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  What Paige’s readers from around the world have to say about her books:

  ‘One of the most captivating authors I’ve ever read; totally draws you in to the story and you feel like you’re right there with the characters! Love them
  all!’ Emma Bailey

  ‘Hilariously funny, but totally realistic. Each of her books is just as gripping as the next.’ Katie Collins

  ‘Waiting for a new Paige Toon book is akin to waiting for the next episode of your favourite TV show. Each novel is jam-packed with plot twists and you never know how
  it’s going to end!’ Lauranne Heres

  ‘Paige’s stories always manage to put a huge smile on my face. Her writing is full of heart, emotion, passion and fun. The characters are so genuine and
  authentic.’ Simona Elena

  ‘The world is not always black and white. Each story is unique and beautiful, and each character different and special.’ Ana Teresa Filipe

  ‘Paige has a talent for writing relatable characters and her books have the right mix of romance and realism – they’re not clichéd.’ Kimberley
  Rutter

  ‘BEWARE, you will not be able to put her books back down again until you’ve devoured every single word! Paige creates a world you fall into, with characters you just
  can’t help but root for.’ Lo Marie

  ‘You can read them over and over again. She makes you feel part of their world whilst you’re reading them, like you know the characters personally!’ Sarah
  Butt

  ‘SERIOUSLY addictive! My favourite author. Ever. Paige’s books leave you thinking about the characters long after you’ve put the book down.’ Stefanie
  Carter

  ‘Her books make me feel a part of the story, like I’m there in person, watching what is happening and experiencing the feelings of the characters. I’m convinced
  I know these people and that they are real.’ Nina Buckley

  ‘Whenever I finish reading a book by Paige, I feel as if I’ve lost a friend. Every book is so easy to disappear into that I can never put them down.’
  Lexy-Rose Tohl

  ‘I love how the characters are so realistic and believable that I actually mourn for them once their story has finished.’ Steph Mills

  ‘She’s the author I’d been waiting for. Her books inspire me. The male characters are charismatic and flawed but so easy to fall in love with. I devour her
  books in one sitting.’ Stacey Lavender

  ‘Pure escapism – the ultimate page-turners. All the characters are so likeable and the situations that they encounter are relatable.’ Claire
  Cottrell-Young

  ‘I love reading Paige’s books – you can’t put them down. I pre-order new ones now so I have them for the day of release. I think I’m a little bit
  addicted!’ Julie Tough

  ‘When I sit down with her books, I feel like I’m on holiday. My only complaint is they are so darn good that I read them in a day and they’re over all too
  quickly!’ Jo Black

  ‘They inspire me to travel the world. A mixture of fun, romance and drama, written in such a realistic way.’ Michelle de Zeeuw

  ‘Her books make me forget about the real world, and I feel like I’ve jumped inside the stories with the characters. Completely captivating and amazingly
  written.’ Laura Thompson

  ‘I love how she researches every character’s occupation and the setting. It gives the story that extra something! I get completely lost in the world that she
  creates.’ Emma Parkinson

  ‘Perfect to snuggle up with and escape to another world. Such page-turners, they are always finished within a couple of days. By the end of a book I feel as if I know each
  character personally!’ Abi Webster
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  For my former English teacher, Chris England,

  and the students at Altwood School.

  Thanks for the memories.

  


  Hello!

  Before you get started on I Knew You Were Trouble, I just want to say a big thank you for buying it – I really hope you enjoy reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it!

  If this is the first book of mine you’ve picked up, then you may not know how much I love hearing from my readers, so please drop me a line to say hi on Twitter @PaigeToonAuthor,
  www.facebook.com/PaigeToonAuthor or Wattpad.com/PaigeToonAuthor – I’m dying to hear what you think about
  Jessie and her journey so far.

  I also wanted to mention that last year I launched a unique, free book club called The Hidden Paige. Think of it as DVD extras but for books – featuring extra content, free stories,
  news and competitions, all delivered directly to you in one handy email.

  There’s more information about The Hidden Paige at the end of this book, along with an exclusive Jessie-related short story that you will have missed out on if you’re not
  already a member. But to avoid that happening again, do sign up at paigetoon.com!

  Now, without further ado, here’s I Knew You Were Trouble…

   

  [image: Lots of love, Paige Toon]

  


  Contents

  Prologue

  Six weeks earlier

  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 29

  Chapter 30

  Chapter 31

  Chapter 32

  Chapter 33

  Chapter 34

  


  Prologue

  ‘Stop looking so worried.’

  ‘It’s just… I don’t know, Jessie, you’ve got a bodyguard for a reason.’

  I scowl out of the window at the scenery flashing past. ‘Yeah, and it’s ridiculous,’ I mutter under my breath.

  Four months ago, I didn’t even know that I had a dad, let alone that he’s a famous rock star. It was all fun and games in the beginning when my identity was still a secret,
  but now it’s out there that I’m Johnny Jefferson’s daughter and everything’s gone one stop too far on the crazy train.

  He doesn’t say anything and, when I look back at him, his jaw is rigid with tension. My eyes travel along the length of his long, lean arms until they rest on his tanned hands gripping the
  steering wheel. I’m suddenly tempted to unclick my seatbelt and climb closer so I can press my lips to his warm neck, but I know that would be pushing my luck. He’s come over all
  protective these days.

