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      Thick globules of rain were dribbling lazily down Jeanette’s bedroom windows. She chose one and followed it, watched as it merged with another and another and another. Watched as the new super-raindrop grew larger and heavier and flopped into the groove of the windowsill.

      It was barely light outside. February in Oxfordshire meant sluggish mornings, white puffs of breath in the air, and leafless trees. At this time on a Monday, most of Jeanette’ s classmates would barely even be opening their eyes, but she had somewhere to be.

      Last night, instead of setting her usual alarm—the opening anthem from her favorite musical—she’d switched her phone to Silent Mode, slid it beneath her pillow, and counted on the vibrate function to wake her. As always happened when she went through this routine, she had been so worried about missing the silent alarm that she’d barely slept all night. She’d drifted off sometime in the early hours but had woken again when whispers of light began to creep through the gap in her curtains.

      Glancing at her phone, she nodded firmly to herself. Five minutes. Five more minutes cocooned beneath the duvet, and then she’d get up.

      Jeanette pulled the covers up under her chin and crossed her hands over her stomach. The rain was becoming lighter. Thinner. Which was good; she didn’t particularly want to turn up at school with wet, scraggly hair.

      From her bed, she could see the red brick of the houses opposite, a broken streetlight, and a few finger-like branches from the tree by the bus stop. Because her curtains were too small, this was always her view. Sometimes light, sometimes dark, sometimes muted by rain or snow, but never shut out.

      As she looked at her curtains, she bit back a sigh. They were ugly—baby pink and decorated with cartoon butterflies—but her father was the one who’d chosen them, so her mum wouldn’t let her take them down.

      Finally, Jeanette dragged herself out of bed and tiptoed across the room to open her wardrobe. The door on the right-hand side creaked loudly, and she winced. For a long, shaky moment, she waited, straining her ears for a sign her mother had been disturbed. When she heard nothing, except for the chug-chug of the boiler and the early morning traffic outside, she released her breath and lifted out two clothes hangers. One carried a pair of baggy jeans with a leopard-print stripe down the sides. The other held a vivid pink knee-length shirt with delicate golden bumblebees embroidered on it.

      As Jeanette stepped out of her pajamas, she shivered. The boiler was definitely on the blink; her radiator was turned up to the max but wasn’t even nearly warm. A few years ago, her sister, Emma, would have called someone about it. Now, it was Jeanette’s job. But there was no point in calling anyone until the end of the month; just a few days after payday, her mum’s bank account was already barely full enough to cover Jeanette’s bus fare to school and the little they’d spend on food in the next few weeks.

      Pulling on her jeans, Jeanette sucked in her stomach. They were tighter than they’d been in the summer, but everyone put on weight in the winter, didn’t they? Winter was a time for big portions and hot chocolate. Comfort food. Not salad. Thankfully, the shirt was only a little bit tight across her chest once she’d buttoned it up.

      On top of it, she added a long, lime-green cardigan and smiled as she looked in the mirror. She might have frizzy mouse-colored hair, pale skin, and too many freckles, but when she wore bright look-at-me colors, those things faded away. When she wore clothes like these, she felt seen. And it didn’t matter very much whether it was just a feeling or whether it was true.

      Jeanette paused at her bedroom door. In her pocket, a second alarm vibrated, reminding her to hurry.

      There’d been a time—she was sure there must have been—when she’d bounded out of bed, excited for the day. Probably when she’d been younger. When they’d only just moved to Minnow Lane. When she and Emma had been excited to finally have their own bedrooms. When they’d still believed their dad would visit each week.

      For a much longer time, though, leaving her room each morning had been...difficult.

      Jeanette shrugged her schoolbag onto her shoulder, closed her eyes, and curled her fingers around the door handle. Inhaling slowly, she absorbed the scent of the creamy air freshener on her desk. Her bedroom was small, by far the smallest room in the house. Emma’s old room was big enough for a double bed, a large wardrobe, and one of those fancy dressing tables with a light-up mirror and drawers for your makeup. Jeanette’s room contained only a single bed, a small desk, and a child’s wardrobe that her mum had bought on eBay for ten pounds. But she’d never minded because although her room was small, it was neat. Everything was in its place: clothes in the wardrobe, books on the desk, pajamas under her pillow.

      The rest of the house, however, was not neat.

      Jeanette took another long, deep breath. This time, she pulled it in forcefully and held it in her lungs, counting to ten before stepping out onto the landing.

      She was met by a stack of precariously balanced cardboard boxes. As if someone had been building a play fort and gotten carried away, they towered in front of her, bulging and battered. Beside them, more boxes, some plastic storage tubs, and piles of clothes which may or may not have needed washing.

      Between Jeanette’s bedroom wall and the cardboard boxes, a small, person-sized pathway led toward the stairs, but before going any farther, she locked her door and slipped the key into her back pocket.

      Turning back to the landing, she angled herself sideways, pressed herself against the wall, and inched past the boxes, taking care not to knock any of them on her way. At the top of the stairs, she stopped. She could hear her mum snoring, but it wasn’t coming from her bedroom; months ago, she had taken to sleeping on the sofa, and Jeanette was used to coming downstairs to find the television blaring and her mother asleep in yesterday’s clothes. Today, there was no TV, so she’d have to be extra quiet if she wanted to get out of the house without being noticed.

      As usual, she skipped the last two steps—because they creaked—and landed with a soft thud on the threadbare carpet. She glanced toward the living room, trying to catch a glimpse of her mother, but three towers of old newspapers were blocking her view and all she could see was her mum’s left foot, twitching as she slept. Pressing her lips together, guilt stinging her throat, Jeanette headed for her sister’s old room.

      More than the size of Emma’s room, Jeanette had always envied its position. Being downstairs, probably what should have been a dining room instead of a bedroom, it looked out onto their small front garden and had a nice view of the park opposite. At least, it used to. Now, the window was obscured by rails of clothing.

      Jeanette inched through the door and flicked on the light. Next to the bed, which was covered with books and garbage bags full of clothes that her mum had promised to give to the charity shop, her mother’s latest stack of deliveries sat unopened. Jeanette looked back at the door, then knelt down in front of them. As always, her heart was thundering in her chest as she swiped open her phone, logged into her mother’s Amazon account, and navigated quickly to the orders page. The top five were yet to be delivered but were scheduled to arrive any time between now and Wednesday. Below them, Jeanette counted eleven successfully delivered items she’d yet to sort through.

      With shaking fingers, she opened the boxes on the top of the pile.

      A waffle maker, a book about landscape gardening, an electric whisk, a set of wooden spoons, three DVDs, and a pack of dog chews for a dog they didn’t even own.

      When she’d opened eight of the eleven, Jeanette stopped; she’d learned a long time ago that the trick was never to send them all back. If all of the packages disappeared, her mum noticed. If a couple remained, she didn’t. At least, if she did, she didn’t say anything.

      Jeanette checked the time. Half past seven. She was going to be late. Returning to her mum’s account, she hurriedly filled out the return forms for the items she’d opened, then taped the boxes back up, stacked the packages on top of one another, and carried them to the front door.

      Her key was in the lock when she heard her mother calling her name.
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      When Jack trudged downstairs, he found his dad at the kitchen table nursing a large cup of coffee. As he entered the room, his dad looked up and smiled. Jack smiled back and examined his father’s face. It looked normal. But then, it always looked normal. Didn’t it?

      “All right?” Jack slid into the chair opposite and helped himself to a piece of buttered toast from the center of the table. “Where’s Mum?”

      “In the shower, but she made fresh orange juice.” His dad gestured to the jug next to the toast and smiled again. A different smile this time. A smile that said, Everything’s okay—Mum made juice.

      Jack ignored it. “I heard you,” he said, scraping his fingernail against an overdone bit of crust. “Arguing. Last night.”

      His dad brushed his fingers through his neatly gelled hair and frowned as if his son was talking utter rubbish. “We weren’t arguing.”

      “I heard you.” Jack lowered his voice and leaned forward onto his forearms. “What happened?”

      “Nothing happened. We both had a few glasses of wine, that’s all. We argued about that stupid show your mum likes. The baking one. No big deal.”

      Jack folded his arms. He’d heard a lot of excuses from his father but arguing about baking was a new one. “Seriously?”

      His dad looked down at his coffee and rubbed the back of his neck. When he raised his eyes, for just a flash of a second, Jack thought he was going to say something else. Something real. For once. But the clip-clop of his mum’s heels in the hallway made them both look at the door. When Jack looked back, the moment was gone.

      “Morning, love, thanks for the juice.” His dad stood up. His mum stopped in the doorway. At first, she didn’t move, but then she smiled and walked over to hug him.

      As his parents embraced, Jack grumbled, “Get a room, yeah?”

      “Oh, come on, Jack. Don’t be such a prude,” his mum said, laughing. Then, “Another coffee, Jim?” She moved seamlessly to the kitchen counter and flicked on the kettle.

      “Sure. Thanks.”

      Jack felt his jaw tense and breathed in sharply. He hated these mornings—when his parents were pretending to be fine. When his dad was smiling and saying thanks for the orange juice and his mum was acting as if nothing had happened. When she was dressed in her smart work clothes, makeup expertly applied, bright, bubbly, chatting and making coffee and being...normal.

      “Got to go,” Jack said abruptly, getting up from the table.

      “You haven’t eaten much.” His mum looked at his half-eaten toast, then reached for the fruit bowl. “Here, at least eat an apple on the bus.” She patted his shoulder and smiled at him. “Yes?”

      “Okay, Mum.”

      “See you later, kid. Have a good day.” His dad waved at him, but Jack didn’t wave back or look in his father’s direction.

      In the hall, he stopped and pressed his forehead against the cool surface of the front door. Sometimes, it was all just too hard. Sometimes, the resentment that bubbled away in his stomach contorted his face into an ugly frown. Today was one of those days.

