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    For my wonderful parents. Thank you so much for everything.


  




  And for all those whose lives have been touched by the shadow of Huntington’s disease. Your courage and strength are humbling and truly inspirational.




  May a cure be found soon.
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  PROLOGUE




  ‘Are you turned on?’ Josh whispers, his breath tickling my ear in the dark.




  ‘Shh,’ I chide, my eyes glued to the screen as Patrick Swayze and Demi Moore sit at the potter’s wheel, their hands sliding over each other in

  the slippery clay. ‘It’s romantic.’




  ‘And very suggestive . . .’ he says, a delicious shiver thrilling down my spine at his touch in the dark – secret and sensual.




  Is this how it feels?




  I gaze at the screen as the lovers’ kisses get stronger, deeper, the pot long forgotten, goosebumps tingling all over my body as Josh’s skin strokes

  mine.




  I bite my lip. Is this what I’ve been waiting for?




  I watch as the lovers come together for the last time in this life – their love for each other real and passionate and achingly visible.




  Is that what we have? True love?




  I look at Josh.




  A love that will last forever, no matter what . . . ?




  He smiles, his deep brown eyes sparkling in the dark as he gently cups my face.




  ‘God, I love you,’ he whispers, his gaze deep in mine.




  I stare at him, my heart thrumming madly against my chest. He’s never said it before – neither of us has.




  This is it . . .




  ‘I love you too,’ I smile, my grin splitting my face, my stomach erupting with butterflies as I dissolve in his arms, pulling him closer than ever

  before . . .




  This is really it . . .




  





  




  PART ONE




  What’s in a name?




  That which we call a rose by any other name would smell as sweet.




  

    William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet


  




  





  




  Chapter One




  Sunlight dances over the little girl’s dark curls as she toddles clumsily through the dry grass. Her rosy cheeks dimple as she grins, her green eyes sparkling as she

  lunges sticky fingers towards the camera.




  Suddenly she trips.




  The picture immediately jolts and twists into the grass, continuing at a skewed angle as a chestnut-haired woman rushes over to the child. But she is not crying. The screen fills with silent

  giggles as her mother scoops her up, her beautiful face filled with tenderness as she cuddles her daughter tightly, protectively, holding her so close it seems she’ll never let go.




  The picture begins to blur . . .




  I click the remote and the image flicks off, plunging the room into darkness. I stare at the blank screen. It’s weird watching your memories on TV, like watching a movie. It’s like

  somewhere, in some wonderful world, those moments are trapped, bottled, to be enjoyed again. I wonder if heaven’s like that – if you get to choose the best moments of your life and just

  relive them over and over. I hope so.




  The world outside looks different already. A desert of white – the first white Christmas Eve in Sussex in years. The snow hides everything, glossing over the lumps and dips and tufts to

  leave a perfect, smooth surface. Like icing on a Christmas cake. It’s all still there, though. The dirty gravel that hisses and spits as you drive over it, the jagged rocks in the garden, the

  muddy patch where nothing grows – they’re all still there, hidden, sleeping, beneath the mask of snow.




  Like my mother.




  Nothing on the inside changed, the doctors said. She could still understand what we were saying, she just couldn’t respond like she used to. Couldn’t hug me and tell me

  everything was going to be all right, like she always had. Like I needed her to. Because everything was not all right.




  I pull the blanket tighter, but it makes no difference. I’m already wearing three sweaters. Ever since Mum got ill I’m always too hot or too cold – I can’t explain it.

  Yesterday was one of the hot days, even though it snowed practically non-stop. Everyone looked at me like I was crazy, standing in the snowy graveyard in Mum’s strappy stilettos and my red

  velvet dress among the whispering sea of black, disapproving sighs rising like smoke signals in the frosty air. But I didn’t care – the biddies could tut all they liked – she was

  my mother and the dress was her favourite on me. She called me her Rose Red.




  The shoes were her favourites too – I remember her dancing in them at my cousin Lucy’s wedding. I was about four or five at the time, hiding beneath the buffet table in protest at

  the fuchsia meringue I’d been forced to wear as flower girl. But when Mum started dancing I forgot all about that. I crawled out and just stared at her, mesmerized. God, she was graceful.

  Everyone stopped to watch her whirling, swirling form as she glided around the room, those heels clacking like castanets.




  When the song ended she stopped, breathless and slightly dizzy, and looked around as if unsure where she was. Then someone started to clap. Embarrassment flushing her cheeks, she ran a hand

  through her hair and scooped me up into a tight hug, her eyes shining with tears. It was only later that I found out it was the first song she and Daddy had danced to at their wedding.




  The stilettos were one of the first heartbreaks of the diagnosis. I remember hearing Mum crying in her room one day and padding up to find her sitting on her bed, placing them carefully into a

  silver box like a coffin, shrouded with beautiful rose-coloured tissue paper. The doctors said high heels were just an accident waiting to happen, and that, with everything else, was something she

  really didn’t need. I watched as she kissed each shoe before pressing the lid down gently and tying the whole precious package together with a blue ribbon. The first of many sacrifices to

  Huntington’s.




  That was a long time ago, though. That Mum died long before her heart stopped beating last Tuesday. The real Mum. The way I’ll always remember her, wearing those precious shoes and

  swirling and whirling away to her heart’s content. Not lying alone, small and frail and empty, in a hospital bed.




  The sharp ringing of the telephone makes me jump. I count the rings – one, two, three – and the machine kicks in.




  ‘Hello!’ Mum’s voice sings, and my heart leaps. ‘You have reached the Kenning residence. Trudie and Rosie are out at the mo, but if you’d like to leave a message

  – you know what to do!’




  I swallow painfully. Aunt Sarah’s been on at me to change it – and I know I should – but I just can’t bring myself to erase her voice. She sounds so happy. So alive.




  The caller clears his throat uncertainly. A familiar trait, no matter how much time’s passed. My eyes flick to the phone.




  ‘Um, hi – Rosie? It’s Andy. It’s uh, it’s been a while, huh?’ Awkward pause. ‘Listen, I’m – I’m sorry about your mum, it must be . .

  .’ Another pause. ‘Shit. Look, I’d really like to see you – call me, okay? No pressure. Just as friends. Okay? You know I’m always here if . . . You know where I am.

  Bye.’




  Wow. Andy. He’s right, it has been a long time.




  ‘You should call him, you know.’




  I twist to see Aunt Sarah in the doorway. Is it that time already? Sarah works long hours at the local hospital, but that hasn’t stopped her checking up on me whenever she can – to

  make sure I haven’t slit my wrists or burned the house down or anything.




  I shrug. ‘Maybe.’ No, I think. No, no, no.




  ‘And why not?’ She leans accusatorially in the doorway.




  ‘I didn’t say no, I said maybe,’ I protest.




  ‘Same thing,’ she replies. ‘I know you.’




  It’s true, she does. She’s known me my whole life – literally. I was my mother’s last hope for a child, at the age of forty-two – the miracle baby – and Sarah

  was the midwife who delivered me that night. The night my father never came back.




  She’s not really my aunt, or even a relative at all, but she’s Mum’s best friend and our next-door neighbour, and she’s been there at every major event of our lives. Our

  guardian angel – younger than Mum, but older and wiser than me. A fact I’m never allowed to forget.




  ‘Seriously, Rosie, you should go out, see people – enjoy the snow! God knows it won’t last long!’