  He glances in the rear-view mirror and his frown deepens.

  ‘What is it?’ I ask, my thoughts still on kissing him.

  ‘I don’t know,’ he murmurs. ‘That white van has been behind us for a while.’

  I swivel in my seat and look through the back window, but I can’t make out anyone in the driver’s seat. ‘You’re being paranoid,’ I say, brushing him off, and then
  he’s swerving off the main road into a smaller one.

  ‘Whoa!’ I gasp, trying to stay upright. The van flies straight past us on the main road. ‘See?’ I exclaim. ‘Nothing to worry about. Jeez! Pull over.’

  He doesn’t bother indicating as he crunches to a stop at the entrance to a private driveway. I flash him a dark look and wrench open the door, hopping out onto the gravel.

  ‘Oi,’ he calls. ‘Where do you think you’re going?’

  ‘I need some air,’ I state, slamming the door shut.

  A moment later he joins me. I glare up at him.

  ‘Come on, maybe we should go to your dad’s place,’ he says gently.

  I stare at him, incredulous. I can’t believe he’s saying that to me. ‘No!’ I raise my voice. ‘I’m sick of feeling like a prisoner! I just want some alone time
  with my boyfriend – is that too much to ask?’

  ‘Hey,’ he says softly, sliding his arms round my waist and pulling me against his firm chest. To my surprise, I discover I’m fighting back tears.

  It’s all been too much. I want my anonymity back. I’m fed up of getting harassed by the press and being followed around by a bodyguard every minute of every damn day. I’m sick
  of it all. I just want to be left alone. So today I made a run for it. I’m free! And now he’s telling me to go back? No bloody way.

  ‘Kiss me,’ I demand, tilting my face up to him.

  He touches his lips to mine, but withdraws all too quickly. ‘We’re parked in somebody’s driveway,’ he says uncertainly.

  I start to laugh, but the sound is verging on manic, the laugh of a crazy person that’s been locked up for too long.

  I take a few steps backwards, away from him. He snatches my hand and pulls me towards him and this time he kisses me like he means it. The sun, surprisingly warm for October, beats down on our
  heads as his hands circle my waist and then he pushes me back against the car door and traps me with his body. We kiss like it’s our last, and it is so, so sweet. I draw a sharp breath as he
  wrenches his lips away from mine and stares past me, over the car roof. His whole body tenses.

  ‘The van,’ he says in a low, urgent voice.

  Before I can roll my eyes, I hear it, like thunder, hurtling towards us. And then it screeches to a stop and my heart stops with it because I know we’re in danger.

  ‘RUN!’ I scream, shoving him away from me. ‘RUN!’

  


  Six weeks earlier

  


  Chapter 1

  I stare contemplatively at the girl in the mirror. She looks the same as her reflection of a couple of months ago. She has the same light-blonde hair, tied back into an untidy
  braid, the same green eyes, outlined with black mascara, and the same school uniform cut daringly high. But she’s not the same girl. She is anything but.

  Before the summer holidays, that girl there was Jessie Pickerill: an orphan of six months. But I’m Jessie Jefferson, daughter of a global megastar. The only thing is, hardly anybody
  knows it.

  My ears prick up at the sound of my rock-star dad’s name being mentioned on the radio.

  ‘Johnny Jefferson’s world tour sold out in minutes on Friday. Which lucky people among you managed to get tickets?’

  I smile to myself. I’ll have ringside seats! Of course, the tour isn’t until next year – ages away – so I’ll have to put it out of my mind for now. But the
  thought of hanging out backstage with Barney and Phoenix, my two little half-brothers, makes me want to spontaneously combust on the spot.

  ‘Are you nearly ready?’ Stu, my stepdad, calls up the stairs.

  ‘Coming!’ I call back, my stomach instantly swamped with nerves.

  If Mum were here, she’d hug me tightly and then crack some joke to make me laugh. But she’s not here, and I don’t want to cry today, so I try to put her out of my mind.

  It’s my first day of school in Year Eleven, but I’m unusually apprehensive. My friend Natalie has moved on to sixth-form college, and my ex-best friend Libby is now living in her new
  bestie Amanda’s pockets. I have no idea where I stand with Tom, the boy I had a crush on before the summer holidays. We were meant to go on a date, but I haven’t been in touch with him
  since I got home from America. I’ve been so busy and, I don’t know, maybe I’ve missed that particular train. I guess I’ll find out soon enough.

  For a moment, Jack’s blue-grey eyes stare back at me from inside my mind and the image is so tangible, I want to reach out and push his black hair away from his face.

  I’m still certain he’d break my heart if I gave him the chance. But God, I fancied him. Unfortunately I still do.

  ‘We’re going to be late!’ Stu calls.

  ‘I’m coming!’ I shout back again, grabbing my bag and pushing all thoughts of LA bad-boy rock-stars-in-the-making out of my mind.

  Just one more year to get through, I remind myself as I jog down the stairs, and then I’m free to do what I want. Free to move to America if I want to. Free to tell the world that
  I’m Johnny’s long-lost, fifteen-year-old daughter.

  No one would believe it if they could see me now.

  I pull the front door shut and climb into Stu’s little white Fiat, looking back at our shabby 1970s townhouse.