      Today, not for the first time, he wished his father were different. And then he hated himself for wishing it.
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      Jeanette fumbled with her key and turned it quickly in the lock. Outside, after closing the door behind her, she leaned against it for a moment. She could hear her mum in the hallway, grumbling as she shuffled past the newspaper towers, but knew she wouldn’t open the door. Even when her packages arrived, she never opened it, and the delivery drivers knew by now to just knock and leave them on the doorstep.

      As she set off toward the row of shops at the end of the street, Jeanette shivered against the damp morning air. The rain had become nothing more than an irritating mist, but it was the kind that would—eventually—make her shirt cling awkwardly to her skin. She glanced back at the house. A thud of anxiety settled in the pit of her stomach; she’d left her coat on the hook in the hall. Her mum would be worried if she noticed it, but she probably wouldn’t. At least, that’s what Jeanette told herself.

      The first in the small line of shops at the end of Minnow Lane was a liquor store. Open all night, it sold nothing but cheap alcohol and cigarettes and was the kind of place her father would have hated to live in close proximity to. Stepping over a discarded beer bottle, Jeanette adjusted her stack of packages. When it was sunny, Minnow Lane didn’t look too bad. Several of the houses had nice, neat gardens. The park was okay. The neighbors weren’t awful. But on days like this, it hummed with a thick, gray melancholy that made Jeanette want to scream at the top of her lungs. On days like this, she wished she lived somewhere else. Anywhere else.

      Next to the liquor store was a charity shop which had been closed for at least eighteen months, then a laundromat, a pizza delivery place, and finally, the post office.

      Jeanette walked up to the door and tried the handle. It wasn’t due to open until eight and she was five minutes early, but she always tried it—just in case. As usual, it didn’t budge, so she stood with her boxes and waited, her arms already stinging with the effort of holding them.

      Before label-less returns became an option, Jeanette’s trip to the post office each week had been considerably more difficult; she had been forced to print out the labels at school on Monday, then wait until the early hours of Tuesday—when her mum was sound asleep—to apply them to the boxes. Often, her mum had opened one, removed the contents, and put them in a different pile elsewhere in the house. So, the returns could be limited to just one or two items at a time.

      Now, Jeanette was able to take back three-quarters of what her mother had ordered. The things she couldn’t, though, ate up the money her mum earned working from home doing data entry on big, boring spreadsheets, plus most of the money her dad sent. More than once, Jeanette had offered to get a job, but Emma had told her it was pointless. “You won’t get to keep any of it,” she’d said. “You’ll spend it on food or bills or the bus, and you shouldn’t have to do that. She should be buying those things. She’s the mum.”

      “Morning.”

      Jeanette blinked as the door in front of her opened and the post office manager ushered her inside.

      “Morning,” she replied quietly.

      Behind the counter, a woman in a pale-blue uniform yawned and gestured for Jeanette to put the packages through the hatch to her left.

      Jeanette smiled thinly. In a well-practiced sequence of gestures, she loaded them one by one into the see-through box at the end of the counter, then waited.

      Slowly, as if she had all the time in the world, the woman picked up the packages and scanned them. Finally, she looked up. “All done. Need a receipt?”

      “No. Thanks.” Jeanette was staring at the clock on the wall behind the woman’s head; she was going to be late. Again. “Bye.”

      Hurrying out of the door, Jeanette took a deep breath. Any second now, her bus would be...

      Damn it.

      A little way ahead, the number forty-eight was pulling into its stop. Jeanette broke into an awkward jog which quickly turned into a sprint. She hated running. Whenever she moved at more than a quick march, she’d inexplicably begin to wave her arms at her sides—as if they were propellers that might drive her forward a little faster. It was something she’d always done. There were home movies of her at three years old, whirling around the garden like a helicopter. Back then, it had been cute. Now, it was weird. But no matter how hard she tried not to do it, her arms ignored her and went on waving.

      This morning was no different.

      She reached the bus just as the driver was shutting the doors. Mid-close, he stopped them, rolled his eyes, and nodded for her to get on. Out of breath, red in the face, and keenly aware that the passengers toward the back were staring at her, Jeanette held her phone against the scanner, waited for the beep, and flopped down in the nearest seat she could find.

      As the bus trundled down Minnow Lane, back past the shops and the park and her house, Jeanette sank into the scratchy fabric of the seat and closed her eyes. She was still struggling to breathe normally, forcing air in slowly through her nostrils to disguise the rise and fall of her chest. It would take at least half the journey for her to fully recover but, thankfully, no one from school took the number forty-eight at this time on a Monday.

      To distract herself from the tightness in her chest and the heat in her cheeks, Jeanette took her phone from her bag. Two messages were flashing on the screen.

      MUM: Jeanie, you didn’t say bye this morning. Hope you have a good day, baby girl. Love you. P.S. Please don’t be late.

      Jeanette tightened her grip on the phone. Please don’t be late. Had her mum forgotten choir was now twice a week? Or was she hinting that Jeanette should skip Monday practice and head straight home instead? Was she sitting at their cramped kitchen table, drinking a cup of tea and getting ready to start work with a smile on her face? Or was she still lying on the sofa, staring at the ceiling, trembling at the idea of Jeanette being gone for too many hours?

      The truth was Jeanette had no idea anymore what mood her mother would be in. Sometimes, she seemed truly happy that Jeanette had a hobby. A passion. That she knew she wanted to pursue a career in musical theatre, and that she was actually pretty good at it. Other times, it was as if she couldn’t bear it. As if the very thought of Jeanette living a life that didn’t involve her was too much to contemplate. It had gotten worse when Emma had left—and worse still when Jeanette had started talking about leaving school for university, but she deliberately hadn’t mentioned exams or uni or school in weeks.

      If Emma were here, she would tell Jeanette not to text back. Not to give in. She’d tell her their mother was doing what she always did—trying to control her.

      But Jeanette always texted back. Choir till five, Mum. Home after. Love you too.

      She bit her lower lip and tried to look away from the screen, but as the bus rounded a corner and they began the approach toward the school, she found herself typing: Unless you want me to come straight back? I can skip choir. It’s not a problem.

      Her thumb was lingering over the Send button when a voice interrupted her train of thought.

      “No, Mum, I won’t forget. I know. I know. See you later, yeah?”

      From the corner of her eye, Jeanette spotted a figure she half recognized. A boy from school. Tall and skinny with thick, dark hair and a small scar on his upper lip. What was his name? She was usually good at names.

      As if he was ready to get off the bus, the boy was standing up, holding on to the back of Jeanette’s seat. Sensing that she was staring at him, he looked down at her and rolled his eyes at his phone. “Parents, right?”

      Jeanette smiled awkwardly. “Right.”

      “I’m on the football team. I go to practice every Monday. Except a few weeks ago, I forgot. Coach called her, and now she thinks she has to remind me. Constantly.”

      “You any good?” Jeanette wasn’t very interested in sports, but she knew that most people who were on a team liked the opportunity to brag about it.

      “I’m okay.” The boy shrugged.

      “Do you like it?”

      The boy’s forehead crinkled into a frown, as if no one had ever asked him that question before. He shrugged and shoved his phone into his jeans pocket. “No. Not really.”

      Jeanette made a huh sound. “So, then why’d you do it?”

      The boy chuckled at her. “You ask a lot of questions.”

      “Sorry. Bad habit. My sister always tells me that.” Jeanette returned to her phone and re-read the message she still hadn’t sent to her mother. She expected the boy to move farther down the bus. Go stand by the driver. Extricate himself from the conversation because she’d been “too intense”. Instead, he slid into the seat in front of her, leaned his upper body against the window, and slung his arm across the back of the seat.

      “I don’t know why. Because my parents want me to, I guess. My mum, mostly.”

      Jeanette sat up a little straighter and tucked her hair behind her ear. “Isn’t that a bit of a waste of time? Doing something because someone else wants you to do it?”

      The boy considered her question, looking at her as if he couldn’t quite figure her out. “I guess...”

      “Isn’t there something you’d rather do?”

      Again, he shrugged. “I dunno.”

      “There must be something.” Jeanette narrowed her eyes at him. Where had she seen him before?

      “I used to play guitar. When I was younger. I liked it, but I stopped.”

      “So, start it up again. Once you’ve learned an instrument, it’s hard to forget it.”

      “It’s not really that simple.”

      “Why?”

      The boy shook his head and laughed again. It was a loud laugh, sincere, and it made his cheeks dimple. “It’s just not.”

      Jeanette tapped her fingernail on the screen of her phone. Torn between returning to her unsent message and continuing the conversation. After a pause, she stuck out her hand to shake his. “I’m Jeanette. We’re both at Arnhurst I think.”

      “Yeah.” After only a slight hesitation, he returned the gesture and gave a light, very brief handshake. “I thought I recognized you. I’m Jack.”

      “I haven’t seen you on this bus before.”

      “I usually drive, but my dad needs my car. His is in the garage.”

      As the bus pulled to a stop, they both stood up and walked to the doors. Disembarking, Jeanette was already scanning the area for friendly—or not friendly—faces.

      “Well, thanks for the life coaching, Jeanette.” Jack waved as he headed toward the school gates. “See you around.”

      Jeanette waved back and, as she watched him leave, she released a long quiet sigh. Boys like Jack rarely spoke to her. If they did, the best-case scenario was that they were simply asking her to move out of their way in the cafeteria. Worst case, they were poking fun at her clothes or her hair or the way she sometimes accidentally started singing in class. But something about Jack was different. He hadn’t frowned at her clothes or made excuses to walk away when she asked him questions. He’d just...talked to her, and as she started walking, Jeanette realized that she very much wanted to talk to him again.
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      Jack looked over his shoulder. The girl with the bright pink shirt—Jeanette—was watching him but looked away when she saw him turn around. Shaking his head, he shoved his hands into his pockets and tried to shift the feeling that had lodged itself in his stomach when she had started asking him all those questions.