  ‘I’m fine,’ I tell her.




  ‘I know you are, sweetie . . . but it would be good for you, you know?’




  I hate it when people tell me what’s good for me – Have a nice cup of tea, it’ll make you feel better. Go on, Rosie, have a good cry, it’s good for you. Yeah, cos

  that’ll bring my mother back.




  I get up and cross to the stereo.




  ‘Look, Rosie, this isn’t easy for any of us, you know?’ Sarah sighs, smoothing a hand over her frazzled ponytail. ‘But you shouldn’t hide away like this –

  it’s Christmas Eve. You should be with people – family. I know you’re going to your nana’s tomorrow, but she’d love to have you to stay with her, not just for

  the holidays—’




  I flick through the noisy radio stations.




  ‘Rosie . . .’




  I can see Sarah’s reflection in the glass cabinet. She looks tired, drained – and old. Sarah’s never been old. But I don’t care. How can she be like the rest of them?

  Patronising and clichéd and telling me what to do? I turn the volume up high, and a choir belts out Joy to the World.




  ‘Rosie!’ she battles with the racket. ‘Rosie, turn it down!’




  ‘I don’t like that one either!’ I yell back. ‘How’s this?’ Rockin’ Around the Christmas Tree replaces the choir. I turn the volume higher.

  ‘Have a happy ho-o-liday!’




  ‘ROSIE! Turn it down!’




  ‘What?!’ I yell back, cupping my hand to my ear. Maybe now she’ll know how it feels.




  ‘ROSALIND KENNING, YOU LISTEN TO ME!’ Sarah yells, and I flick the radio off, her voice echoing in the sudden silence as I turn round. She is flushed and breathless, the light from

  the hallway behind her showing up every frizzed hair like a frenzied halo.




  ‘I’ve come to a decision,’ I say. Calmly, rationally. ‘I need to know.’ I take a deep breath. ‘I need to know if I’ve got Huntington’s.’




  There it is. Out in the open.




  The colour in Sarah’s cheeks melts away, leaving her pale and serious. ‘Rosie . . .’




  ‘I’ve made up my mind,’ I say, swallowing hard. ‘I can’t live like this, not knowing. I need to know if I’m going to get it too, if I’m going to . .

  .’ The words stick in my throat. ‘I need to know the truth.’




  ‘Rosie,’ Sarah swallows, steps closer. ‘You have to think about this, take some time . . .’




  ‘I have.’ I round on her. ‘Don’t you think I have?’




  ‘Look, I know that with your mum gone everything’s strange and scary—’




  ‘You don’t know anything!’ I scream at her, my legs trembling. I’ve never shouted at Sarah, never yelled, never . . . but suddenly all the feelings that have been

  bottled up for too long gush out in one big mess. ‘You don’t know,’ I shake my head. ‘You don’t – you can’t . . .’ I look away.




  Sarah sighs. ‘All I’m saying is that it’s too soon to be making choices like this, to take the test—’




  ‘Too soon? When do you want me to find out? When I’ve got kids too? I’m not a child any more, Sarah – I’m nearly eighteen!’




  ‘I know, Rosie, but this is a life-changing decision we’re talking about here. There’s no cure, and once you know, you can’t go back . . .’




  ‘I can’t go back anyway!’ I choke on the words. ‘And no, actually. It’s not a life-changing decision because nothing actually changes, does it? It’s

  already decided whether I live or die – I’d just quite like to know which it’s going to be, okay?’




  Sarah looks beaten, hopeless.




  ‘What kind of a life can I have otherwise?’ I ask quietly. ‘Not knowing? Not knowing if one day I’ll end up like—’




  ‘You won’t.’




  ‘Sarah, it’s hereditary,’ I sigh. ‘It hangs on the toss of a coin.’




  ‘No.’ She takes my shoulders gently, her eyes so sad. ‘Rosie, sweetheart, you don’t have Huntington’s. You don’t need the test.’




  ‘I’m not asking your permission, Sarah.’ I tell her quietly. ‘I’ve got an appointment at the clinic on Wednesday, and—’




  ‘No,’ she says. ‘You don’t understand.’ She takes a deep breath. ‘Rosie, you don’t have the disease.’




  ‘Sarah,’ I say gently, as if to a child. ‘There’s a fifty percent chance that I do – it’s a genetic fact.’




  ‘That’s what I mean.’ Sarah says slowly, not looking at me. ‘There is no chance.’




  ‘I—’ I blink. ‘I don’t understand . . .’




  ‘Rosie . . .’ She sighs, rubs her hand over her brow. ‘Oh, God!’




  I don’t move. Don’t dare breathe.




  ‘Rosie, you don’t have the disease – you can’t possibly, because—’ Desperate pause. Swallow. Breath. ‘Because Trudie wasn’t your

  mother.’




  Her eyes meet mine at last and I flick mine away.




  There’s a red stain on the carpet by the door, where Mum spilled red wine as she was handing it round one New Year’s Eve. She’d said she was just a bit tipsy, but I knew she

  hadn’t had a drop to drink all night.




  Now it looks like blood.




  ‘Rosie, I’ve wanted to tell you for such a long time, especially with Trudie getting worse and worse – to put your mind at rest, give you one less thing to worry about, and

  because you deserved – deserve – to know. But I couldn’t while she was alive, don’t you see? You were everything to her.’




  I start tugging at my sweater. It’s hot again. Insufferably hot.




  ‘God, this is awful! I’m so sorry, sweetie – this isn’t how I wanted to tell you at all. But if you take the test they might compare your DNA, and I just . . . I

  didn’t want you to find out from someone else. I had to tell you – to explain . . .’ She trails off. ‘Rosie?’




  I blink hard, trying to concentrate, focus.




  She sighs. ‘Rosie, you had to know – you have to know – because it’s the only way you can move on with your life – your own long and healthy life!’




  The room whirls faster and faster.




  ‘I don’t understand.’




  Another sigh. The same gentle voice. ‘Rosie, you haven’t inherited the disease. She wasn’t your mother—’




  ‘NO!’ I scream, the loudness of my voice startling me. ‘She was – she is!’




  ‘Rosie—’ Sarah reaches for me.




  ‘No! You were there!’ I accuse her, wrenching away. ‘You were there when I was born, you delivered me – how can you . . . ?’ I gasp for breath.




  She nods. That weak smile again.




  ‘Yes, yes, I was, which is why I know that Trudie wasn’t—’




  ‘Stop it! Stop lying to me!’ I yell. ‘This is sick! This is just some sick way to stop me taking the test – admit it!’ My eyes search hers, desperate for

  some sign that it’s not true, that she’s made it all up, but she just looks sad, tired.




  I feel faint, giddy. She was! She was my mother. Wasn’t she? I close my eyes. She would have told me – she would have told me if I was adopted. Wouldn’t she . . .

  ?




  ‘Rosie, sit down, you’re swaying. Let’s talk about this – please, let me explain . . .’ Sarah reaches out, guiding, helpful.




  I swipe her away and run, just run. Out of the back door, through the gate, the woods, hurtling down the hill towards the fields, yanking off the sweaters and sprinting blindly through the snow.

  I can’t breathe. The flakes swirl faster and faster, dancing and whirling and twirling with my lost mother in my mind.




  I’ve lost her, and she wasn’t even mine.




  The words tumble clumsily into the dance, cold and hard and heavy.