  As disguises go, mine rocks, I think with a smirk.

  Everything may feel different, but it all looks weirdly the same.

  ‘Have a good day,’ Stu says, raising one eyebrow at me from behind his black, horn-rimmed glasses as he wanders off to the staffroom.

  ‘You too,’ I call after him, hesitating uncertainly in the corridor as he disappears out of sight. On impulse, I decide to go to the bathroom, where I play Candy Crush on my phone
  until I hear the nearby courtyard start to fill with people. I wish Stu didn’t have to come into school so early. He’s a Maths teacher here, so he doesn’t really have a choice.
  Libby would sometimes get in early to hang out with me, but those days are well and truly gone.

  I sigh and switch off my phone, stuffing it into my bag as I hear someone enter the cubicle next to mine. I flush the loo and go to wash my hands, jolting when I see Amanda leaning up against
  the wall.

  ‘Oh! Hello!’ I say.

  ‘Hi, Jessie,’ she replies, her voice lacking the warmth she reserves for my former best friend. A split second later she switches her attention to the locked cubicle. ‘Get a
  move on, Libs!’ she calls good-naturedly. ‘We’re going to miss out on our table.’

  An uneasy feeling rolls over me. Of course they’ll be sitting together this year. I wash my hands quickly and leave the bathroom just as I hear Libby ask, ‘Was that
  Jessie?’

  The morning drags by. I end up sitting next to Louise, the new girl, in Science. Libby and Amanda sit at a table behind us. Libby gave me a little wave and mouthed, ‘You
  OK?’ as Amanda hurried her past me, but I don’t know how she expected me to reply. It’s not like I can talk to her about Johnny in front of everyone. She knows about him –
  she’s been sworn to secrecy – but we haven’t caught up properly since I’ve been home. I’ve spent most of my spare time with the Jeffersons. We all had to rush back to
  the UK together because Johnny’s dad had a heart attack – luckily he’s going to be fine. I got to meet him last week and he seems a real character. I’d like to get to know
  him better.

  On top of that, shortly after I returned from LA, my grandmother passed away. I barely knew her – she hadn’t been close to my mum or me, and she’d been in a home for years,
  suffering from senile dementia. But I was her last living relative, and she was my last blood connection to Mum, so I found it understandably difficult to organise everything and then attend her
  funeral. Stu helped and came with me, thankfully.

  Anyway, with everything that’s been going on, I haven’t had a chance to see much of anyone.

  After English, I spend break in the library on my own, before finding myself beside Louise again for History and Maths.

  When the lunch bell rings, Amanda makes a big show of gathering all her stuff together and talking overexcitedly to Libby about going to eat their lunch on the playing field. I take my time and,
  after a moment, I become aware that Louise is doing the same. If I felt apprehensive about school today, I can’t imagine how she must feel.

  ‘Want to come to the cafeteria with me?’ I ask her impulsively.

  ‘Sure,’ she replies, a little too quickly.

  We follow Amanda and Libby out. Amanda has hooked her arm through Libby’s and is whispering something conspiratorial into her ear. Her OTT behaviour makes me want to gag. Libby is
  lapping it up, I think meanly. Suddenly Libby looks over her shoulder at me and smiles.

  ‘You coming to eat on the field?’ she asks, pulling Amanda to a stop.

  ‘We’re going to the cafeteria.’ I indicate Louise.

  She nods. ‘See you later maybe?’

  ‘Not if I see you first,’ I joke, but don’t quite pull off my attempt at humour. Libby smiles at me awkwardly as Amanda steers her downstairs.

  Disheartened, I traipse after her, turning to the new girl as we walk. ‘Where have you moved from?’

  ‘Portsmouth,’ Louise replies, looking awkward.

  She’s about my height and has bleached blonde hair with dark roots cut into a choppy, short style. There’s a tiny hole in the side of her nose that I’m guessing is from a
  piercing she’s removed for school. I like her look.

  ‘My dad got a job here,’ she elaborates with a shrug. ‘He’s a doctor.’

  ‘Cool.’ She’s just answered my next question. I try to come up with something else to ask her. ‘Bit rubbish having to start a new school in your last year of
  GCSEs,’ I say, as we reach the bottom of the stairs.

  ‘It sure is,’ she replies flatly.

  Now I’m lost for words.

  The smell from the cafeteria engulfs us before we reach it and we go to stand in the queue.

  It’s then that I see him: Tom Ryder, a few metres ahead of me. He’s in sixth form now and looks even better out of school uniform. He’s wearing denim jeans and grey Converse
  trainers with a faded yellow T-shirt, and his brown hair is streaked with highlights from the summer sun. As he turns to say something to his mate, Chris, I see his profile: straight nose, long
  eyelashes, bronzed skin…

  I jolt when I realise that Louise is talking to me.

  ‘Sorry, what?’

  ‘Who’s that?’ she asks me, her lips curling upwards at the corners.

  ‘Who?’

  ‘Him.’ She nods at Tom.

  ‘Oh.’ I shrug. ‘Just, you know, To m Ryder.’

  She smirks at me knowingly.

  I frown at her. ‘Is that what you asked me?’ I’m sure that wasn’t the question she came out with when I was busy swooning.

