attempt to give Courtney Love a run for her money. I can tell by
  Natalie’s slightly awed expression that I’m killing it – in a good way. Naturally I win again and risk a glance over my shoulder to see Tom leaning up against the wall with his
  arms folded. He’s wearing black jeans and a light-grey T-shirt, and looks hotter than ever. He grins at me and raises one eyebrow.

  A group of girls laughingly shove one of their friends forward to sing next and I push my hair out of my face and get ready to take on my next victim, but then she chooses ‘Never Tear Us
  Apart’ by INXS and the ground feels like it’s falling away from me. Not that song. Anything but that song.

  The last time I heard it was at my mum’s funeral. It was one of her favourites . . .

  Natalie looks at me, still smiling. She doesn’t know what this song means to me. We weren’t friends when Mum died; she didn’t come to the funeral, she didn’t even know
  what my mum looked like. That’s the whole point. Natalie’s a new friend, part of my future, not my past. Not like Libby.

  She adored my mum, almost always defended her when she pissed me off. Libby used to say my mum was like me. She lived for her music and was young at heart, a free-spirited one-time rock chick.
  She could have been my friend. But I didn’t want a friend. I wanted a mum. Like Libby’s. Someone who cooked nice meals and did the gardening and wore age-appropriate clothing and who
  didn’t try to download my music on to her own frigging computer all the time.

  I was so mean to Mum about it, and now she’s gone and I’ll never be able to tell her that I’m sorry. That I loved her. That I miss her.

  My throat closes up and there is no way I’ll be able to sing this song. So I bolt out of the room well before we get to the lyric about living for a thousand years.

  My mum didn’t even live to see forty.

  I run outside to the garden. There’s a bench seat down the back and I need a little time and space to get my head together. I turn to sit down and jolt with surprise when
  I see that Tom has followed me.

  ‘Are you OK?’ he asks with concern, as I slump on to the seat and wipe away the tears trekking down my cheeks.

  ‘I’ll be alright,’ I mumble as he crouches on the ground directly in front of me. His face is close to mine.

  ‘What’s wrong?’ His brown eyes look even darker in the low light.

  ‘That song.’ I sniff. ‘It reminds me of my mum.’

  I don’t know why I just told him that, like it was easy. I never talk about Mum to anyone these days.

  He swallows hard and his Adam’s apple bobs up and down. He gets to his feet and I fleetingly think that he’s going to leave me to it, that this is too much, but he sits down next to
  me instead.

  ‘It’s OK to cry. I know it’s not the same, but when my dad left I must’ve cried every day for six months. Maybe more,’ he says.

  ‘I didn’t know that your dad left,’ I reply shakily, taken aback.

  He tilts his chin my way, but doesn’t meet my eyes. ‘He walked out on us just over a year ago.’

  ‘Where did he go?’ I ask.

  ‘America. With some woman he’d been having an affair with for three years.’ He sounds bitter.

  ‘God,’ I say. ‘And you haven’t seen him since?’

  He looks down at his hands. ‘I haven’t wanted to. My mum was devastated.’

  ‘But you obviously do want to see him,’ I say gently, my mind feeling miraculously clear considering the copious amount of vodka I’ve consumed.

  Tom shakes his head. ‘I couldn’t.’

  I have a feeling he could, but he feels like he can’t, out of loyalty to his mum. If anything, that makes me like him more. ‘I’m so sorry.’

  ‘JESS!’ Natalie calls from the house. ‘Are you down there?’

  ‘Yeah,’ I shout back wearily.

  She hurries up the garden path and then stops in her tracks when she sees Tom. ‘Are you OK?’ she asks.

  ‘I’m fine,’ I reply. Then, to my dismay, Tom gets up.

  ‘I’ll leave you to it,’ he says.

  I almost blurt after him, ‘don’t go!’ but Natalie takes his place and my heart constricts as I watch him lope back towards the house.

  ‘What’s everyone saying?’ I ask dejectedly as he goes inside.

  ‘Oh, don’t worry about them. They just think you ran off to throw up.’

  ‘Great.’ Obviously I’m being sarcastic.

  ‘Did you?’

  ‘No!’ I exclaim. ‘I just had a bad memory.’ I don’t want to go into the details.

  ‘About your mum?’ she asks uneasily.

  ‘Yeah. But don’t talk to me about it or I might cry again,’ I warn.

  ‘OK.’ She seems relieved. Here’s even more proof that she doesn’t do heart-to-hearts.

  ‘What did Tom say?’ she asks curiously.