  She wasn’t even my mother to lose.
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  I’m losing him.




  Josh’s words tumble painfully round and round my head:




  ‘We need to talk.’




  I know what that means.




  Ever since he started college I’ve been expecting, dreading, fearing those words.




  ‘Coming for a swim?’ Melissa grins, running up beside me. ‘I’ll race you fifty lengths!’




  ‘Not today,’ I shake my head. ‘I’m not in the mood.’




  She sighs. ‘You’ve been moody for days now – this must be a record!’




  I hug myself tightly.




  Her face softens and she hooks her arm through mine. ‘Have you tried a hot water bottle?’




  ‘What?’




  ‘That works for me – or camomile tea?’




  I stare at her. Why does everyone think anything can be solved with a cup of tea?




  ‘Or I read that lavender oil can really help, if you rub it in.’




  ‘Where?’ I ask, totally bemused.




  ‘Your stomach, silly – it’s supposed to help ease the cramps.’




  Cramps? Suddenly I understand.




  ‘No, I haven’t got—’ The words stick like thorns in my throat as I calculate quickly.




  ‘Oh, I get it!’ Melissa grins. ‘You’re just scared I’ll beat you, huh? Frightened of a little competition?’




  I smile weakly, my head pounding painfully.




  Five weeks . . . nearly six . . .




  ‘Come on,’ she laughs. ‘Don’t be a baby!’




  She drags me numbly down the street, my legs threatening to buckle any second as my blood rushes deafeningly in my ears.




  Don’t be a baby . . .




  





  




  Chapter Two




  The ground rushes up to meet me, and it’s only now, collapsed in the snow, that I realize where I am.




  Stark silhouettes of skeleton trees clutch at the first evening stars, and the vast expanse of snow is littered with row upon row of cold black headstones.




  And there she is.




  Gertrude Kenning. Beloved Daughter, Wife and Mother.




  ‘Liar!’ The scream rips from my throat, Sarah’s words stabbing my brain as I screw my eyes shut, trying to drown out her voice, her pitying face. Her expression shifts

  into a smile, and now the face I see is my mother’s, her brown eyes shining with warmth and love and life.




  ‘Liar!’ I sob, clawing at the snow, hurling the lumps of ice and mud at the grave – at the lies set in stone – flinging them harder and harder, my fingers

  bleeding, my eyes blurring, until finally my legs buckle beneath me, hot tears streaking down my cheeks. ‘You weren’t my mother!’




  But she was! She was my mother. The only one I had. And now this . . . this is all that’s left.




  I crumple into the snow, the crisp pain stinging my skin as my tears mingle with the ice.




  I miss you, I miss you so much.




  I close my eyes, remembering how we used to lie like this, making figures in the snow – a mummy angel and a baby angel.




  Tears flood the memory.




  She was never my mother, never mine. My whole life – my whole life – is one big lie . . .




  I struggle to my feet, bombarded with a kaleidoscope of memories – bright, garish, fake memories.




  All fake – all lies.




  My throat burns with tears.




  Why didn’t she tell me? Why did she lie? I had a right – I have a right to know who I am.




  The graveyard spins around me.




  Who am I . . . ?




  I close my eyes.




  ‘Rosie?’




  I whirl round, my breath caught in my throat.




  He looks different, older, his chin spattered with stubble, his hair longer, but I’d still know him anywhere.




  ‘I thought it was you.’ Andy smiles hesitantly. ‘Are you okay? Did you get my message?’




  I nod silently, glad of the dark hiding my tears.




  ‘I was going to call round, but . . .’ He shuffles his feet. ‘I wasn’t sure whether . . . if you . . .’ he swallows, his shoulders hunched, his hands deep in his

  pockets.




  I hug my arms against the icy breeze, stare at my shoes.




  ‘Besides, I’ve been under house arrest – Gran’s visiting,’ Andy clears his throat. ‘We’ve just been to the Christingle.’




  I follow his gaze to the brightly lit church, its stained-glass windows spilling coloured light over the chattering families huddling together outside.




  Suddenly I shiver.




  ‘Bloody hell, Rose, you’re freezing. Here.’ He pulls off his jacket, and as he wraps it round me a bottle falls out. Vodka.




  ‘That’ll help too!’ He laughs nervously, picking it up.




  I stare at it, surprised.




  ‘Well, you know,’ he shrugs. ‘Sermons can get a little dull . . .’ He grins, that familiar lop-sided grin, and my heart flips. ‘Not really – I’m off to

  a party. This big family Christmas thing is driving me crazy, and—’ A frown flashes over his features. ‘I mean . . .’




  I take the bottle and tip it skyward, the liquid burning my throat and making me feel sick. I take another swig.




  ‘Easy!’ Andy laughs. ‘I know you – two glasses of wine and you’re a goner.’




  I look at him. I know you. My chest aches.




  ‘Well, it’s . . . it’s good to see you, Rose.’ He smiles, those incredible blue eyes making my insides twist, my head rushing with memories. Real, bright, happy memories.

  ‘It’s been a long time.’




  It has, but suddenly it feels like yesterday.




  ‘Can I give you a ride home?’he offers.




  Home. I wince, thinking of the dark, empty house filled with lies. I shake my head. It’s not my home. Not any more.




  ‘Okay,’ He shuffles his feet, turns to go. ‘Well . . .’




  ‘Wait.’ I say quickly. He turns.




  I hesitate, the night dark and cold around us, his jacket warm on my shoulders, the sharp vodka racing through my veins.




  ‘Did you say something about a party?’




  The door opens, and I surrender to the music. The whole place is throbbing with it – thud thud thud thud – consuming and obliterating all thoughts, all

  conversation. I welcome it. Dropping the empty bottle by the door, I step into the throng.




  Anonymous faces crowd in as Andy weaves us through the room, past flashes of blonde hair and glittering earrings; heavy-lidded goths and pouting lip gloss; flesh, piercings, bottles, lines of

  shots, shrieks of laughter and, permeating it all, the unmistakeable smell of weed.




  ‘You want something to eat?’ Andy mouths.




  I shake my head, reaching instead for one of the shots. I down it easily, barely feeling the sting as it slides down my throat. I reach for another, but Andy catches my arm, pointing over my

  shoulder.




  ‘Hey, there’s Bex!’




  I turn and squint into the crowd, but the dark mass of writhing bodies twine into each other anonymously. I turn back to Andy, confused, and am suddenly shoved headfirst into his shoulder, beer

  slopping over my back.




  ‘Hey!’ Andy pushes the guy who knocked me. ‘Watch it, okay?’




  The guy staggers away and collapses on a sofa.




  ‘Ow . . .’ I moan quietly, the taste of fresh blood salty on my tongue, the scent of Andy’s aftershave tickling my nose.




  Andy looks down at me, concerned. ‘You okay?’ He brushes my lips carefully with his thumb, and my head swims with more memories.




  ‘You’re soaked!’ He grins, wiping beer from my hair. ‘Come on, let’s get you cleaned up.’




  Apart from a pile of jackets, the bathroom is empty, the faint thud thud thud pulsing distantly through the floorboards. Andy grabs a damp cloth and starts to gently clean my cut, his

  brow furrowed in concentration as he leans closer, making me dizzy. He cups my cheek and my skin blazes, my heart pounding as his eyes meet mine.




  Without thinking, I lean forward and press my lips against his.