  ‘No, I was wondering if the food here is any good, but this subject is far more interesting.’

  I blush and, to my mortification, Tom chooses that exact same moment to catch my eye.

  ‘Hey,’ he says.

  ‘Hi,’ I mumble, looking down as the burning sensation on my face intensifies. When I look up again, he’s being served.

  A few moments later he passes by with his lunch, but he doesn’t say anything, just raises his eyebrows at me and gives me a small, uncomfortable smile. He’s walking too quickly for
  me to strike up a belated conversation and my embarrassment transforms into disappointment. That wasn’t at all how I expected our first meeting after the summer holidays to go.

  A few minutes later I’m sitting at a table with Louise, deep in thought.

  ‘Want to talk about it?’ she asks, dunking a potato wedge into some ketchup and popping it into her mouth. ‘You can trust me,’ she adds. ‘It’s not like
  I’m going to tell anyone. You’re the only person who’s said more than two words—’

  ‘I wish I had more to say,’ I cut in, as an image of Amanda and Libby with their arms linked comes to mind. I could do with someone to confide in. ‘Basically, we were supposed
  to go to the cinema during the holidays, but I went away and haven’t had time to text him since I’ve been back.’

  ‘You haven’t had time to text?’

  ‘I’ve been really busy.’ I shrug defensively, not wanting to go into details.

  ‘Wow,’ she says, deadpan.

  ‘It’s not like he’s texted me, either.’

  And, from the look on his face as he walked past earlier, I doubt he ever will. I can tell by Louise’s expression that she’s thinking the same thing.

  ‘Hey, chick.’ Johnny’s warm voice spills down the line early that evening. I still can’t get used to calling him Dad. ‘How was your first day
  back?’

  ‘It was OK,’ I reply non-committally.

  ‘That good?’

  ‘It was fine. What have you been up to?’ I ask, changing the subject.

  ‘Meg’s been catching up with a friend of hers today, so I’ve had the boys to myself. We went to the park. Fed the ducks.’

  Meg is Johnny’s wife. When we first met, she and I had a few issues, but she seems to be over her initial mistrust of me now. I hope so. I really want us to get on.

  ‘Sounds nice,’ I say, wishing I could have gone with them.

  ‘It wasn’t that nice. Barney slipped over in the mud and nearly fell into the river. Sam almost had a heart attack.’ He chuckles.

  Sam – Samuel – is one of Johnny’s bodyguards from America, and came with the family on this trip to the UK. Barney, age four, is older brother to Phoenix, who recently turned
  one. They’re so, so cute.

  ‘I can just imagine,’ I say, my voice still tinged with sadness.

  ‘You alright?’ Johnny asks with concern. ‘You seem down.’

  ‘Oh, you know, first day back and all. I miss you guys.’

  ‘You’ll see us this weekend,’ he reminds me.

  As if I could forget. I’m going to stay at their massive mansion in Henley. I can’t wait.

  ‘So what have you got planned for the rest of the week? School, school and more school?’

  ‘I’ve got a birthday party on Friday night,’ I tell him.

  ‘Whose?’

  ‘A friend of a friend,’ I reply.

  ‘Which friend?’

  ‘Natalie. Her friend’s name is Liam.’

  ‘How old is he?’

  ‘He’s just turned eighteen.’ Jeez, what’s with all the questions?

  ‘Isn’t that crowd a little old for you to be hanging out with?’ he asks.

  ‘Are you taking the piss?!’ Rock star or not, dads can be preeettty irritating.

  ‘Just behave yourself,’ he adds.

  OK, that’s one step too far. This is coming from a former womanising drink and drug addict! ‘As if you can tell me to behave!’

  ‘That’s exactly why I can tell you,’ he says coolly. ‘I’ve been there, done that. I know where it gets you.’

  ‘I get enough of this shit from Stu,’ I complain.

  ‘That’s why I like your stepdad,’ Johnny says cheerfully. ‘Oh, and watch your mouth,’ he snaps as an afterthought.

  Stu was initially a little stand-offish with Johnny – I’m not sure he’s quite forgiven him for the way he treated my mum.

  I’m not sure I’ve quite forgiven him, I think with a pang. Mum died eight months ago, at the beginning of this year, and her death is still so raw. I’m getting better at
  not thinking about it every minute of every day, but sometimes it still hits me out of the blue.

  She was killed in a freak accident on my fifteenth birthday. She’d been rushing around, trying to get everything ready for my party, and she’d finally hurried out of the house to buy
  my birthday cake. I waited and waited for her to return, getting increasingly pissed off with how long she was taking. Eventually that annoyance turned to dread.

  All of my fears were founded. The police turned up to say that she had been walking along the pavement when a loose fourth-storey windowpane had crashed down on her, killing her instantly. I
  broke, then, and I’ll never be fixed.

  Mum had kept the secret of my real father’s identity from me my whole life. A few months after her death, I began to resent the fact that I would never know the truth. Poor Stu
  didn’t know what to do with me – I was being a total bitch. I had no idea that he knew who my biological father was and, when he finally made the decision to come clean, I didn’t
  believe him.

  I still remember the exact moment that I found out.