      He’d seen her before. She was one of those people you couldn’t help but notice—always dressed a little strangely, always doing something to draw attention to herself, although not in a deliberate way, he didn’t think. She was friends with the girl who used to have purple hair. The one Chris Parker had started spreading rumors about last year. But Jack didn’t know much else about her, except that she was a music nerd. Front of stage when the choir performed in school assemblies. Always singing louder and more enthusiastically than anyone else.

      Up ahead, Jack saw a crowd of girls gathered near the doors to the Year Thirteen common room. Annabelle was in the center of them, animatedly waving her hands and speaking with wide eyes. Whatever she said made the others laugh, and Jack smiled to himself.

      It still surprised him, pretty much every time he saw her, that Annabelle had chosen him to be her boyfriend.

      “Hey, you.” Jack slipped his arms around Annabelle’s waist and nuzzled into her neck. She smelled unbelievable and was wearing a pale-blue sweater that made her eyes sparkle.

      “Hey.” Annabelle ducked out of his embrace.

      Jack’s smile faltered; something was up. She was smiling at him strangely. A thin, not-quite-there smile. “You okay?”

      Annabelle glanced at the others and lowered her voice. “Yeah. I’m okay. But, Jack, I need to talk to you.”

      Instantly, his stomach lurched up into his throat. He knew that tone, and it wasn’t good.

      “I don’t have time now.” Annabelle was looking at her phone instead of at him. When she raised her eyes, she patted his forearm. “Can we meet at lunch? In your car?”

      Jack swallowed hard and moistened his lips. His mouth had become horribly dry. “I don’t have the car today. Dad needed it.”

      “Oh.” Annabelle looked at her phone again. “Okay, well then, our spot?”

      “Sure.” Jack tried to smile and, even though he knew before he did it that it wouldn’t feel the way it should, he took hold of her hand. “Everything’s okay, though, right?” He ducked to catch her eyes, stroking her palm with his index finger. “Belle?”

      After a long moment, Annabelle took back her hand and tucked it into her jacket. “We’ll talk at lunch.”

      And then she was gone.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      As soon as the lunch bell rang, Jack dumped his bag into his locker and headed out across the sports pitch. Toward the back, away from the school, it sloped down sharply and led to the football pitch. Opposite the pitch, a small copse of trees had been fenced off to prevent students using it, but pretty much everyone on the team knew about the loose slats, and there was an unwritten rule that the most recently formed couple had use of it.

      Expertly, he pulled two slats aside to create a hole and climbed through.

      As he stepped into the trees, his feet met with soggy soil and broken twigs, but he kept going. A little way in, he came to one of the biggest trees; a large, old oak with roots that stuck up from the ground like gnarly fingers clawing their way along the ground. He looked around. There was no sign of Annabelle.

      Zipping up his jacket against the cold, Jack leaned against the trunk of the oak and waited, staring at the spot where she should—at any minute—appear as she climbed through the fence.

      After several long minutes, finally, he heard movement and stood up straight. Unsure what to do with his hands, he shoved them into his pockets, but when Annabelle stepped into view, he took one out and waved. She didn’t wave back.

      For days, he’d been wondering whether everything was normal between them but had been trying his best to ignore it. Shove it down. Pretend the feeling wasn’t there.

      They’d started dating right after the winter break, not even two months ago, and had been pretty much inseparable at school ever since. Jack had plucked up the courage to ask her out when she’d come to watch their first football match of the new year, and he had almost punched the air when she’d said yes.

      Watching her walk toward him in skinny jeans and a bright-red coat, Jack remembered the exact moment he’d asked her out. The nerves fluttering in his stomach. The way she’d smiled and tucked her hair behind her ear as she’d watched him try to get the words out. The feel of her hand in his as she’d squeezed his fingers and said, “Sure. Why not?”

      But now, the smiling version of Annabelle he’d known for the past six weeks was gone. This Annabelle was different.

      It didn’t take a genius to figure out that this Annabelle was going to break up with him.

      Jack thought about kissing her. Because maybe if he kissed her, she’d remember that she liked him. When she stopped several feet away and folded her arms in front of her stomach, he realized she wasn’t going to give him the chance.

      “I think you’ve probably guessed what I’m going to say.”

      “No,” Jack lied and tried to look as if he had no idea what she was talking about. “What’s going on, Belle?”

      Hearing her nickname, Annabelle bristled and closed her eyes. When she opened them, she pursed her lips, took a deep breath, then said, “I’m sorry, Jack, it’s just not working out.”

      “What isn’t?”

      “You and me.” She held his gaze, her sea-green eyes searching his. “And I think, deep down, you know it too.”

      Involuntarily, Jack let out a snort and looked up at the leafless branches above his head. When he looked back, he said, “No. I don’t. I thought everything was good. I thought we had fun together.” He was trying to stop his voice from cracking, but the emotion bubbling in his throat was making it hard.

      “We do.” Annabelle sighed and unfolded her arms. “I just...”

      “What?” Jack was studying her face. As her cheeks began to flush, it suddenly hit him. “You’re seeing someone else?”

      Annabelle looked away from him, down at her hands. “Nothing’s happened. I just...like him,” she said quietly. Then, a little louder, “And I wanted to be fair to you, Jack. I wanted to tell you before—”

      Jack turned away from her. His fists were clenched at his sides. The desperation he’d felt a moment ago changed into something else. Something hotter and angrier that was making his skin prickle and his breath come too quickly.

      “Jack...” Annabelle put her hand on his shoulder, but he pushed her away.

      “Shit!” he yelled. Then, before he could stop himself, he hurled his fist into the tree trunk.

      Once. Twice. Three times. Pain ricocheted through his knuckles. Four. Five. Six.

      “Jack!”

      The quiver in Annabelle’s voice made him stop. Breathing heavily, he looked at his hand. It was bleeding. At the sight of the blood, his rage evaporated. His shoulders drooped as if the air had been sucked out of him, and his legs began to shake.

      When he turned around, Annabelle was staring at him with wide, horrified eyes. She was backing away slowly, as if he might chase after her if she moved too quickly. “Jack,” she said softly, her voice trembling, “I’m sorry if I’ve hurt you, but it’s over between us. I’m going to leave now.”

      “Belle...”

      “And don’t call me Belle anymore. Okay?”
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      Instead of running after Annabelle, Jack stayed beneath the oak tree. In the distance, without even realizing how much time had passed, he heard the bell signaling the end of lunch. He should have been on his way to a film studies lesson—the one “fun” subject his parents had permitted him to take, alongside the more serious Geography and Business Studies. Today, they were going to be watching the second half of some Turkish film he’d found strangely relaxing.

      Taking out his phone, he scrolled to the last message he’d sent to his best friend, Danny, and typed: Got dumped. Tell Miss Turner I’ve got a migraine.

      He had never suffered from migraines, but over the years they had become a convenient excuse when he didn’t feel able to face other people. He was surprised, really, that no one had ever figured him out. Even his parents seemed to buy it. But then, in his house, no one ever dared to scratch very far beneath the surface of what was being said out loud.

      Jack looked down as his phone vibrated.

      DANNY: Damn. Sorry, bud. Still coming to practice?

      He bit his lower lip. Frustration and hurt and anger were still swirling in his gut. When he felt like this, it was best he stayed away from the football pitch. So, he replied, Nah. Not up for it. Tell Coach about Annabelle, and see if you can get him not to call my mum, yeah? Tell him I’m heartbroken or something.

      DANNY: Are you?

      JACK: Just pissed off. And you know what I’m like when I’m pissed off.

      DANNY: Ha. Too right. Don’t worry, I’ll sweet-talk Coach.

      JACK: Thanks, Dan. See you later, yeah?

      DANNY: Yeah. Later.

      For a long moment, Jack just stared at his phone’s screen. His thumbs were almost twitching with the urge to scroll his camera roll. Before he could give into it or, worse, start scouring Annabelle’s profiles for evidence of the guy she’d ditched him for, he shoved his phone back into his pocket and buried his head in his hands.

      Sometime last year, he’d developed a reputation for being a little too “aggressive” on the pitch. It was part of why he’d started skipping practice; because on days like today—days when all he wanted to do was scream at the top of his lungs to dislodge the tightness in his chest and the ache in his temples—those were the days when he’d end up tackling too hard. Or deliberately making a move that was guaranteed to get him a bloodied nose. Or getting into a fight in the locker rooms.

      Wrapping his arms around himself because it was freezing and he was starting to shiver, Jack sank down beneath the tree and sat with his knees tucked up to his chest. Annabelle’s face danced through his head. Flashes of her smiling; shaking her long, brown hair over her shoulders; laughing at his jokes. But then the smiles started to waver. They merged with the way she’d looked at him when she’d told him it was over and with the fear in her eyes when he’d started shouting.

      If it hadn’t already been finished between them, his outburst would have sealed the deal. If Annabelle had been having doubts. If she’d, deep down, been questioning whether she really did like this other guy—whoever he was—more than she liked Jack. Well, then watching him beat up a tree trunk would probably have been enough to sway it in that guy’s favor.

      Jack looked at his watch, the one his mum had bought him when he passed his GCSE’s, and considered his options for the rest of the afternoon. He needed to fetch his bag, but the Year Thirteen lockers were perilously close to the room he was supposed to be in for Film Studies. So, that wasn’t a good idea. He also needed not to arrive home before five-thirty—when football practice was supposed to finish. And he absolutely needed to avoid being anywhere near Annabelle.

      Next week, they had a week off for February break. If she’d waited until Friday, he wouldn’t have had to suffer through four and a half days of avoiding her. Clearly, she was so desperate to be free of him that she couldn’t stand to wait that long.

      Right now, she’d be in a math lesson. Probably telling her squeaky-voiced best friend, Mia, how pleased she was to be free of him.

      As Jack pictured Annabelle shaking her head and saying, “Honestly, Mia, you should have seen him. It was scary. Thank God I decided to end it,” he rubbed his hands together and winced as his fingertips caught the grazed skin on his knuckles. They were stinging but no longer bleeding. He’d need to do something to hide them before he went home.