  He pulls back, surprised. ‘Rosie—’ I search his eyes anxiously, his gaze deep in mine.




  Then suddenly we’re kissing, the taste of his soft lips so sweet and familiar, my heart thumping frantically against my ribs.




  God, I haven’t been kissed – haven’t been touched – in so, so long . . .




  I press closer, the kisses deepening, lengthening, as my mind spins into oblivion, my body on fire.




  This is it. This is what I need. To escape. To just lose myself completely. To forget . . .




  I kiss him harder, pushing my chest against his, my hand moving to his zip.




  ‘Mm . . .’ Andy groans.




  I tug at the little metal pull.




  ‘Rosie . . .’




  I push closer, my tongue sliding against his as I slip my hand inside . . .




  ‘Rose, no – Rosie!’ He pushes me away, my lips stinging in the empty air.




  ‘I’m sorry,’ he sighs, running his hands through his hair. ‘I’m sorry, I can’t . . . I can’t do this.’




  ‘What?’ I blink, his face swimming in front of mine. ‘Why? What’s wrong?’




  He looks away and I frown, trying to search his eyes, but they won’t keep still, won’t focus.




  ‘Andy?’




  ‘Rosie, I just . . . I can’t.’ He looks at me, his eyes pained, then looks away, sighs.




  Then I realize.




  ‘You don’t want me.’ I swallow painfully, my throat sour as I shiver, cold suddenly. ‘You never did.’




  ‘Rosie, no, that’s not what I—’




  I push past him, my chest tight, the room blurring as I stagger for the door.




  ‘Rose, wait—’ He reaches for me




  ‘Get off me!’ I wrench away, reeling as I lurch into the corridor.




  There are bodies everywhere – leaning against walls and sprawled over the floor, yelling at me as I stumble over their limbs, my own legs threatening to buckle at any moment. I clutch at

  the wall, feeling my way along, trying to keep going, stay upright, get out of here, breathe.




  Suddenly the wall ends. I feel myself falling and can’t stop. I wince, ready for the slamming pain. But it never comes.




  ‘Whoa there, tiger.’ A guy’s face swims in front of mine as he pulls me upright and leans me back against the wall.




  ‘You okay? Nearly had a little fall there.’




  ‘Another one falling for you, Kyle?’ his friend jokes.




  Kyle laughs, and I hear myself join in. He takes a swig of beer, then offers me the bottle. I take it eagerly – too fast – the glass crashing against my teeth as the cool liquid

  slops down my front. Kyle laughs, and I smile up at him, licking my lips, the taste of beer bitter and cool in my mouth.




  ‘What’s your name, anyway?’ he asks, brushing my hair out of my eyes. ‘Do I know you?’




  ‘I . . .’ I try to concentrate, but his face keeps swimming out of focus. ‘Um . . . Ro . . .’




  ‘Ro?’ He has dimples when he smiles. ‘Well, Ro,’ he says, leaning in closer, ‘you’ve got very pretty eyes.’




  He moves to tuck my hair behind my ear, and suddenly I’m kissing him, hard. He smiles in surprise, then kisses me back hungrily, pressing his body against mine. My head bangs violently

  against the wall, but the pain is welcome, the kisses rough, desperate, his stubble scratching my cheeks, his tongue writhing in my mouth. His grip tightens, and I clutch fiercely at his back, my

  eyes screwed shut, blotting out everything else.




  Suddenly he’s ripped away, my lips burning as I gasp for air.




  ‘Hey! What’s your problem, Andy?’ Kyle snarls.




  Andy. Shit.




  ‘Leave her alone, Kyle.’




  ‘It was her! Couldn’t keep her hands off me.’




  Andy grabs my arm. ‘Come on.’




  ‘Hey.’ Kyle stops him. ‘She’s a big girl, Hunter, she can do what she wants.’ He winks at Andy. ‘And she wants me.’




  ‘She’s had too much to drink.’




  ‘What are you, her mother?’




  I wince.




  ‘Just . . . Leave her alone, okay?’ Andy says.




  ‘What’s it to you?’ Kyle challenges.




  ‘I said,’ Andy steps closer, ‘leave her—’




  ‘Yeah, Andy,’ I hear myself slur. ‘What’s it to you?’




  Andy stops. He’s looking at me, but I can’t see his eyes.




  Kyle laughs. ‘Oh, dear, Hunter. Seems you’re not needed after all. Do us all a favour, eh, mate? Get a life.’ Kyle drapes an arm round my shoulders. ‘Come on, sweetheart,

  let’s find somewhere we won’t be disturbed.’ He pushes past Andy.




  ‘Wait,’ Andy catches my arm.




  ‘Back off, Hunter!’




  ‘Rose,’ Andy says.‘Rose, look at me.’




  I stare at the floor.




  ‘Rosie!’




  ‘Whoa – hold on a minute.’ Kyle’s arm drops from my shoulder. ‘Rosie? Wait, you’re Rosie Kenning?’ He swipes my hair from my eyes and

  peers down at me.‘Jeezus Christ.’ He smirks. ‘Now, what’s Crazy Kenning’s daughter doing on the loose?’




  What? My face burns.




  ‘Hey everyone! It’s Crrrazy Kenning’s kid!’




  ‘Kyle!’ Andy grabs him, and Kyle holds up his hands in mock surrender.




  ‘Hey, she’s all yours, Hunter. My mistake, mate.’ He staggers off along the corridor, drunkenly toppling from one wall to the other. ‘Should’ve recognized her by

  her walk, eh, lads? Just like her old lady – remember the prom?’ They laugh and whoop appreciatively. ‘Whoaoaoa! And as for that fall – whoops!’ Kyle falls into a

  chubby guy’s waiting arms. ‘Classic trademark.’




  ‘I . . .’ I can’t think. Can’t breathe.




  ‘Sorry, sweetheart.’ He dances over and slings his arm round my neck. ‘Nothing personal. You’re very cute, really. Just crrrrazy genes.’




  Hot. Too hot.




  ‘Yeah?’ Andy growls. ‘Why don’t you come over here and say that?’




  ‘Look,’ Kyle coos, ‘Hunter. Mate. No hard feelings, okay? She’s yours, and I respect that.’ He slaps Andy on the shoulder. ‘In fact, I owe you one,

  mate – any longer and I might’ve caught something!’




  Andy swings at him, but Kyle ducks just in time, laughing. ‘Uh-oh, looks like we might have another one for the loony bin, eh, lads? And don’t they make a lovely couple? Him all

  macho honour and her – Oof!’




  My knuckles sting like mad and the room spins crazily as my back slams against the wall and I slump to the floor, watching as Kyle crashes headfirst into the drinks table.




  Merry Christmas, I think as everything fades to black.
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  I slump to the floor as Melissa locks the bathroom door behind us.




  ‘Okay,’ she says. ‘Spill.’




  I chew my cookie, tasting nothing as it crumbles dryly in my mouth, buying time.




  ‘Sweetie, what is it?’ She wraps her arm round my shoulders. ‘You’ve been quiet all day. This isn’t like you.’




  I close my eyes. How can I tell her?




  She sighs. ‘As if I don’t know.’




  My eyes fly open.




  ‘I know you.’ She smiles sadly. ‘And you’re going about this all wrong – you need to pick yourself up, get back to the party, drink some punch and

  have some fun!’




  I stare at her.