  ‘Please tell me,’ I’d begged him. ‘I need to know. It’s why I’ve been so… angry… I can’t move on, I can’t
  say goodbye to her. Not really. I’m so hurt and upset that she kept this from me. Please…’

  In the end, he came right out with it: ‘His name is Johnny Jefferson.’

  That wasn’t the moment, by the way. Like I said, I didn’t believe him at first because Johnny is a household name, like über-successful. As if he could be my father!

  But Stu explained that Mum was a groupie of Johnny’s first band, Fence, before they became megastars. He said that she followed the band everywhere and was completely obsessed with Johnny,
  their lead singer. This seemed more plausible because Mum was such a rock chick.

  I warned Stu that if he was lying to me I’d walk out of the door and he’d never see me again. Then – and this is the moment – he swore on my mother’s grave
  that he was telling the truth.

  I believed him, then. He wouldn’t lie about that. I felt dizzy with shock, like my world had broken away from its axis and started to roll downhill.

  That was just over two months ago, and my world is still out of control.

  When I went to LA for the summer, Johnny himself told me what had happened between him and my mother, and it wasn’t pretty. He said they hooked up after one of his concerts and had a bit
  of a thing going for a while, but, when Mum started to want commitment, he pushed her away. He even scored with another girl right in front of her. Bastard.

  She never told him about me. By the time she found out she was pregnant, he was off on a world tour and stories about him and his groupies kept hitting the headlines. She realised she was just
  one of many. It broke her heart, and Stu was around to pick up the pieces.

  So no, I don’t think my stepdad has fully forgiven Johnny for his behaviour in the past, even if my dad is a changed man now, thanks to Meg and the boys.

  The sound of a wailing child pierces my ears, bringing me back to the present.

  ‘You OK, buddy?’ Johnny shouts to his son over the cries.

  ‘You gotta go?’ I interrupt.

  ‘Yep, sorry, Jess. Barney’s banged his head on the table.’

  ‘Ouch. Give him a hug from his big sister.’ Half-sister, but no need to be technical about it.

  ‘I will. Take care,’ he says warmly. ‘And be careful at the party!’

  ‘Yeah, yeah,’ I reply, but he’s already gone.

  By the time Friday rolls around, I’ve taken to calling Louise ‘Lou’, I’ve filled her in on the history between Libby and me, and she even knows that my
  mum died earlier this year, although I didn’t give her many details. She’s alright, actually. I like her. And it’s a relief to have a new friend to take away the sting of Libby
  and Amanda’s twosome.

  ‘Any plans for tonight?’ Lou asks when we’re sitting on the field at lunchtime.

  ‘House party,’ I reply, distracted by Tom and his mates playing football. I didn’t see him at all yesterday. It was raining so we spent our breaks in the cafeteria. He was
  probably in the sixth-form chill-out area. The inner sanctum…

  ‘It’s at Natalie’s friend’s house,’ I elaborate. I’ve told Lou about Natalie, too. ‘What about you?’

  ‘Nothing. Well, I said I’d call Chloe after dinner.’

  Chloe is Lou’s best mate from Portsmouth. I’m not the only one who’s pining for a friend. The difference is, Lou’s circumstances were thrust upon her. I can only blame
  myself for the end of my friendship with Libby. I was hurting so much after Mum’s death that I wanted to dull the pain, not add to it by talking it through all the time. And Libby’s
  family is so perfect that being around them just reminded me of what I’d lost. I take a deep breath, trying not to dwell on Mum. I don’t want to lose it at school.

  ‘Why don’t you come to the party, too?’ I suggest.

  ‘Thanks, but I don’t want to gatecrash.’

  ‘Nat won’t care.’ At least I don’t think she will.

  ‘OK, maybe,’ she says.

  I jolt as I see Tom glance our way, then someone kicks the ball at him and he’s off again.

  ‘Is he going?’ Lou asks me, noticing who has my attention.

  ‘I don’t know.’ I drag my eyes away to see Libby coming our way with Amanda in tow.

  ‘Can we join you?’ Libby asks, with a wavering smile.

  ‘Of course,’ I reply, pleased, ignoring the sour look on Amanda’s face as she reluctantly follows suit and sits down next to Libby on the grass.

  ‘How’s your first week been?’ Libby smiles at Lou.

  ‘Not bad,’ Lou replies.

  I listen to their polite chat, trying to figure out why Libby is bothering. It’s clear she’s Amanda’s now. In fact, she’s so deep in her new friend’s pockets that
  I’m surprised Amanda hasn’t stamped MINE, MINE, MINE all over her.

  Maybe she’s missing me, a small voice inside me whispers. My instinct is to quash it, but I’m not sure that I want to.

  I look towards the playing field again and, at that very moment, Tom locks eyes with me. A shiver goes down my spine as he smiles. I shyly return the gesture, then make a concerted effort to
  join in the conversation around me, but I still feel nervy for ages afterwards.

  After final bell has rung, Lou and I walk out of the classroom together.

  ‘So do you want to come tonight or what?’ I ask her, slinging my backpack over my shoulder as we burst out of the double doors into the afternoon sunshine.

  ‘Thanks, but I think I’ll give it a miss.’

  ‘You sure?’ We walk across the cobbled courtyard.

  ‘Yes, but thanks. Next time?’

  ‘OK.’

  At least I offered.