      Again, he looked at his watch. It was two-thirty. He could walk to town, go to the pharmacy, then head back and get his things after the end of the school day. Yeah. That would work.

      Wishing it wasn’t still so gray and damp outside, Jack slunk back through the gap in the fence, replaced the slats, then walked around the edge of the pitch until he reached the public footpath that ran along the river and into town.

      He’d never been the kind of person to hang out in town. His evenings and weekends were spent playing football or video games. And so, as he made his way down Newton High Street, he found he was looking at the shops and cafés he passed as if they were brand new.

      Eventually, he came to the pharmacy. Inside, he picked out some antibacterial wipes and some heavy-duty makeup that claimed it would “hide any and all blemishes”. He paid in cash because if he used his card, his mum would notice he’d been in town when he should have been in school, then put the items into his pockets and headed for Starbucks.

      He had three pounds left from the ten-pound note he’d used in the pharmacy. Just enough for a large hot chocolate. With whipped cream. And marshmallows.

      Sitting down at a table in a dark corner at the back, he piled two packs of sugar into the hot chocolate, stirred it, then began to scoop out the marshmallows with his spoon. One by one, he ate them. Then he started on the whipped cream. He didn’t enjoy it. It was too sweet. So sweet it was almost sickly. But it was the kind of thing he wasn’t usually allowed to order, so he tried to savor every mouthful all the same.

      He was halfway through his drink when he stopped and turned his attention to his knuckles. First, he cleaned them up with the wipes, then he patted the makeup onto them until the angry red graze was muted enough—hopefully—not to be noticed.

      Just after three-thirty, by which time the remaining dregs of his hot chocolate were cold, students from Arnhurst walked past the windows. Probably on their way home or to the bus station at the top of the High Street. Some, the younger students, were in uniform. Others, years twelve and thirteen, were dressed however they liked.

      If Jack were to meet one of them outside of school, he might offer them a knowing look. Perhaps a nod. If he knew them by name, a hello. But, not for the first time, it struck him that—even those who he’d count as his friends—didn’t really know him. They knew what he presented to them. They knew the Jack who turned up at school every day, who smiled, laughed, dated girls like Annabelle, did okay in lessons and played football. They knew happy Jack. They didn’t know the rest.

      Today, though, Annabelle had seen a glimpse of it. She had seen the part of himself he tried to keep hidden. The angry part. The raging part. The part that wanted to tear down the walls of his fake, hollow life and shout, “This is me! This is what goes on in my world!”

      Reaching into his bag, he pulled out a small, black notebook and a pen. It opened instinctively at a blank page and, without even thinking, he started to write. He didn’t realize he was crying until a tear smudged the ink.
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      When Jeanette arrived in the performing arts studio, she found the door boarded up and a piece of paper taped to the window next to it.

      Choir practice is now in room 10A.

      She frowned at it, half wondering whether someone was playing a practical joke on her; Miss Humphrey hadn’t emailed about a change of room. But although she could think of plenty of people in the school who would want to mess with her like this, her choirmates weren’t among them.

      Choir was her safe space.

      “What’s going on?” Her best friend, Violet, who’d walked with her to the PA block on the way to the bus, tapped the sign with her index finger. “Why’s it all boarded up?”

      “Not sure.” Jeanette looked at her phone. “Where’s 10A?”

      “Near the lockers, I think.” Violet’s forehead wrinkled into a frown.

      “Great. I better run.” She pulled Vi into a tight embrace. “Not literally though. Maybe just a fast walk.”

      Violet laughed, then waved as Jeanette headed back in the direction they’d come from. “Text me later about dinner on Thursday? Check with your mum, yeah?”

      “I will,” Jeanette replied. Although, as she turned around, she added silently, But I know what she’ll say.

      As she rounded the corner near the Year Thirteen common room, Jeanette spotted the door labelled 10A and released her breath. She was in the right place. She didn’t take any lessons in this part of the school, so she had never really paid much attention to the room numbers.

      Quickening her pace, she headed for the door and paused before she entered. Her whole life, she’d hated walking into a room without knowing who was inside. It was the sensation of everyone turning to look at her that she hated—that moment when all eyes were on her, and she didn’t know how to arrange her facial features or hold her hands or what to say.

      When she was with Violet, it wasn’t a problem. They’d only been friends a few months when Violet had noticed that Jeanette would always hang back and let her open a door first. She’d never mentioned it or made a thing of it. Wordlessly, she’d just understood that this was the way things were and had never made Jeanette walk in first ever again.

      When Jeanette was on her own, however, she relied on a trick Emma had taught her to squash the nerves swarming in her stomach.

      “Pretend you’re someone else. Pick someone famous. Like . . . Etta Fjord.”

      “Etta Fjord? She’s drop-dead gorgeous.” Fifteen-year-old Jeanette had giggled.

      “Exactly. So picture yourself as Etta Fjord, marching in, showing off, enjoying the attention...” Emma had stood up and marched up and down the only uncluttered space in the center of their living room, the patch of carpet next to the coffee table, hands on her hips, swaying as she moved.

      Now, at seventeen years old, Jeanette was still using that exact trick. “Be more Etta,” she muttered under her breath. Not allowing herself to think any further about it, she pushed the handle and strode in.

      “Jeanette, you found us. Great.” Miss Humphrey was leaning on one of the desks and looked up smiling when Jeanette entered. “Come join us. We were just discussing the theme for the end-of-term concert.”

      Jeanette scanned the room. A sea of faces she recognized. Fifteen in total. And then one she didn’t. Her eyes faltered. A slim, long-faced girl with poker-straight, black hair was staring at her. Instantly, Jeanette felt her skin prickle. She swallowed hard and looked away, then marched to the center of the group and sat down. “Well, you know what I’m going to say,” she announced loudly.

      Behind her, a wave of grumbles.

      “Not Hamilton...”

      “She suggests Hamilton every year, Miss Humphrey.”

      “We’re not good enough.”

      “It’s more rapping than singing.”

      “What about the song that group on Britain’s Got Talent did?”

      “That’s one song, not a theme.”

      Eventually, Miss Humphrey held up her hands. “Actually,” she said, a knowing smile twitching at the corner of her mouth, “I think Hamilton would be perfect.”

      Jeanette was already gearing herself up to protest and stopped with her mouth hanging open. “You do?”

      The others were right; Jeanette had pleaded for them to do a concert version of Hamilton every year since she’d joined the choir, and Miss Humphrey had religiously said no.

      “I do.” She folded her arms in front of her chest and nodded at Jeanette. “It’s your last year with us, Jeanette, and you’ve made a fantastic contribution to the choir. It feels...right. As long as you agree to help me sort out the arrangements and pick the most appropriate songs?”

      Jeanette’s cheeks were burning. Not because she was upset or embarrassed or about to cry but because she was utterly overwhelmed. “I don’t know what to say,” she whispered. She felt a little dizzy.

      She must have started to look a little peaky, because Miss Humphrey said, “Are you all right, Jeanette?”

      “Yes. I think I just need some water. Could I...?”

      “Of course.” Miss Humphrey waved at the door and, as Jeanette hurried toward it, she heard her say to the others, “Okay, then. Hamilton it is. Who here has seen it or listened to the soundtrack?”

      Outside, in the hall, Jeanette helped herself to some water from the cooler by the lockers. She was leaning against the wall, downing her second cup full, when someone stepped up beside her.

      “Jeanette?”

      She straightened herself up and turned her head. “Jack? From the bus?”

      “Yeah,” Jack replied, smiling as if he was genuinely pleased to see her. “Jack from the bus.” His eyes roamed across her face. “You okay? You look a bit pale...”

      “Fine. I’m fine.” She scrunched up her plastic cup and tossed it into the recycling bin. “In the middle of choir practice, actually, so I better...” She was about to step past him when she stopped. “Aren’t you supposed to be playing football?”

      “Supposed to be, yeah.” Jack looked down at his hands, and Jeanette noticed him shove his right fist into his pocket.

      “Oh. Okay, then. Bye.” There were too many thoughts buzzing around in her brain for her to ask why he wasn’t at practice or wonder whether what she’d said about it being a waste of time had caused him to skip it. To her surprise, though, instead of staying where he was, Jack followed her.

      Outside 10A, they both stopped.

      “We’re starting rehearsals for the end-of-term concert. We’ve chosen Hamilton.” Jeanette was waffling because she felt like, for some reason, Jack didn’t really want her to leave.

      “Who’s Hamilton?”

      “You’ve never heard of...” She shook her head and took hold of his forearm. “Okay. You should come watch us. You’ll know it when you hear the songs.”

      “Oh, no. Thanks. I better not.” Jack looked up and down the corridor, as if someone were about to stride up to him and drag him kicking and screaming back to the football pitch.

      “You have somewhere else to be?” Jeanette put her hands on her hips and tilted her head at him.

      At that, Jack let out a short sharp laugh. “No, no. I just...” He breathed in slowly and pressed his lips together. After biting his lower lip for a few seconds, he laughed again and shook his head. “What the hell,” he muttered. “Okay. Why not?”
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      When Jack entered the room, everyone inside turned to look at him. Miss Humphrey, who’d taught him music several years ago, before he dropped it to focus on more “academic” subjects, narrowed her eyes as if she was trying to place who he was.

      “Jack?” she said finally, clicking her fingers. “Jack Jones. I taught you music in Year Nine. You had quite an ear, I seem to remember.”

      Jack blushed, glancing at Jeanette and willing her to introduce him so he didn’t have to say anything.

      “Is it okay if Jack joins in? He’s thinking of dropping football for choir,” she said, taking his arm and marching him into the middle of the room.

      As Jeanette spoke, Jack opened his mouth to correct her but then thought better of it.

      “Of course.” Miss Humphrey gestured for him to follow Jeanette, then, turning to the rest of the group, she clapped her hands. “Okay, everyone stand and get in position. Jack, what range do you sing?”

      He blinked at her. “Range?”

      “Your voice—is it high, low, or in the middle?” Jeanette blinked at him as if he should know the answer.