  ‘You need to show my idiot brother just how lucky he is to have you!’




  I look away, exhale. She doesn’t know . . .




  Someone knocks on the door.




  ‘Just a minute!’ Melissa calls. ‘Sweetie, trust me, hiding away up here piling on the pounds is seriously not going to help anything.’




  She snatches the cookies and I pull my top down over my belly self-consciously.




  ‘Yes, Josh is going to meet college girls – that’s a given. He’s at college.’




  I nod miserably, flinching as the knocking turns to a battering.




  College girls. Older, more sophisticated, uncomplicated . . .




  ‘I said, just a freaking minute!’ Melissa hollers, slamming her own fist against the door. ‘But sweetie, you have absolutely nothing to worry about,’ She

  squeezes me tight. ‘Because there’s another, much more important, given.’ She smiles. ‘Josh loves you. Just the way you are.’




  No, I think, closing my eyes as the hammering continues inside my head.




  Just the way I was . . .




  





  




  Chapter Three




  My eyes fly open as someone hammers violently against my skull.




  Aaah! What? Shit! Oww!




  I clutch my head and squint around tentatively, trying to focus. What is that?




  Suddenly, the door bursts open and slams against the wall.




  Owwwoohhhhh – Shit!




  ‘Andy!’ I clutch the duvet against me as my head implodes. ‘What are you . . . How . . . ?’




  ‘I knocked. About five times. Your coffee’s getting cold.’




  ‘But – but what are you doing here?!’




  ‘I live here.’ He dumps a pile of stuff in the corner and wrenches the curtains back, harsh daylight burning my eyes as I shrink beneath the duvet. A blue duvet. Andy’s

  duvet. Andy’s bed. Shit! I glance down quickly at my crumpled top and jeans – at least that’s something.




  A mug bangs down next to my head. Ow.




  ‘Coffee.’




  ‘Um. Thanks,’ I mumble, peeking out.




  ‘Thank Mum. She made it.’




  ‘I will.’




  He stands there for a moment, tall and shadowy against the bright window. I can’t see his face.




  ‘Listen, Andy, I—’ I rasp, then clear my throat. ‘What am I – I mean, how . . . ?’




  ‘You don’t remember?’ he asks incredulously. ‘You don’t remember last night?’




  ‘I—’ I hesitate, then shake my head helplessly.




  He looks at me for a moment, then sighs heavily and crouches down next to the bed. He brushes a hair from my face.




  ‘You were very drunk,’ he says gently.




  I can believe it. I can barely focus, and my whole body aches like hell. Especially my head.




  ‘You don’t remember anything?’ he asks, his eyes searching mine. Those eyes. Those blue, blue eyes.




  ‘Did—’ I begin, the duvet warm around my body.




  ‘Yes?’




  ‘Did I . . . ?’ I look into his eyes. ‘Did we . . . ?’




  The softness in his face disappears. ‘No,’ he says. ‘We didn’t.’




  He stands up briskly and checks his watch.




  ‘Shit – Gran’ll kill me. Look, drink your coffee and I’ll meet you in the car.’ He tosses me my mobile. ‘You’ve had about eight missed calls.’




  The phone blinks at me accusingly. Nana. I close my eyes, flooded with guilt.




  ‘I told her I’d drop you off on the way.’




  I look up. ‘The way?’




  ‘To church. It’s Christmas Day.’ He gestures at the pile of opened presents he brought in – a stack of travel books, a camera, and a large backpack.




  ‘Going on holiday?’ I venture.




  ‘No – my gap year – any more questions?’ he snaps.




  I look up, surprised. His gap year?




  ‘You’ve got five minutes.’




  He slams the door, and my skull splinters.




  What happened?




  My eyes wander round the room, over the old Arctic Monkeys poster and his beloved Wii, past the basketball laundry-hoop and up his snaking CD collection to the photo montage I’d helped him

  Blu-Tack round the mirror over his sink. Not much has changed, really. Not in the eighteen months since I was last here.




  I pull the duvet over my face, the musky scent of Andy’s aftershave tickling my nose, and suddenly I remember kissing him last night, the smell of his skin, his hair, as he held me close,

  the taste of his lips so familiar, so right against mine. My head spins as I close my eyes. God, I’ve missed him. Andy. Andy’s room, Andy’s bed. Snug and warm and

  comfortable, just as I remember.




  Not that we’d ever . . . we’d never – Not that we hadn’t wanted to, just . . . I didn’t want it to be just some clumsy fumble after school, listening for the

  front door and scrambling back into my uniform if anyone came home. It had to be special. Perfect. And we’d planned the perfect occasion.




  After my GCSE exams, the school arranged a prom, a great formal farewell before we headed out into the big wide world: some of us going straight into jobs or apprenticeships; some, like me,

  destined for a glorious six-week summer holiday – six whole wonderful weeks that Andy and I were going to spend discovering Europe with our Eurail passes – before I finally joined him

  at Maybridge Sixth Form College.




  That’s what got me through my exams, to tell the truth. All those long dismal hours of revision, the arguments with Mum over anything and everything, just knowing I could look forward to

  this amazing adventure, to the prom the night before – a magical evening when I’d wear my ball gown and dance with Andy, and then . . . well, his parents were away for the weekend . .

  .




  And it was everything I could have wished for. Gone were the desks that regimented the exams, and instead a lazy disco ball sent glittery stars spinning round the school hall as we swayed to the

  band, our secret lighting us from inside and sparkling in our eyes.




  We left early.




  Andy’s house was dark and empty as we tiptoed upstairs in the moonlight, my senses on overdrive, aware of every touch, every sound, my heart beating madly as we stepped into his bedroom.

  Suddenly he flicked a switch, and I gasped as a hundred tiny fairy-lights flickered to life, twinkling over the mirror, looping around the window and circling his bed, which was scattered with rose

  petals. It was beautiful. Perfect.




  He turned to me, his eyes sparkling, and kissed me, a long, lingering kiss that sent shivers down my spine and my head spinning into orbit as we fell onto the bed. I kissed him harder, enjoying

  the weight of his body on mine as his fingers slid down my back, my waist, my hip, and finally I gasped as they slipped inside my knickers, smooth and warm and so, so gentle.




  He began to tug them down, down . . . but suddenly I grabbed his hand, stopping him.




  ‘I’m sorry,’ I gasped, struggling for breath, ‘I’m sorry.’




  ‘Hey,’ he smiled, kissing me. ‘Shh, don’t be.’ He brushed a hair from my forehead, his eyes deep in mine. ‘You call the shots. Okay?’




  I nodded, and we struggled up into a sitting position. I pulled my dress back down and hugged my knees, my cheeks blazing.




  What now?




  Andy leapt up. ‘Some chocolates, Mademoiselle?’ he asked in a French accent, grabbing a pretty box from his bedside table and presenting it with a flourish. ‘Decadently dark,

  dreamily creamy, finest Belgian chocolates, fresh from the expert chocolatiers of, um, Tesco’s.’




  ‘Magnifique,’ I giggled, watching him as he tore off the wrapping, his cheeks glowing in the soft light, his blond hair deliciously ruffled next to his crumpled shirt. He was so

  gorgeous, so sexy, so Andy.




  ‘Voilà!’ he announced, opening the box. ‘Now, would Mademoiselle care for a truffle delight? A caramel sensation? Or perhaps that most controversial of delicacies, a

  strawberry creme?’