  Up ahead, I see Tom exit the sixth-form block alone, pausing for a moment to wait for someone.

  ‘Why don’t you go and talk to him?’ Lou suggests, as my footsteps falter.

  ‘No, I couldn’t.’

  ‘Why not?’

  ‘Things are too weird.’ I shake my head decisively and glance up at Stu’s corner office.

  ‘He’s looking at you!’ Lou whispers urgently, making me do exactly what you’re not supposed to do in this situation: shoot my head round and meet his stare straight on.
  Oops. It’s now completely obvious that he’s the subject of our discussion. Before I can look away again, he grins.

  Lou giggles, I shush her and then his mate Chris walks out of the door behind him. Tom nods in our direction and they amble over to us.

  ‘Alright?’ I say casually, praying my face doesn’t imitate a beetroot this time.

  ‘Alright,’ Tom replies. ‘Hey.’ He nods at Lou, and I introduce them.

  ‘Are you going to Liam’s eighteenth tonight?’ I ask.

  Tom frowns. ‘Who’s Liam?’

  Disappointment surges through me. I’ll take that as a no, then. ‘He goes to college with Natalie,’ I explain.

  ‘You know Liam,’ Chris chips in, elbowing Tom. ‘He’s Isla’s sister’s… What’s her name?’

  ‘Lauren,’ Tom offers.

  ‘Yeah, Lauren’s ex.’

  I stopped trying to follow the connection at the mention of Isla – Tom’s ex-girlfriend. And I switched off when Tom implied he wasn’t going…

  ‘Oh,’ Tom says slowly. ‘Yeah, I know the guy. Is it at his house?’ he asks me.

  ‘I think so. I think anyone’s invited,’ I add lamely, hoping that’s actually the case.

  ‘You going?’ Chris asks Lou.

  ‘Maybe.’ She shifts on her feet and, to my surprise, blushes. Does she like Chris?!

  ‘Might see you there, then,’ Tom says, bringing my attention back to him. I suddenly perk up again.

  ‘Sure.’ I nod casually and indicate for Lou to join me as we walk away. ‘So are you coming after all?’ I whisper.

  ‘Maybe,’ she replies, her colour deepening. ‘I’ll ask my dad.’

  


  Chapter 2

  ‘At long bloody last!’ Natalie exclaims, as she engulfs me in a hug in her doorway.

  ‘I’m only ten minutes late.’ My voice is muffled by her shoulder.

  She laughs and pulls away. ‘No, I mean, about time we had a big night out. It’s been how long? Let’s make up for it now!’

  We walk to the party. Stu dropped me at Nat’s, but not without warning me to be good. ‘You’re as bad as Johnny,’ I mumbled. He found this comment annoyingly funny.

  ‘You look amazing. I love your dress!’ Natalie gushes.

  ‘Thanks.’ It’s a black and mint minidress that Johnny bought for me in LA, but I keep that information to myself. ‘You too.’

  She’s wearing a black skirt with an H&M top that I recognise. It’s pale blue, like her eyes, and contrasts well with her dyed-black hair.

  ‘How’s school?’

  ‘It’s OK,’ I reply. Better today, thanks to Libby’s effort. And the fact that I managed to speak to Tom without making a total fool of myself. ‘But I wish you were
  still there,’ I add. ‘How’s college?’

  ‘Great,’ she replies, flashing me an apologetic grin. ‘Sorry. One more year and you’ll be there, too.’

  Or I’ll be in LA. I’ve got no idea how my life is going to pan out in the next twelve months, or how I want it to.

  I’ve already filled Natalie in on my time in America because she came over last week, so we spend the walk chatting about boys, namely Tom and Liam, the latter of whom is Natalie’s
  current crush.

  We pick up Lou on the way to the party and, when Liam answers the door to the three of us, I can see what Nat sees in him. He’s a tall, skinny emo-boy with messy black
  hair, a lip piercing and a small tattoo of a thorny red rose on his right forearm. Totally and utterly her type.

  ‘You got it done!’ Natalie exclaims, grabbing his wrist and admiring his ink.

  ‘Yesterday.’ He laughs. It does look a bit raw, but still cool.

  ‘Happy birthday,’ Natalie says, proffering a bottle of vodka.

  ‘Cheers.’ He takes it from her as he shows us in. ‘Drinks are in the kitchen.’

  He disappears into the first room on his left, where Thirty Seconds to Mars is pounding out of the stereo. Natalie leads the way into the kitchen, flashing me a ‘what-do-you-think?’
  kind of look.

  ‘Hot,’ I mouth, which pleases her greatly.

  We grab a few drinks and head outside. After a while, my phone buzzes. My heart jumps when I see it’s a text from Agnes, Jack’s sister:

  
    
      
        
          
            Hey, you, bored out of my brains in Geography. Map of UK reminded me of you. How’s life? Miss you.

          

        

      

    

  

  I met Agnes in LA through Jack, but she’s kept in touch ever since.

  Unlike her brother…

  I emailed Jack shortly after I got back from America, but he hasn’t even bothered to reply. I really wish I hadn’t now.

  I text Agnes back:

  
    
	
    
      
        I miss you too. At a party. Nothing like Lottie’s…

      

    

  

  

  

  I smirk as I press Send. Lottie is Charlotte Tremway, a famous teen actress and the star of Little Miss Mulholland, one of my favourite TV shows.