      “Oh, no. I was just going to watch...”

      “Don’t worry.” Miss Humphrey smiled reassuringly. “We won’t make you sing solo. Go stand over with Niall and Craig, and just join in if you feel like it.”

      Jack swallowed hard. Was it too late to escape?

      “We’ll warm up with one of our regular songs, and then we’ll try a Hamilton number. Okay, folks?”

      The group nodded enthusiastically. Niall and Craig, who both had pale, spotty faces and looked far younger than the rest of the choir, patted Jack’s shoulders and shuffled him into place between them.

      As they all arranged themselves into a semicircle and Miss Humphrey stood in front of them, Jeanette grinned at Jack and gave him a thumbs-up.

      Here goes nothing...

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      It was dark by the time Jack walked out of the front exit of the school. Dark and quiet. Next to him, Jeanette was saying something about him coming to Friday’s practice too.

      “Honestly, you’re really good. Miss Humphrey was impressed. I know it’s nerve wracking the first time you sing with other people, but you’re great. And we’ve needed a good baritone for ages.” She took hold of his elbow and stopped walking. “So, what do you think? Friday?”

      Jack’s cheeks flushed. He’d never been good at anything before. Or, at least, no one had ever told him he was. Although his parents liked to think he was good at football, and his mum was hoping he’d get some kind of scholarship because of it, he knew he wasn’t. Pretty much every other guy on the team was better than him. Coach Turner had even told his mum straight out that she was being a little over ambitious in regard to Jack’s football career.

      “I don’t know. Maybe.” He adjusted his bag on his shoulder and thought about the weight of his football gear, sitting unused and too clean at the bottom of it. “You think I could just come on Fridays?”

      Jeanette frowned at him, but then her eyes widened as she cottoned on. “Of course. You’re supposed to be at football on Mondays, right?”

      Jack nodded and looked toward the pitch. “Right.”

      “I’m not sure. Miss Humphrey is pretty insistent that we all ‘commit’ to the group. She says...” Jeanette trailed off. She was looking past Jack, over his shoulder, and he noticed her step back a little. “I’ll go and ask her for you. Wait there.”

      Before Jack could tell her not to bother, she’d hurried back inside, and when he turned around, he saw Danny striding toward him, gym back slung across his torso, grin on his face.

      “Jack...” Danny offered him a chest-bump kind of hug. “Turner agreed not to call your folks, as long as you’re there extra early next time.”

      Jack nodded and shoved his hands into his pockets. “Thanks. How was it? What did I miss?”

      “Same as usual.” Danny shrugged, then raised his eyebrows, looked in Jeanette’s direction, and made a face that signaled he was about to say something he considered to be funny. “What’s with Grease Girl? You moving on from Annabelle already?” Danny laughed, opening his mouth wide enough for Jack to see the bright white of his teeth.

      Jack laughed too and made a pfft sound with his lips as if to say, Don’t be ridiculous.

      “You sure looked cozy...” Danny wasn’t going to let it go. He wasn’t a complete jerk. Not like some of the other guys on the team. But, especially after practice, when adrenaline was still buzzing in his veins, he liked to take the piss out of people. Jack, on the other hand, did not.

      His usual tactic was to join in just enough to placate Danny, then to change the subject. So, rolling his eyes, he said, “You think I’d go there? Come on, you know me better than that.”

      Worried that Jeanette would come back outside, he walked away from the entrance. “I might be desperate for a rebound, but I’d never be that desperate.”

      Danny sniggered loudly.

      To change the subject, Jack said, “Listen, Dan, can you do me a favor?”

      “Sure.” Danny had taken his car keys from his pocket and was jangling them as he walked.

      “Give me a lift home?”

      Danny clapped him on the shoulder. “’Course. I drive past your house anyway. You should have said you didn’t have your car. I’d have picked you up this morning.”

      Jack shrugged as if it was no big deal and said, “Didn’t think.”

      What he didn’t say was that he hated being near people early in the morning. In those brief hours between waking and the bell ringing for first period, he needed time alone—time to shove his feelings down into the depths of his belly and to become happy, carefree Jack. Popular Jack.

      Untroubled Jack.

      “Well, tomorrow, yeah?” Danny said as they walked toward the car park.

      “Yeah, thanks, Dan.”
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      Jeanette knew that Miss Humphrey would already have locked up 10A and headed for the staff car park, but when she’d seen Jack’s friend Danny walking toward the two of them, she’d panicked.

      Danny had never been mean to her face, but he was the kind of person who made her uncomfortable, and her instinct, when she came across people like that, was to make herself invisible.

      As she waited for the guys to start walking, watching from just inside the glass entrance doors, she thought about Jack’s face when he’d finally joined in with one of the songs. At first, he’d been nervous. His voice had been quiet and shaky, but when he’d realized no one was staring at him or waiting for him to mess up, he’d gotten louder...and louder...until he’d been practically grinning as he sang.

      He’d loved it. That much was obvious.

      On the bus, he’d said he enjoyed playing the guitar, but as far as Jeanette was concerned his instrument was his voice. No one in the choir sang baritone the way he did, and he didn’t even know it!

      Finally, telling herself she was being cowardly for hiding, she pushed the big, green button next to the doors and watched them swing open. Ahead, Jack was standing opposite Danny. She moved closer but stopped when she saw that they were laughing.

      Whenever two people were laughing, she automatically assumed they were laughing at her. It gave her a hot, sickly feeling in the pit of her stomach. But this time, she shook her head—Jack wasn’t like that—and walked closer.

      She stopped when she heard her nickname. The one she knew floated around school but always tried not to acknowledge. As it scratched at her ears, she stopped dead in her tracks, then ducked into the shadow of the building. Grease Girl. That was what they called her—a clever play on words because of the fact that, even when her hair was squeaky clean, it looked unwashed and because she had a widely known obsession with musical theatre.

      Her skin burned with embarrassment. Hot tears welled up behind her eyes, and her legs started to wobble. Jack was laughing with his friend. Laughing at her. She’d been wrong about him.

      When they’d met on the bus that morning, she had thought he was the kind of boy who didn’t care what other people thought. He’d spoken to her as if he hadn’t cared what his friends might say. He’d opened up to her about his dislike of football; he’d sat down and seemed interested in what she had to say.

      For that short bus ride, she’d felt as if there was an understanding between them. And when he’d showed up in the hallway outside choir practice, part of her had wondered whether he’d gone there on purpose.

      Clearly, she’d been wrong.

      He was just like everyone else.

      Even if he wasn’t faking it when he was talking to her, even if he did like her, like talking to her, find her funny and interesting, he didn’t like her enough to let his real friends know about it or to stick up for her.

      As Jack and Danny walked toward the car park, Jeanette patted her hair self-consciously. A few minutes ago, she’d been excited about the idea of getting the bus back with Jack. She’d thought about their possible conversation, about asking him where he lived and what his parents were like. She’d imagined adding one more person to her very small enclave of friends.

      Until last year, she hadn’t really had any friends. The people she went to choir with were nice to her, they said hi to her if they passed in the hallway, they sat with her at lunch sometimes, but they weren’t her friends.

      Then not long after the start of Year Twelve, Violet had arrived. Skinny and pale with interesting purple hair, Jeanette had been drawn to her immediately. She’d come from the local fee-paying school Briar Ridge and had spoken with a twang of poshness that Jeanette knew other people would not like.

      Violet had seemed, back then, like someone who was used to being cool, who’d always been a little bit different but who didn’t really mind, and who’d never had a problem fitting in. Not very long after her arrival, however, it had all gone horribly wrong. A bad date with the school’s most obnoxious lothario, Chris Parker, had led to Violet’s name becoming muck around the school. Chris had started a relentless campaign against Violet, and so Jeanette had stepped up to be her friend.

      To start with, Violet—just like everyone else—hadn’t really wanted to be Jeanette’s friend. Jeanette could sense it. She could sense Violet wanted to be liked by the popular kids and that she knew being friends with Jeanette would mean this was very unlikely to happen. But when Violet’s reputation had taken a nosedive and Jeanette had been the only one to stick by her, their friendship had solidified.

      Now, eighteen months later, Jeanette had stopped minding the way their friendship had begun. She knew Violet valued her as a friend; when Violet got together with her boyfriend, Freddie, she could have abandoned Jeanette. She could have stopped hanging out with her. But she hadn’t. She’d made an effort, right from the beginning, to carve out time for the two of them. She’d even, once or twice, apologized for the way she’d been when she’d first started at Arnhurt, which had made Jeanette’s skin crawl because it was something she didn’t really want to acknowledge out loud.

      Having Violet helped. It helped Jeanette feel less obviously alone, but she still craved something else. Something similar to what Violet had with Freddie. She still craved a person; someone who understood her completely, someone to whom she could say, “This is what my life is like,” and who would say in return, “I get it.”

      It wasn’t that she thought Jack was going to be that person—she wasn’t naive enough to think anything like that would ever happen between them—but it had made her feel good that he wanted to talk to her. Emma would have said that was pathetic. She would’ve said Jeanette did not need some popular boy from the football team to make her feel good about herself. Nevertheless, it had. She’d spent the day feeling more buoyant than normal, a feeling that had intensified when Jack had turned up at choir.

      Watching Jack walk toward the car park with Danny, Jeanette’s stomach felt hollow. Her legs were heavy, her arms were heavy, and she didn’t know whether she’d make the walk to the bus stop without needing to sit down. She looked up at the sky. It was dark, and the lack of stars indicated that rain clouds were gathering.

      She was about to start walking and force herself to make the short journey from the school to the bus stop, when a reedy voice from behind her said, “Hi, Jeanette, are you okay?”

      Jeanette turned to see the black-haired girl from choir—the new girl—smiling at her. She was short and petite and looked like a rabbit caught in headlights.

      “Hi,” Jeanette replied. “I’m sorry, I don’t think I know your name.”