  ‘Nothing much.’

  ‘Sorry, I wouldn’t have interrupted if I’d known you were out here with him,’ she apologises.

  ‘Don’t be daft,’ I brush her off.

  She nudges me. ‘You want another drink?’

  ‘No, I think I’d better reign it back in.’

  ‘Worried about Mr Taylor?’ she teases.

  ‘A bit,’ I admit honestly.

  ‘Fag, then?’ she offers. ‘I don’t have any left, but I can nick one from someone if you want.’

  I smile. ‘No, it’s OK.’

  ‘You are a flippin’ awesome singer,’ she says suddenly, with a grin, offering her hand for a high five. ‘We should form a band.’

  ‘Oh, yeah?’ I smirk, half-heartedly returning the gesture. ‘And what are you going to play?’

  ‘I don’t know. I’ll just bash about on a drum kit in the background.’

  ‘Sounds like we’ve got a Number One single, right there,’ I say drily.

  ‘I wonder if Tom plays guitar,’ she muses, before nudging me again. ‘He’s so into you.’

  ‘Let’s go back inside,’ I reply with a smile.

  Back in the kitchen I hunt out some snacks. ‘I can’t go home drunk,’ I tell Natalie, who starts pulling crisps and biscuits out of the cupboards.
  ‘Actually, what’s the time?’ Stu said he’d come for me at eleven thirty, latest. I look around for a clock because my phone is in my bag in Natalie’s bedroom. The
  microwave says 12:33.

  ‘Shit!’ I exclaim. ‘Is that clock right?’

  ‘Nah,’ she brushes me off. ‘It’s always wrong.’

  ‘What about that one?’ I point at the oven’s digital display, which reads 10:45.

  ‘No, that needs resetting, too.’

  ‘Bloody hell,’ I mutter jokily, stalking out of the room into the corridor. I’ll go and get my mobile. I should probably text Stu, anyway. I turn to jog up the stairs, but stop
  suddenly when I see two people huddled together on the fourth step. They look up and my stomach falls. It’s Tom and Isla: his ex.

  ‘Sorry,’ I say, as Tom leans towards Isla to make room for me to pass. I thought they split up, but here they are, looking pretty cosy.

  I feel nauseous as I go into Natalie’s room and hunt out my mobile. There are three missed calls from Stu. Dammit! It’s 11.25pm. I’ve been drinking, I’ve been smoking,
  but if I text him now at least he won’t hate me for failing him on the time front, too. I type out a message. Soz. Ready now.

  He texts me straight back to say that he’s on his way. I stuff my phone back into my bag and sling it over my shoulder before steeling myself to go back downstairs. Tom and Isla are still
  sitting on the step, talking quietly.

  ‘Excuse me,’ I say as I start to walk down, my heart beating louder in my chest. Once more, Tom moves across for me.

  ‘You off?’ he asks, spying my bag.

  ‘Yep, gotta go.’

  I don’t look at Isla, but I can sense the tension between them. I bet she’s trying to win him back, and why wouldn’t he be persuaded? She’s popular, smart and beautiful.
  I must look like a mess next to her. If I was Tom, I wouldn’t be interested in the crazy girl who cries at parties, either. Biting my lip to stop it from wobbling, I go to say goodbye to
  Natalie. I find her in the garden, smoking with some of the others.

  ‘I’m off,’ I tell her quietly, leaning in to give her a hug.

  ‘No way? Really?’ She pulls away with shock.

  ‘Yeah, Stu’s on his way.’

  ‘Can’t you stay for a bit longer?’

  ‘No, he’ll go mental if I keep him waiting.’

  ‘OK.’ She looks disappointed. ‘Call me tomorrow.’

  ‘I will.’ I head back in to the house and to the front door, purposefully not looking back at the stairs as I go out the door.

  ‘You’ve been smoking,’ Stuart says the moment I climb into the car. ‘And drinking. You stink,’ he adds angrily.

  ‘I’m here, aren’t I?’ I reply.

  ‘Jesus Christ, Jessie!’ he snaps. ‘When is this going to stop?’

  ‘Please, Stu,’ I say wearily. ‘I’ve had a rough night.’

  ‘I don’t give a damn!’ he raises his voice. ‘You promised me. You’ve let me down. You keep letting me down! How can I ever trust you when you
  behave like this?’

  ‘Please,’ I say quietly, my eyes filling with tears. I don’t have the energy. Seeing Tom with Isla hurt me much more than I thought it would. It seemed like there was
  something between us in the garden, but I guess I was wrong.
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