  It’s going to be weird watching her on the small screen now that I know her. There are a lot of people here who would go nuts if they knew I’d been to a couple of her infamous
  parties.

  Another text from Agnes comes in:

    
    
  
    
      
        I’m so jealous. Crap, teach seen phone. Gotta go.

      

    

  

  

  

  I giggle and stuff my phone back into my bag, shrugging off Natalie’s inquisitive glance. It’s a weird feeling: my two worlds colliding in one small moment.

  About an hour later I’m squeezed onto a three-seat sofa with five other people as the music pounds out of the stereo and straight into my left eardrum. I’m pretty
  tipsy now – it doesn’t take much – and I’m having fun, despite the fact that Tom still hasn’t turned up.

  Liam is on the decks and he’s just put on ‘I’m Not Gonna Teach Your Boyfriend How to Dance With You’ by Black Kids.

  I love this song, even though it reminds me of Jack. I helped him DJ at Agnes’s sixteenth birthday party in LA. Was that only a few weeks ago?

  Before I can think about it, I’m squeezing out of my Natalie/Lou sandwich and pushing through the crowded living room to get to the DJ decks. Liam gives me a confused sideways look, but
  nods when I indicate his record collection. I dance along to the music as I rifle through his vinyl, smiling as I come to The Wombats. He looks amused when I point to ‘Tokyo’, then
  shrugs and takes the record from me. Jack’s going to see The Wombats in LA this month, and for a moment I’m right back there with him…

  He’s leaning against the wall with his guitar in his hands, his legs stretched out and crossed in front of him. He plays a jaunty little tune and then he begins to
  sing, and I laugh out loud when I realise that the song is ‘Live While We’re Young’ by One Direction. He doesn’t know all the words, but he makes some up and it’s so
  funny. I’d been teasing him by saying that he’d copied the POW! tattoo he has on his forearm from Zayn’s ZAP! one, and Jack had bet me that he’d got his done first. (He
  had.) He gives his guitar one last strum and grins up at me, his black hair all sexy and dishevelled, and his blue-grey eyes twinkling as my heart flips over and over.

  I want to hate him – he messed around with me while he was still seeing Eve, the lead singer of his band – but I can’t.

  I wonder if he’s still seeing her. There’s no way I’m going to ask Agnes. I try to put Jack out of my mind, but suddenly I’m standing in his games room, staring up into
  his eyes, the feeling of his warm, firm chest pressed against mine. And then his fingers are in my hair, his palm cupping my jaw, and his lips on mine.

  I flush at the memory of our first kiss, and then I glance at the doorway and see Tom standing there, staring straight at me. Brazenly, I maintain eye contact and, almost instantly, butterflies
  take flight in my stomach. Talk about confusing.

  ‘Er, hello?’

  I jolt at the sound of Natalie’s voice. I didn’t even notice her approaching.

  ‘Oh, hi!’ I exclaim with a grin until I see her expression. My face falls. ‘You OK?’

  She leans in so only I can hear her. ‘I’m fine. How are you?’ Her question is laced with meaning and, up close, I can see her eyes dart pointedly towards
  Liam.

  Oh, shit. Does she think I’m flirting with him? How stupid am I?

  ‘Let’s go get a drink,’ I say, hopping out from behind the decks and taking her by the arm. ‘Drink?’ I shout at Lou as I pass. She nods and gets to her feet. Tom is
  no longer in the doorway, but my focus is on Natalie, anyway.

  ‘I’m sorry,’ I say, as soon as we’re in the kitchen. ‘I didn’t mean to tread on your toes. It’s just… that set reminded me of Jack. Black
  Kids… The Wombats… I wasn’t thinking.’

  ‘It’s fine.’ She brushes me off, but I can see that I’ve got to her.

  I would never – ever! – hit on one of my friend’s crushes. Doesn’t she know me better than that? The answer, I find myself admitting, is no. She doesn’t know me
  very well at all. We’ve only been friends for a few months.

  ‘What’s up?’ Lou asks, catching up with us.

  ‘Nothing,’ Natalie and I reply at the same time, as we simultaneously crack open bottles of cider. Johnny and Stu never told me not to drink.

  At that moment, Chris and Tom walk into the kitchen.

  ‘Hey,’ Tom says to me.

  ‘Hi,’ I reply with a smile.

  ‘Didn’t know you could DJ.’

  ‘I can’t really. I was just checking out Liam’s record collection.’ I change the subject. ‘We were just about to go outside for a bit. Coming?’

  ‘Sure.’ He grabs a couple of beer bottles, passing one to Chris, and together we walk out to the garden, my pulse racing a tiny bit faster.

  Dougie and Em, Nat’s college friends, are smoking on the lawn, so we all sit with them, Tom next to me. I decline a cigarette while most of my friends light up.

  ‘You quit?’ Tom asks me with interest.

  ‘Kind of. Don’t feel like one at the moment.’

  Johnny put me off when I went to stay with him in LA. One pep talk from my rock-star dad worked better than dozens from my geeky stepdad. I say that with affection. I love Stu to bits –
  he’s the only father figure I’ve had for most of my life – but he doesn’t know shit when it comes to misbehaving.