      The girl thrust out her hand to shake Jeanette’s, which made Jeanette smile; usually she was the one who offered awkward handshakes to people she didn’t know. “I’m Suzanne. I’m in Year Twelve.”

      “Nice to meet you.” Jeanette tilted her head. “Are you new? I’m not sure I’ve seen you around. Definitely not at choir.”

      Suzanne tucked her hair behind her ear and bit her lower lip. “Not new exactly. I just...” She paused as if she wasn’t quite sure how to phrase what she was about to say. “I’ve had quite a bit of time off lately. The last two years, actually. Sorry. That’s too much information.” She laughed nervously as she stopped speaking.

      Jeanette raised her eyebrows. “Usually I’m the one oversharing with people I don’t really know,” she replied, starting to walk toward the front of the school.

      “Your friend is very good.” Suzanne stepped up beside her and nodded at Jack’s silhouette as he climbed into Danny’s car.

      “He’s not my friend,” Jeanette said tightly. “We only really met today. I just persuaded him to come along because he said he liked music more than football.”

      “Doesn’t everyone like music more than football?” Suzanne said.

      Looking at Suzanne sideways, Jeanette smiled. “Everyone sane,” she replied, then added, “What do you think of Hamilton? Do you like it? I’m not sure the others are very pleased about singing the songs. Too much talk-singing, they said.”

      As Suzanne answered, her face brightened. “I love it. It was my mum’s favorite.”

      “Was?” Jeanette winced as she asked the question. If someone talked about one of their parents in the past tense, it usually meant that they weren’t here anymore, which probably meant they didn’t want to talk about it with somebody they just met.

      “Well, I don’t really know what she’s into these days,” Suzanne said quietly. “She moved away. I live with my dad now.”

      “Right,” Jeanette breathed out, relieved that Suzanne’s mother wasn’t dead. “I live with my mum. My dad is up in Yorkshire.”

      Suzanne smiled thinly: Right, then you get it. “Actually, my dad is waiting for me. Do you need a ride home?” She had stopped just outside the school gates and was gesturing to a car parked across the road. The car flashed its headlights.

      Jeanette wanted to say yes. She wanted to get into a nice warm car and enjoy a quick journey back to her house. But nobody had ever been to Jeanette’s house. No one at school, even Violet, knew where she lived. So, she shook her head and said, “No, thanks. But I’ll see you Friday, yeah?”

      She walked toward the bus stop. When she looked back, Suzanne was watching her. She smiled and waved, and as Jeanette waved back, she noticed the heaviness in her limbs had grown a little lighter.

      Perhaps the day was going to end with a new friend, after all.
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      Danny’s car smelled of vanilla e-cigarettes. It made Jack wrinkle his nose and was a sure sign that Danny’s girlfriend, Camilla, had been in the passenger seat earlier that day.

      Jack shuffled uncomfortably as Danny drove away from the school. Camilla was friends with Annabelle. She was the one who’d introduced the two of them and, the last few months, they’d hung out pretty much every weekend. The four of them. Danny and Camilla. Jack and Annabelle.

      “Has Camilla said anything?” Jack had promised himself he wouldn’t ask, but the words came out before he could stop them.

      Danny reached over to turn off the radio. “Not much.” He looked at Jack sideways. “What did Annabelle say?” Danny paused and cleared his throat before adding, “I mean, did she give you a reason?”

      Right. So, Danny knew. Camilla had told him about Annabelle’s new boyfriend—whoever he was—which meant the whole school would know soon too. “She’s met someone else.”

      Danny released a low whistle and shook his head. Pulling onto the High Street, he slowed down to let a woman and a child cross the road. “Did she say who?”

      “No. Did Camilla?”

      He watched as his friend bit his lower lip. “I shouldn’t...”

      “Come on, Dan.”

      “If Camilla finds out I told you...”

      “I’ll find out soon anyway, won’t I? Unless he’s from another school.” Jack swallowed hard, picturing Annabelle climbing onto the back of some enormous motorcycle and wrapping her arms around a twenty-something-year-old with his own place and stacks of money.

      Danny turned right at the traffic lights and swung onto the wide, tree-lined street everyone called the Avenue. For a long moment, Danny didn’t say anything, but then he sighed and shook his head. “Chris,” he said gruffly, barely loud enough for Jack to hear it over the sound of the engine.

      “Chris?” Jack almost laughed. “Chris Parker? Our Chris?”

      Danny nodded. The three of them had played football together for years, and everyone knew that Chris had cheated on any girl he’d ever dated. “Sorry, Jack.”

      “Doesn’t she know what he’s like?” Jack slouched down in his seat and tipped his head back so that he was looking at the roof of the car.

      “She’ll soon find out, then she’ll come running back.” Danny was saying it to make him feel better, but he didn’t sound convinced.

      Jack rolled his eyes. “Wouldn’t want her now, even if she did.”

      Taking his hand off the steering wheel, Danny clapped Jack’s shoulder. “Exactly, bro, you can do better. Way better.”
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      For the remaining ten minutes of the car journey, Danny put the stereo back on, connected it to his phone, and blasted out a song with terrible lyrics but a heavy, thumping bass. Finally, they pulled up outside Jack’s house. A large, pale-bricked town house on a new estate where everyone’s front gardens were immaculate and where all of the doors were painted a glossy black.

      “Coach was okay with me missing practice?” Jack asked as Danny turned off the engine.

      “Yeah. I told him your parents would freak if he called them. Think he felt sorry for you after last time.” Danny chuckled and drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. “Your mum sure has a temper, huh?”

      Jack looked toward his house. In the living room window, a tall, slim silhouette was watching them.

      “So, you need a lift tomorrow?” Danny had started the engine again, ready to drive back to his own house a few streets away.

      “Nah. Should have the car back.”

      “Let me know if you don’t.”

      Jack opened the passenger door and climbed out, then stuck his head back in and nodded. “Cheers, Dan. See you.”

      At the front door, he quickly examined his knuckles. The makeup had held firm, but just as he was about to fumble for his keys, he remembered his football kit. Clean. Squeaky clean. In the bottom of his bag. He never came home from practice with clean shorts.

      The silhouette at the living room window had disappeared. His mum would be back in the kitchen, finishing dinner, waiting for him. Parallel with the handle but a little higher up, their video doorbell blinked at him. Looking away from it, he painted an exaggerated, Damn, I forgot...expression on his face and pretended to wave after Danny’s car.

      Danny was already out of sight, but Jack headed in the same direction he’d traveled in then, just out of the doorbell’s eye line, ducked onto a small patch of grass. Crouching down, he tugged his shorts out of his bag and rubbed them on the ground. A couple of grass stains. Some mud. Then the same with his boots.

      Deliberately not folding them, he shoved them all back into his bag, took his phone out of his pocket—holding it as if that was what he’d left in Dany’s car—and jogged back to the house.

      As he entered the kitchen, he held his breath. His mum was, as he’d predicted, standing behind the stove, stirring a pan of what looked and smelled like curry. Next to her, her iPad was propped up, displaying the dark, nighttime view from the doorbell cam.

      “Hi, love, did you forget something in Danny’s car?” She didn’t even try to hide the fact she’d been watching him.

      Jack smiled and waggled his phone at her. “Left it on the front seat.”

      “Oh, gosh. Well you’d be lost without that.” His mum smiled and turned off the camera feed. “Mind you, it might mean you get a good night’s sleep instead of being up till the small hours texting Annabelle.”

      At the mention of Annabelle’s name, Jack felt his smile waver.

      “What is it, Jack?” His mum had seen it. “Is something wrong?” She turned down the heat on the stove and walked over to him. Squeezing his upper arm with one hand and tweaking her index finger under his chin with the other, she asked again, “Is everything okay?”

      Jack looked away as unwanted tears sprung to his eyes.

      “Oh, sweetheart.” His mum folded him into a hug and patted his back. For a moment, Jack resisted, but then he gave in. “Did the two of you break up?” She stepped back and looked into his eyes. “It’s okay. It’ll be okay. Let’s get your dad down here, and you can tell us all about it, yeah?”

      “Thanks, Mum. I’m okay. Really.”

      “Nonsense. This is what mums and dads are for. To make everything better.”

      Jack tried to smile.

      If only.
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      Jeanette

      As soon as Jeanette put her key into the lock, she sensed that all was not well inside. The house was darker than usual—and quieter. As she pushed the door open and stepped into the junk-filled hallway, there was no TV, no radio, just a thick, humming silence that made her want to scratch at the skin on her forearms.

      “Mum?” She closed the door and listened to it click loudly.

      No reply.

      “Mum? Are you here?” For a brief, glorious moment, Jeanette thought perhaps—finally—her mother had gone out. Holding her breath, she turned on the hall light. As usual, it dipped before finally staying on.

      Slowly, she headed for the living room. Past the piles of plastic bags by the door, past the bundles of old clothes and children’s toys, past the wavering towers of newspapers.

      When she reached it, she stopped and tapped three times with her knuckles. “Mum?”

      Still no reply.

      Gingerly, she pushed the door open as far as it would go—it stopped halfway, butting up against the stuff her mum had piled up on the other side—and fumbled for the light switch.

      When she pressed it, she heard a groan from the direction of the sofa. Sliding into the room, she found her mother with one arm slung over her eyes and a grubby blanket draped over her legs.

      “Mum?” Jeanette crouched down next to the sofa and patted her mum’s hand that was by her side.

      “Leave me alone.” Her voice was sharp, and it made Jeanette shiver.

      “Mum, are you not feeling well? Can I get you something? Did you take your medicine today? Why don’t I get you a nice cup of tea?” Jeanette looked over at the coffee table, where her mother’s medication sat unopened. She was supposed to start a new pack today, but as Jeanette reached for it to check whether the latest strip had been started, her mum sat up and blinked at her.

      “Why would I want your help? You don’t care whether I’m okay or not.”

      Jeanette breathed in slowly. She knew this mood; this was the one where her mum very quickly became increasingly agitated. Where she blamed Jeanette for everything that was wrong. Where she wailed and cried and wailed some more.