  A tiny, puzzled smile flickered over his face as I took the whole box from his hands and pushed it aside.




  ‘You’re wonderful,’ I told him.




  He smiled. ‘You too.’




  Then I kissed him, deep and meaningfully, my fingers travelling down to his shirt buttons.




  ‘Rosie,’ Andy broke away suddenly, his eyes searching mine. ‘Rose, you don’t have to—’




  I placed a finger over his lips, and smiled.




  ‘I want to.’




  I climbed onto his lap and kissed him again, undoing one button after another, tugging the shirt free from his warm, smooth, firm body, lifting my arms as he pulled my dress up over my head and

  dropped it in a lilac pool on the floor, shivering as his fingers trailed gently down my bare back. Finally, his eyes found mine.




  ‘You are so, so beautiful,’ he told me, kissing me. ‘I love you.’ He stroked my face. ‘But are you sure—’




  I kissed him in answer, placing his hand on my breast, then reaching for his buckle. He didn’t need telling twice. He pulled me to him, the warmth of his skin against mine making me shiver

  uncontrollably, his kisses hot and breathy as I pulled him ever closer, wanting him so desperately. His hands were everywhere – my hair, my back, my breasts, my legs – then suddenly, he

  stopped.




  ‘Did you hear that?’




  ‘No,’ I panted, pulling him closer.




  He kissed me, then stopped again. ‘Listen.’




  There was a faint humming sound from my bag. My mobile.




  ‘Ignore it,’ I whispered, my fingers tangling in his hair. ‘They’ll leave a message.’




  ‘But it’s the middle of the night – it could be important—’




  The ringing stopped.




  ‘See?’ I smiled. ‘Can’t have been that important.’




  ‘I suppose not,’ Andy grinned, rolling me underneath him as I shrieked happily. ‘Now, where were we?’ His mouth found mine.




  Suddenly the humming started again.




  Andy looked at me.




  ‘Okay,’ I groaned, fumbling for my phone.




  It glowed green in the darkness: Bex.




  ‘Typical,’ I grinned, flicking it off. ‘Wanting a progress report, no doubt.’




  ‘Well, we’d better give you something to tell her, then,’ Andy growled, nibbling at my neck and making me giggle.




  Suddenly, the shrill ring of the house phone made us both jump.




  ‘What the . . . ?’ Andy frowned, checking his watch. ‘It’s one o’clock in the morning!’




  ‘Ignore it,’ I pleaded, kissing his ear. ‘No one’s here.’




  He kissed me absently, still listening to the phone. ‘I’d better go.’




  ‘Andy . . .’ Another kiss.




  ‘I’ll be right back, I promise.’ He smiled, gently disentangling himself from my arms. ‘Okay?’




  I pouted, and he kissed my lips. ‘Okay?’




  ‘Okay,’ I smiled. ‘But hurry!’




  The ringing stopped, and I lay there, listening, but couldn’t hear anything. I picked up Andy’s shirt, still warm, still filled with that same delicious Andy smell, and pulled it on,

  draping myself seductively on the bed just as he returned.




  ‘Well?’ I purred. ‘What do you think . . . ?’




  Andy handed me the phone. ‘It’s for you.’




  ‘For me?’




  ‘Bex.’ He rolled his eyes.




  ‘No. Way. She rang your house?’ I scrambled up from the bed to take the handset. ‘Bex, this’d better be good . . .’




  ‘Rosie – finally! I called your mobile five times!’




  ‘Sorry, I didn’t hear it – I was busy . . .’ I grinned at Andy. ‘What’s so important?’




  ‘It’s your mum,’ Bex said. ‘She’s here.’




  ‘Shit!’ I sighed crossly. ‘Does she want me to come home? Well, tough, I’m sixteen years old, and I’ll do what I—’




  ‘No, Rosie,’ Bex interrupted, her voice urgent. ‘She’s had an accident.’




  I jump at the sound of Andy’s car horn. Shit. I wrench the covers off and jump out of bed – too quickly. The room spins, and I grab onto the sink for support,

  shutting my eyes and praying not to throw up. I wait for a second.




  Nothing. Gingerly, I open an eye and am greeted by a sullen, ashen-faced reflection. I stare.




  Gone is the rosy-cheeked schoolgirl who last looked in this mirror. The girl with all the friends and the amazing boyfriend, the girl looking forward to a carefree summer of travelling –

  to the rest of her life. She disappeared eighteen months ago.




  My eyes flick to the photos surrounding the mirror, searching for her, but though dozens of smiling faces beam back at me, there’s no one I know. I stare at them. Gone are the photos

  we’d tacked up of our school friends, our dates, our memories – replaced with strangers: out clubbing, on holidays, in the park – Andy grinning and laughing with people I’ve

  never even met, having the time of his life. Having a life. Going travelling, I remember, my heart sinking.




  But not with me.




  My chest aches. Suddenly he feels a million miles away. I was wrong. Things have changed. We’ve changed. Everything changed that night. The last night I was here.




  But he kissed me last night, I remind myself desperately – that must mean something?




  My eyes dart frantically over the photos, desperate to find a picture of me, of us – a party, a date – something – some sign that he’s thought about me in all this

  time, that he’s missed me as much as I’ve missed him. Suddenly my heart stops, my eyes frozen on a picture of Andy, his arms wrapped tightly around a girl, grinning at the camera as she

  kisses him tenderly.




  A pretty blonde girl.




  I pluck the photo from the wall, my fingers trembling as I stare at their interlocked fingers, their matching England football shirts, the stadium behind them where the Euro championships were

  held two summers ago . . .




  Something hits me in the chest. Hard.




  Two summers ago. Just after we broke up. The summer we were going to go travelling.




  The summer he went without me . . .




  I can’t breathe. My chest tightens as all the pain of his leaving floods back – the burning insecurity that I wasn’t good enough, that I’d never been good enough, that

  he’d finally got tired of waiting for me to be ready – or worse, that now he’d seen me naked he didn’t want me after all.




  You don’t want me. My voice echoes suddenly in my ears, my cheeks blazing as I remember him pushing me away last night, my lips stinging with rejection. You never did.




  I run the tap, splashing the gushing water on my burning face, tears stinging my eyes as all my hopes of us getting back together dissolve to nothing.




  So that is what happened. That’s why he was so keen to stop when the phone rang that night, that’s why he went travelling without me. He’d gone off me.

  Gone off in search of someone new. And he found her . . .




  I wrench my eyes open, searching the photos for more pictures of her, of other girls, other girlfriends – How many have there been? I scour the snaps – parties, people, places

  – then, suddenly, a familiar face grins out, lurking in the background. His dancing eyes catch mine, and instantly the rest of last night comes rushing painfully back. Kyle . . . the

  party . . . kissing Andy . . . kissing Kyle . . . Kyle sneering . . . his mocking impression of Mum . . .




  A jolt like electricity hits me without warning.




  Mum.




  Sarah’s words scream back at me as the room begins to sway.




  Trudie was not your mother.




  I clutch the edge of the sink, my stomach lurching as the nightmare flashes back, starker, more painful, more terrifyingly real in the cold light of day.




  Trudie was not . . . she was never my mother . . .




  And she never told me. How . . . how could she keep something like that a secret – after everything we’d been through with the disease?




  Especially when she found out about the disease . . .




  The room spins, and I plunge my face down, down into the icy water, trying to drown the questions, the pain, the images flooding my head . . .