  ‘Cool,’ Tom says. Unlike Jack, he doesn’t smoke. One–nil to To m .

  I listen as everyone chats around us. The grass is damp and the night air is cool, but it’s a welcome relief after the stifling heat of the living room. I look up to see a clear night sky,
  the starlight muted by orange streetlights lining the road beyond the house.

  ‘How was America?’ Tom asks.

  ‘Great,’ I reply, tensing slightly.

  ‘You went to stay with a friend of your mum’s?’

  That’s the story I’d told him before I left. It was sort of true, but I wish I could be honest. Maybe I still can, in a way.

  ‘Actually,’ I keep my voice low, ‘I went to stay with my dad. My real dad.’

  He looks taken aback. ‘Wow. How did that happen?’

  I sidestep his question, unable to fully explain. ‘I wanted to tell you before I went, but I didn’t know what would happen.’

  ‘But how did you find out who he was?’ he asks.

  I obviously didn’t sidestep far enough.

  ‘Turns out Stu had known about him all along,’ I reveal.

  ‘Not a criminal, then?’ He gives me a poignant look. We had a bit of a heart-to-heart last term about how I’d feel if I found out my real dad was a lowlife. It was actually Tom
  who gave me the idea to ask Stu about him.

  ‘No.’ I smile. ‘He’s just an ordinary guy,’ I add, before I can stop myself.

  My first lie.

  ‘How was Ibiza?’ I turn the tables. I know he went with his mates.

  He grins. The kitchen lights are reflected in his eyes, making them glint in the darkness. ‘It was a laugh. Messy,’ he adds.

  We sit and chat, and after a while I feel myself loosening up. I’d almost forgotten how easy Tom is to talk to.

  ‘Where did you go in America?’ he asks me.

  ‘LA,’ I reply.

  ‘Nice. Hot?’

  ‘Very. My dad has a swimming pool so I spent most of my summer in it.’

  ‘I can tell by your tan,’ he says, and we instinctively press our forearms together to compare. My skin tingles at the contact and I laugh, pulling away. ‘So what’s the
  story? Who is he?’ he asks, and for a split second I think he’s talking about Jack, but then I realise he’s continuing the conversation about my dad. God. I really have to sort my
  head out.

  ‘It’s complicated. But oh, did I tell you he has two sons? I have half-brothers!’

  ‘No way!’

  ‘All my life, I thought I was an only child. They’re so cute.’

  ‘What are their names?’

  I stumble, not wanting to give the game away. ‘I call them Bee and Little Bird.’ This makes me cringe – half with embarrassment, half because I’ve just lied again. But I
  do call Barney ‘B’ sometimes, and I’ve often thought Phoenix looks like a little bird when he’s eating. And a phoenix is a type of bird…

  ‘Hey, what about your dad?’ I switch the focus and instantly regret it when the smile slips from his face.

  He shrugs. ‘I never hear from him.’

  ‘I’m sorry,’ I say quietly.

  Poor Tom. His dad left his mum last year. Ran off to America with a woman he’d been having a three-year affair with. So bad.

  ‘Where in America is he?’ I ask.

  ‘San Francisco.’

  ‘You won’t call him? Try to see him?’ My tone is tentative.

  ‘Not any time soon,’ he replies, his lips downturned.

  ‘How’s your mum?’

  ‘She’s OK. Lonely, you know?’

  I nod, and my thoughts flit towards Stu. At some point, he’ll get a new girlfriend, but the thought of him replacing my mum makes me feel like someone is squeezing my chest hard.

  ‘What?’ Tom snaps, whipping his head towards Chris. I’d forgotten he and the others were there. Chris must’ve nudged him. Tom looks up and I follow his gaze to see his
  ex-girlfriend, Isla, standing a few metres away from us. He broke up with her before the summer, and she does not look happy.

  ‘Can I talk to you?’ she mouths. Turns out I can lip-read.

  I glance at Tom to see his face harden, then he nods, and my stomach plummets as he gets to his feet.

  ‘Back in a bit,’ he says.

  I try not to look bothered about him stepping over my friends to reach his beautiful ex-girlfriend. I try not to pay attention as I watch Isla lead him somewhere private. I try not to think
  about what she’s saying to him. Because whatever my feelings are – or were – for Jack, I’m here, now, with Tom. And I don’t want that to end.

  Once Tom told me that he and Isla were over for good; that he ‘never goes back’. I hope that’s true. Tall, slim and very pretty, with long dark hair piled up into a big,
  tousled bun on the top of her head, Isla doesn’t look like the sort of girl many guys would walk away from.

  ‘Let’s go inside,’ Natalie prompts, as I pull up handfuls of grass to keep my mind busy.

  I nod quickly and get to my feet, dusting myself off. Somehow I manage not to look back as I follow her.

  The living room is even busier than before, My Chemical Romance blaring out of the speakers now.

  I notice that Chris is walking close behind Lou. She turns to say something to him and he smiles down at her.

  Natalie pulls me into the crowd to dance, but I’m distracted. I wish I could numb the anxious burning feeling in my stomach. Maybe alcohol will help. I take a large gulp of my cider.
  Suddenly Liam appears, looking all sweaty and wasted. He wraps his arm round Natalie’s neck and grins at me.
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