      “I can’t do this today, Mum.” Jeanette stood up, her arms hanging loose and heavy at her sides.

      Usually, when this kind of mood struck, she stayed and rode it out. Said soothing things. Brought tea and biscuits. Promised not to stay out late ever again. Today, though, she just...couldn’t.

      “You can’t do this? Do what? You’ve been gone all day. You left me! I asked you not to be late, and you didn’t listen.” Her mum swung her chunky legs off the sofa cushion and planted her feet firmly on the floor. She was wearing a sleeveless black tank top. It showed off her large, wobbly arms and was stained with some kind of unrecognizable food substance. Perhaps porridge. Jeanette stared at it. Yes, definitely porridge.

      Jeanette reached out and gave her mother’s hand a brief but firm squeeze. “I’ll see you in the morning, Mum.” As she let go, her chest began to burn. She was about to cry, but she knew that staying wouldn’t achieve anything. So, she headed for the door.

      “Jeanette Marcia Simmons, don’t you dare walk out of this room.”

      Jeanette turned off the light.

      “Come back here, young lady.”

      As she closed the door, she was sure she heard her mum whisper, “Jeanie...Jeanie, I’m sorry...”

      But she could have been imagining it.
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      Jeanette waited until she was upstairs, with her bedroom door firmly closed, before she allowed herself to cry. As the tears came, she buried her face into her pillow, then released a bone-rattling, silent scream into the fabric. After three screams, the tears stopped, and she sat up, wiping her eyes.

      “Get it out, then move on. Don’t let it fester,” she muttered to herself. “Move on.”

      Sniffing, she looked around at her sparse surroundings and her still-too-small curtains. With the light on, she worried that people across the street could see in. So, as she changed out of her clothes and into her pajamas, she turned it off and shielded herself with the wardrobe door. She could have changed in the bathroom but, like every other room in the house, it was so full of junk there was barely enough room to sit on the toilet, let alone change clothes.

      Jeanette gave her armpits a quick smell test. About six months ago, her mum had stopped putting her opened and emptied delivery boxes into the recycling bin—because the neighbors “stared at her” if they saw her doing it—and had started storing them in the bathtub instead. So, for at least that amount of time, the bath had been unusable.

      Not long after, the shower had been taken too—by a pile of suitcases her mum had haggled for on Facebook and sent Jeanette to collect.

      “Why do we need them, Mum?” she’d asked.

      “In case we go away somewhere.”

      “But we don’t go anywhere.”

      “Well, that doesn’t mean we won’t. One day.” Her mum had stood with her hands on her hips, waving her bank card at Jeanette. “Besides, even if we don’t, suitcases are handy. What if you go visit your dad in the summer? You’ll need one. Won’t you?”

      “One,” Jeanette had muttered, taking the card and shoving it into her purse. “Not six.”

      “Just do as you’re told, Jeanie, there’s a good girl. I got the woman down to five pounds. That’s less than a pound a case! But don’t you let her try to change the price. Five pounds. That’s what we agreed.”

      “But if we don’t need them—”

      “Jeanette. Just do it. Take my card. Get five pounds cash from the post office, then get the bus to Pitt Street.”

      Jeanette had looked at her mother with wide, horrified eyes. Pitt Street was perilously close to the school.

      “Number nine.”

      “And there are six cases? How will I even get them all back here?” Jeanette had felt her heart pounding in her chest, but her mum had simply shuffled her toward the front door.

      “They’ll fit inside one another. It’ll be fine. See you soon.”

      Three hours later, after spending ten pounds of her own money on a taxi so she didn’t have to navigate the bus with six battered old suitcases in tow, Jeanette had arrived home to find her mum asleep on the sofa. The next morning, her mum had told her to store the cases in the shower, and that was where they’d stayed.

      Since then, Jeanette had washed at the sink each morning. Usually when she was sitting on the toilet. And she had become utterly terrified of accidentally starting to smell bad.

      At least three times in the course of their friendship, she’d said to Violet, laughing as if it wasn’t a big deal, “You would tell me, wouldn’t you, Vi? If I smelled awful or something?”

      Every time, Violet had shaken her head and laughed back. “Of course I would. That’s what friends are for. But you smell like daisies, Jeanette. I promise.”

      Taking out her phone, Jeanette checked to see if Violet was online. She wasn’t. Which meant she was probably with Freddie.

      Leaving the room in darkness, Jeanette crawled into bed. It was six-thirty. She hadn’t eaten any dinner and her stomach was growling angrily at her, but she couldn’t bear the thought of coming face-to-face with her mum if she ventured back downstairs. So, from her bedside table, she took out a cereal bar and a bag of chips and tried not to eat them too quickly.

      When she’d finished, instead of turning on the bedside light, she wriggled down under her covers, pulled them over her head, and made a cocoon for herself.

      Buried, hidden from her butterfly curtains and the streetlight outside, she went to Violet’s profile. Since they’d become friends, whenever she felt sad, she looked at photos of the two of them. Especially the ones Violet posted.

      Examining the pictures Violet had taken last weekend—of her and Jeanette eating ice cream outside even though it was freezing cold and raining—she smiled. It had been bad ice cream. But eating it had been fun, and the picture had fifty likes. That was fifty more than Jeanette ever got when she posted something.

      It had comments too. Some from people she knew. Some from people she didn’t. One, which made her angry, was from Aisla Buchanan. Violet’s ex–best friend. A horrid girl from Briar Ridge who had excommunicated Violet when she’d transferred to Arnhurst.

      Love this. So cute.

      Jeanette rolled her eyes. As if Aisla thought anything about Jeanette was cute...she was clearly just trying to get back in Violet’s good books.

      Jeanette clicked on Aisla’s name. “Huh,” she muttered. “Turns out Aisla ‘I hate social media’ Buchanan has literally no privacy settings.” She shook her head and scrolled through Aisla’s pictures. Every single one of them cemented the image Jeanette had built up in her head from the things Violet had told her.

      Aisla was stupidly beautiful, but she knew it, and—in Jeanette’s opinion—that made her a little bit ugly, actually.

      Tutting at herself for even looking at Aisla’s profile, Jeanette went back to her own. She was about to turn off her phone completely, put on the Hamilton soundtrack, and dream of the day when she’d finally get to travel to New York and see it performed on Broadway, when she realized someone had sent her a message.

      Probably Vi, she thought, opening it up.

      But no. It wasn’t Violet.

      JackJones_20

      1,000 followers 200 posts

      Sorry I disappeared. Needed to blag a ride home. Let me know what Humphrey said about practice. Thanks for letting me tag along. I enjoyed it.

      Jeanette stared at it, then read it again—and again. Her thumbs lingered above the keyboard. She wanted to reply. She wanted to say, No problem. Couldn’t find Miss Humphrey, but we can ask her Friday. Thanks for sharing your voice with us.

      But Jack had laughed at her. With his friend, he had laughed at her. So, for all she knew, this message could’ve been written by the two of them. A game. A trick to make her embarrass herself.

      She went to Jack’s profile. He had more privacy settings than Aisla, and she was about to click Follow when she stopped herself; following him was exactly the sort of thing that would catch peoples’ attention. Before she knew it, rumors would be going around school that she had a crush on him, that she was stalking him, in love with him, that she’d stolen his jacket and was sleeping with it tucked under her pillow.

      “Don’t be so dramatic,” Emma would have said to her.

      But it was true. Things were different for Em; when she’d been at school, she’d been effortlessly popular, but if she’d lived even one day in Jeanette’s shoes, she would have understood.

      Jeanette was twitching her toes, the way she always did when nerves were crawling through her limbs.

      Jack wasn’t meant to be friends with someone like her; he was friends with people like Aisla Buchanan. He dated people like Aisla Buchanan. But there was no way, not in a million years, that Jeanette could ever be—

      She pushed the covers away from her face and sat up. The air was cooler than it had been beneath the blankets, and it made her shiver.

      Unless there was a way...
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      Less than twelve hours since she’d ended their relationship, Annabelle had deleted every single picture of the two of them. Looking at her profile, it was like he’d never even existed. He’d been erased. Deleted. Gotten rid of.

      When he realized, in the middle of dinner, his fingers tightened around his phone so hard that his recently scratched knuckles turned white with the pressure.

      Noticing his cheeks turning red, his mum reached over and gently took the phone away, turning it face down on the table in front of her. “Let’s just enjoy a nice family dinner,” she said, looking at his dad for backup. “Tell us about practice. Was it good? Did Coach say anything about supporting your scholarship application for Keele?”

      “Mum, I told you,” Jack’s mind was too full of other things to even try hiding his annoyance, “you can’t apply for scholarships until you’ve been offered a place. I won’t hear from Keele until May, and mostly you need to have competed at a regional level. I haven’t. So, maybe we’ll just have to accept that I’m going to stay here and go to Brookes. If you’re so dead against student loans.”

      As soon as he stopped speaking, he breathed in sharply. Holding his breath and looking down at his plate, he could practically feel his mother’s face turning gray around the edges.

      “Jack, I hardly think it’s helpful to be so defeatist about the situation. Keele is perfect for you, and if you want a football scholarship, then—”

      “Maybe I don’t,” Jack muttered, scraping a forkful of curry into his mouth.

      “I’m sorry?” His mum put her own fork down with a clatter and placed her hands firmly on the table.

      “Tanya, love, let’s leave this until Jack’s feeling a bit better, yeah? He’s had a tough day. He’s not thinking straight.” His dad had finished his food and folded his hands neatly into his lap. “He can talk to Coach Turner about it at the next session. Can’t you, buddy?”

      Jack looked at his father. “Yes. I’ll speak to Coach next week.”

      For a few long seconds, no one spoke. His mum was sucking in her cheeks, the way she did when she was really pissed off about something and trying to contain it. Eventually, she picked up her fork again. “Okay,” she said, smiling. “Speak to Coach Turner after the February break. That’ll be fine.”
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      As Jack headed up to his room, he could already hear the tension rising in the kitchen.