  After Bex called that night I took a taxi straight back to school – if Mum was angry about me staying at Andy’s, he’d be the last person she’d want to

  see – but by the time I got there she’d gone.




  Mum had turned up at the prom looking for me, Bex said. Apparently she’d forgotten I’d told her I was staying at Bex’s, then, when I wasn’t at school, she’d gone

  mental. She’d stormed into the school hall, tottering around in her favourite heels and nightdress in front of everyone, searching for me, screaming at the top of her lungs. Bex tried to

  explain, tried calling me, but of course I hadn’t answered my mobile . . .




  Then Mum had headed back to the car. The teachers tried to stop her, said she was in no state to drive, but Mum just shoved them out of the way.




  Then she walked into a tree, fell over and broke her ankle. One of the teachers took her to hospital, and it was there that they noticed that she wasn’t drunk. That there was something

  else wrong, really wrong, with her. And her life changed forever.




  And so did mine.




  Andy’s bedroom door flies open.




  ‘I have got better things to do on Christmas Day than wait around for you, you know?’ he snaps.




  ‘I bet,’ I say, dropping the photo at his feet.




  He stares at it, surprised.




  ‘Rosie, I . . . It’s not what you think.’




  ‘Whatever.’ I look away.




  ‘That was just a fling – ages ago—’




  ‘About eighteen months ago, in fact.’




  ‘Rosie . . .’ He falters. ‘She’s not . . . We’re not . . . It didn’t mean anything.’




  ‘Whatever.’ I swallow, try to move past him.




  ‘Rose—’ He grabs my arm, his touch like ice.




  ‘Let me go.’




  ‘Rosie, I—’




  ‘Andy—’




  ‘What did you expect me to do?!’




  I stop short, my breath stuck in my throat.




  ‘What did you expect me to do, Rose? Just wait around for eighteen months on the off-chance that you might finally call? That we might get back together?’




  My throat is paralyzed.




  ‘Tell me, Rosie, what was I supposed to do?’




  ‘I don’t know,’ I mumble helplessly. ‘I thought you loved me.’




  ‘I did,’ Andy says sadly. ‘But you shut me out.’ He snaps his fingers. ‘Just like that! I didn’t know why, you wouldn’t tell me, wouldn’t even

  answer your phone the fifty times I called to find out why you weren’t at the station like we’d arranged. I was standing there on the platform like an idiot, Rosie – I almost

  missed my train!’




  ‘But you didn’t,’ I say quietly. ‘You left.’




  ‘Yes, I left. I was hurt, I was angry, and I’d used all my savings on a Eurail ticket that was about to go to waste. You wouldn’t tell me why you wouldn’t come,

  didn’t give me a reason to stay, you just sent me a text – a text – saying sorry, you couldn’t come any more. No explanation, nothing!’




  I look away.




  ‘It’s a pretty shitty way to dump someone, Rose.’




  I stare at him. ‘I wasn’t dumping you! I just . . . had a lot to deal with. I couldn’t—’




  ‘Couldn’t talk to me about it? Couldn’t tell me?




  ‘I couldn’t!’ I protest. ‘Not then.’




  ‘Why?!’ he explodes. ‘What could be so terrible that you couldn’t tell me?’




  I struggle to breathe, even now it’s impossible to find words to describe the horrible uncertainty and confusion and terror of that awful, life-changing day when Mum was finally

  diagnosed.




  He sighs. ‘As if I don’t know.’




  ‘What?’




  He looks away. ‘It was pretty obvious, Rose. ‘The timing . . . what happened . . . or didn’t . . .’ He shuffles his feet, his cheeks colouring. ‘I’m sorry if

  I did something wrong, if I pushed you into nearly doing something you didn’t want to . . .’




  I stare at him, stunned.




  He looks at me, his eyes pained. ‘But you could’ve just talked to me, you know? I was happy to wait.’




  ‘What? No!’ I protest, my own cheeks burning. He thinks I dumped him because of that night? ‘No – no, it wasn’t . . .’ I take a deep breath, try

  to get my words straight. ‘Andy, it wasn’t you, anything to do with you. It was Mum—’




  ‘Then why couldn’t you tell me that? Why couldn’t you call?’




  ‘I was at the hospital, my phone was off, I couldn’t.’




  ‘You could’ve if you’d tried, Rose. You could’ve called me, could’ve explained, could’ve let me know what was going on so I didn’t keep hoping .

  . .’




  I stare at him, speechless.




  ‘Every city, every station – in Rome, in Athens, Barcelona – I prayed you’d changed your mind, that you’d be there waiting to explain, to join me for the rest of

  our trip, the adventure we’d planned for so long.’ He shrugs. ‘But you didn’t come. You didn’t come, and it became obvious you never would.’ He sighs. ‘I

  got tired of waiting for you.’




  ‘But you didn’t wait very long, did you?’ I gesture to the photo. ‘What? A few weeks? You couldn’t have loved me that much.’




  He falters.




  ‘I was waiting for you,’ I tell him. ‘I couldn’t believe you’d gone without me. All summer I was waiting for you to call, to come and see me

  when you got back. I needed you.’ I swallow hard. ‘But you never did.’




  He looks away. ‘I thought . . . I thought you’d dumped me.’




  ‘And I thought you’d dumped me,’ I say sadly. ‘But I didn’t jump into bed with the next guy who came along!’




  ‘She wasn’t—’




  ‘And how dare you, how dare you try to tell me who I can and can’t be with now?!’




  ‘What?’




  ‘You’re such a hypocrite, Andy. Here you are with another girl immediately after we break up, and yet now, a year and a half later, you go mental when I’m with

  someone else!’




  ‘That’s not what happened!’




  ‘What?’ I ask incredulously. ‘You practically ripped Kyle off me!’




  ‘Well, yes – but only because I was worried about you!’




  ‘Worried about me? Is that why you snogged me too?’




  ‘Actually, you snogged me,’ Andy reminds me.




  ‘Yeah? Well . . . I was drunk!’ I retort bitterly, my cheeks burning.




  ‘Exactly!’




  ‘What?’




  ‘Rose . . . you were off your head. You didn’t know what you were doing, and . . . after last time . . .’ He swallows. ‘I’m sorry. It should never have happened. It

  was a mistake.’




  A mistake. My heart crumples as I look away, my gaze snagging on a picture right at the edge of the montage, almost hidden behind the others. It’s me. Me and Andy. Our first date.

  We’d gone ice-skating, followed by fish and chips, of all things, sitting out under the stars with our newspaper wrappers. I stare at the photo. Our cheeks are flushed, our eyes bright with

  laughter. We look so happy. I close my eyes against the tears.




  ‘Rosie,’ Andy sighs. ‘Look, I’m sorry, okay? I was just trying to look out for you last night – I didn’t want you to do anything you’d

  regret.’




  I swallow hard.




  ‘But you’re right, if you want to go out with Kyle, with anyone . . .’ He sighs. ‘That’s your business.’




  I screw my eyes up tighter. There’s only you. There’s only ever been you . . .




  ‘I know you’ve had a rough time lately, with your mum and everything . . .’ he says gently. ‘But I really wish you’d told me about her. I would’ve understood,

  Rose. I would’ve been there for you.’




  My throat swells with regret. If only I’d called him that day – explained. He’s right. What was he supposed to think? What did I expect him to do? This is all my fault

  – if I’d only told him the truth, things might’ve been so different . . .




  ‘But I understand why you didn’t,’ he admits. ‘It’s a bit embarrassing, isn’t it?’




  I look up sharply.




  ‘I just mean it can’t have been easy,’ he says quickly. ‘Giving up Sixth Form to look after your alcoholic mother.’




  My jaw drops. ‘What?’




  ‘Rosie . . .’ He hesitates. ‘I know you tried to keep it quiet, but we all saw her, okay? Staggering down the street, slurring and spilling things everywhere . . .’




  I stare at him, dumbfounded, an icy numbness gripping my insides. An image of Kyle’s stupid tottering walk floats through my mind.




  He sighs. ‘I know she couldn’t help it, it was an addiction, but look what she put you through. Missing your A levels, your friends – eighteen months of your life!’




  ‘No!’ I interrupt, my cheeks hot. ‘Andy my mum was not an alcoholic!’




  ‘Rose, come on—’




  ‘I can’t believe— How could you!’ I stare at him incredulously. ‘I mean, Kyle’s one thing, but you, how could you think she

  . . . you knew Mum. You knew her!’ I push past him and thunder down the stairs.




  ‘Rosie!’ Andy races after me. ‘Rosie, I’m sorry!’




  I fling open the front door.




  ‘Rosie, wait—’ He catches my arm. ‘I’m sorry, I know she was your mum – you loved her – I didn’t mean—’




  ‘You don’t know anything!’ I yell, wrenching away from him, rage pounding in my ears. ‘She wasn’t an alcoholic!’




  He sighs, sadly, pityingly. ‘Rose . . .’




  ‘She had Huntington’s disease, okay? That’s why I couldn’t just hop on a train, that’s why I dropped out of Sixth Form. She wasn’t an

  alcoholic – it wasn’t her fault – she had Huntington’s!’




  My heart racing, I run out the door, sprinting down the street, tears streaming down my face.




  I can’t go back – I can’t ever go back to how things were. Andy doesn’t want me – he feels sorry for me. He feels sorry for me because he thought my mum was

  an alcoholic! That night, that awful, horrible night her life changed forever, mine effectively ended.




  And now she’s gone. She’s gone, and I’m left with nothing – no friends, no life, no future—




  And she wasn’t even my mother!
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  My heart racing, I sprint into the garden, my stomach churning as I lunge for the flowerbed.




  ‘Oh, sweetie.’ Melissa appears beside me, brushing my hair back from my forehead. ‘Was it the punch? Did I make it too strong? Should I call your dad?’




  I shake my head vehemently, then immediately wish I hadn’t, as my stomach empties itself yet again. She rubs my back.




  ‘Oh, babe. You need a glass of water? Coffee?’




  ‘Water.’ I nod weakly, clutching my belly.




  ‘Coming right up!’ She grins, ruffling my hair. ‘Don’t worry, next time I’ll leave out the vodka. Or maybe the rum.’ She kisses my forehead.

  ‘Maybe neither would be a good idea for a few days, though!’




  She winks and disappears into the house.




  I lean my head against the cold wall and close my eyes.




  I didn’t even have any freaking punch.




  





  




  Chapter Four




  The Christmas wreath tumbles to the floor as I shove the front door open and lean my head against the cold glass. I close my eyes, struggling to catch my breath, to summon the

  strength to step inside, to face the house that’s no longer my home.




  Nearly everything had to be moved, cleared away or locked up after the diagnosis: anything Mum could trip over or smash into as the jerky movements – chorea – progressed;

  anything she could hurt herself, or anyone else, with when the paranoia set in; all our trinkets and ornaments, our throw rugs and photo frames and memories, all boxed up and stored in the garage,

  empty since we’d sold the Mini.




  The car was the biggest blow. By law, she had to tell the DVLA her diagnosis, and they made her retest. When she failed, that was it.




  ‘This is crazy!’ Mum screamed at the test centre. ‘Even Jenson Button failed his driving test the first time – I demand a retake!’ They refused. And

  without the car, in our little rural village, she lost her independence.




  So I deferred Sixth Form. Despite Nana’s protests about the importance of my education, I couldn’t bear the thought of Mum being stuck at home on her own. I wanted to be there for

  her, look after her, do my best to cheer her up. It wasn’t easy. I hated the way strangers stared at her wherever we went, nudging each other and whispering that she was crazy or drunk. But

  her mood swings were the worst.




  She’d be high as a kite one minute, then fly into an uncontrollable rage over the smallest thing. She got so angry because Neighbours was cancelled one bank holiday that she started

  hurling things at the TV, smashed the screen. I tried to calm her down, tried to explain, but there was no reasoning with her – she needed her routine and didn’t understand why she

  couldn’t watch her beloved soap. In the end Sarah’s husband, Steve, had to physically restrain her to stop her hurting herself. Then, when he finally let go, she called the police,

  showed them her bruises and had him arrested for assault.




  The only thing that seemed to calm her down was her cigarettes, but like with her temper, she didn’t seem to know when, or how, to stop. She’d just smoke one after another – up

  to fifty a day – inhaling compulsively until they burned down to her fingers. Then, if there weren’t another dozen full packets ready in the cupboard (something she’d check

  obsessively), she’d freak out about that too.




  Other times, she’d get utterly depressed, despairing at what was happening to her, frightened about the future, paranoid that I was going to leave. But I didn’t. She was my mother,

  my whole world.




  And I felt so guilty. She’d been struggling for years and I’d never twigged what was really going on, never realized. So I learned how to cope: to stick to a routine, to keep

  episodes of all her soaps recorded just in case, to buy cigarettes in bulk and leave ashtrays everywhere. To stop her burning her fingers I even bought her an old-fashioned cigarette holder that

  she absolutely adored – said she felt like Audrey Hepburn.




  Nana and Sarah helped as much as they could, worried about me dropping out of Sixth Form, losing touch with my friends, my future. Nana wanted me to take the predictive test straightaway, but I

  wasn’t allowed – at sixteen I was too young. Plus there were other factors to consider.




  Bex bombarded me with questions: What would I do if the test was positive? Would it be worth going to uni, or learning to drive? Should I really get married? Or have kids, if they could get it

  too? Wouldn’t that be cruel, or irresponsible, or selfish? Endless painful, impossible questions that left me confused and sick and dizzy.




  I kept quiet after that, told Bex to, too – tried to be normal, to keep up with my friends as they started Sixth Form without me, with odd days out, phone calls, Facebook. But all they

  ever seemed to do was gossip about their new mates, giggle about guys or moan about their coursework, and it all seemed so petty suddenly. So meaningless. It was actually a relief when they finally

  stopped calling.




  And besides, I had new friends – online friends from the Huntington’s Disease Youth Association. Teens who understood what I was going through, who’d lived with the disease for

  years, watching as it slowly sapped the independence and vitality from their loved ones day by day. Though we now realized Mum’d had symptoms for years before her diagnosis, we met people at

  her support group in much later stages of the disease – people whose families had deserted them because of their volatile behaviour, not realizing they had HD; families torn apart by denial;

  parents whose children wouldn’t visit them for fear of witnessing their own future; pensioners who’d envisaged their retirements spent indulging their hobbies and grandchildren, not

  visiting their formerly strong, healthy spouses or adored grown-up children withered and bedridden in care homes.
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