      “I just don’t know why you always give him a get-out-of-jail-free card, Jim. It’s like you don’t want him to go to Keele.”

      “He just broke up with his girlfriend, Tan. He’s not thinking about university right now.”

      “Well, he should be. I knew it was a bad idea to let him date that girl. She was trouble from the start.”

      “You can’t stop him having a social life. He’s a kid.”

      “Yes, our kid. Perhaps if you cared a little more about his future—”

      Jack let his door close with a thud and shoved his headphones onto his ears. Usually, he’d play something with lots of guitar. Today, though, as he was about to press Play on his most recent playlist, he stopped. Toward the end of choir, Miss Humphrey had played them a YouTube clip of the Hamilton show Jeanette had been talking about. She was right, he did—very vaguely—recognize it. And she was also right about him enjoying it. He’d expected it to be all warbling and pop-like, but instead it was a strange mixture of songs and speaking to a beat. Talk-singing, Jeanette called it.

      All evening, he’d been hearing it in his head, but it was more of a feeling than a song because he couldn’t remember the words. So, he searched for the soundtrack and pressed Play.

      As the opening number filled his ears, he smiled and flopped down onto his bed. Staring at the ceiling, for a few moments, he forgot what was going on downstairs and what had happened in the woods. Until he remembered that Annabelle had deleted him.

      Picking up his phone, with his face scrunched into a determined frown, he copied her. In a few clicks, she was gone. Deleted from his life just like he’d been deleted from hers.

      Except now, he looked like a total loser with nothing interesting going on in his life. He was flexing his fingers, trying to think of something to post, when a twinge in his knuckles gave him an idea.

      From his bag, he took out the antiseptic wipes he’d bought, then rubbed one across the makeup he’d applied. As it disappeared, a nasty graze and a deep-purple bruise came into view. Jack nodded. Nice.

      Next, he positioned himself on his bed; adjusted his big, black headphones; held out his phone; and turned on the camera. Holding his knuckles up to the lens, he made his best don’t mess with me face and took a picture. Without stopping to think, he uploaded it straight away and added the caption: You should see the other guy #youcantbreakme #donthurt #getouttamylife

      Seeing as Annabelle was probably already spreading the fact he’d lost it and beaten up a tree, he might as well play up to the idea. He was nodding at the image he’d posted, waiting for someone to comment on it, when the little red dot in the corner of the screen told him he’d gotten a new follower.

      Jeanette, he thought, it’s bound to be Jeanette. He’d messaged her to apologize for disappearing when she’d gone to find Miss Humphrey for him and to ask what she’d said about him going to Friday practice only.

      Except it wasn’t Jeanette. It was a girl he’d never seen before. Marcia Simon. Tall, with long, brown hair, she looked like a dancer or a model—or both.

      Jack frowned at her profile. @MarciaSimon90. Zero followers and only a handful of pictures. Probably a bot.

      He was about to block her when the same little red dot told him she’d commented on his picture.

      Need someone to kiss it better?

      Jack sat up. Marcia Simon might’ve been a bot, but he’d be willing to bet comments like that would still make Annabelle just a tiny bit jealous if she saw them. So, grinning to himself, he replied: You offering?
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      “Where on earth have you been?” Violet ran up to Jeanette and wrapped her arms tightly around her neck. “I called you like every day over break, and you totally ghosted me.” Pulling away, Violet tugged at her hair and grinned. “Back to purple. That’s what you did to me.”

      “Sorry.” Jeanette was finding it hard to concentrate on what Violet was saying. It was lunchtime and her stomach was growling, but there wasn’t enough money on her lunch card for her to buy anything.

      “Hey, I’m only messing around.” Violet nudged Jeanette’s arm and looked at her with worried eyes. “Jeanette? Are you okay?”

      She shook her head, tried to focus, tried to smile. “Yeah. Sorry.”

      “Stop saying sorry.” Violet laughed. “I’m just worried about you.”

      “I’m fine, Vi.”

      At that, Violet bit her lower lip and wrinkled her nose. “Right. Sit down. What do you want to eat? I’m going to get us some food, and then you’re going to tell me what’s going on.”

      Jeanette’s cheeks began to flush. “I forgot my lunch card.”

      “So, I’ll just use mine.” She waved her card in the air. “Pizza?”

      “Sure. Thanks. Anything but pepperoni.”

      As Violet disappeared into the lunch line, Jeanette rested her head in her hands. Tiredness was making her muscles twitch—the ones in her neck—and she didn’t know how she was going to explain why she’d gone AWOL for two weeks.

      In her pocket, her phone vibrated. She held her breath as she took it out, but when she saw the screen, she smiled.

      
        
        EMMA: Got your text. Sorry Feb break was rough. I’ll come up at the weekend. Saturday?

      

      

      Jeanette’s heart jittered in her chest. Thank God. Emma was coming.

      
        
        JEANETTE: YES. What time Sat? Can’t wait to see you, Ems.

        EMMA: Afternoon sometime. Will stay over.

      

      

      Jeanette’s smile wavered as she thought of Emma’s room—no matter; she could clear the bed. She’d move it all into her own if she had to.

      
        
        JEANETTE: Mum would love that. So would I. Let me know what you want to eat for dinner.

        EMMA: I’ll get us a takeaway. My treat. See you Sat. Love you.

        JEANETTE: Love you too, Em.

      

      

      When a shadow fell over the table, Jeanette looked up. Violet was holding two large slices of pizza and a box of fries.

      “Well, you look happier all of a sudden.”

      Jeanette smiled and allowed herself to exhale. As Violet sat down and opened up the fries, she bit into her slice of pizza and almost immediately felt a little less wobbly. “Emma’s coming for a visit at the weekend.”

      “Your sister?” Violet dipped a fry into a dollop of ketchup and raised her eyebrows. “Awesome. When was the last time you saw her? Where is she now? Southampton?”

      Jeanette nodded and put down her slice, trying not to eat it too quickly. “Yeah. She got a job down there. She hasn’t been back since Christmas.”

      Violet gestured to the fries. “Help yourself to these—I can’t eat them all.”

      “Thanks.” Jeanette took a handful but didn’t start eating them; Violet wouldn’t ask her again what had happened over the school break. She never pushed for answers, but Jeanette felt she owed her one all the same. “Mum wasn’t well,” she said finally.

      Violet nodded. “Is that why Emma’s coming home? To help?”

      Jeanette had never told her friend what exactly was wrong with her mother. In truth, she wouldn’t have known how to describe it even if she’d wanted to tell Violet. All she’d said was that her mum got “ill” sometimes, and Violet had never asked her to elaborate. “She feels bad that I’m on my own now.”

      “Well, you know I’m here if you want to talk about it.” Violet purposefully met Jeanette’s eyes as she bit into her loaded-with-pepperoni pizza.

      Jeanette looked down at her own. It was tinged with pepperoni oil from where it had rested against Violet’s slice, but she ate it anyway. “Thanks, Vi. I know.”
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      As the bell rang for the end of last period, Jeanette checked her phone. She’d thought about messaging Jack to ask if he was coming to choir, but after ignoring him when he attempted to contact her after his first practice, she felt like she probably shouldn’t.

      Making her way to the performing arts studio, which was now open again, Jeanette shoved her hands into her pockets and tried to move quickly past the huddle of girls near the lockers. Annabelle Tanner was at the center of them, holding out her wrist and displaying a silver charm bracelet while the other girls oooed and ahhhed at it. Jeanette looked down at her feet. She was not in the mood to be talked to.

      As she rounded the corner and Annabelle’s shrill tinkle of a laugh began to fade, she heard footsteps behind her.

      “Jeanette?”

      “What? I’m busy.” Jeanette stopped and put on her best leave me alone face.

      “Sorry. I thought... Aren’t you coming to choir today?” Suzanne smiled weakly as she gestured toward the performing arts block.

      “God. Yes. I am. Sorry. I thought you were...” Jeanette looked over Suzanne’s shoulder, in the direction of Annabelle and her friends. “I didn’t realize it was you, or I wouldn’t have been so rude.”

      “It’s okay. I get it.” Suzanne wiggled her wrist and sucked in her cheeks, performing an almost uncanny imitation of Annabelle.

      Before she could stop herself, Jeanette burst out laughing. A huge thunderclap of laugher that she couldn’t swallow down.

      Suzanne was giggling too. It made her eyes sparkle. “Come on,” she said, tugging Jeanette’s arm. “We’ll be late.”

      Thankfully, they weren’t late. But Miss. Humphrey was.

      “Jack’s not coming today?” Suzanne asked, perching on a nearby trestle table and swinging her legs back and forth as they waited for the teacher to arrive.

      Jeanette looked over at the door and shuffled her feet. “I’m not sure.”

      “He came to the Friday session you missed,” Suzanne said. “Before break... He seemed a little lost without you though.”

      “I doubt that,” Jeanette replied, trying to ignore the guilty feeling in her stomach because not only had she never replied to Jack’s message, she’d failed to show up at the next practice.

      She’d meant to. Of course she had. But after her mum’s Monday-night meltdown, her mood had gotten worse and worse until by Friday, Jeanette was forced to stay home.

      After that, the days had become a blur. Usually during a school break, she tried to spend a few days with Violet and a few days at the library. This time, though, she’d barely left the house.

      As Suzanne talked about the songs they’d started rehearsing in the session Jeanette had missed, Jeanette found herself counting on her hand the number of times she’d gotten fresh air in the last fourteen days.

      Aside from this morning’s trip to school, she counted four.

      “Oh, look. There he is.” Suzanne pointed at the door. Jack was standing just inside it. When he saw them watching him, he stepped in and nodded casually.

      “Hey,” he said, positioning himself next to Jeanette.

      “You’re here,” she replied, her voice higher than she’d intended.

      Jack shrugged. “I spoke to Miss Humphrey before the break. She said if I wanted to join, I’d need to come on Mondays too.” He looked at Jeanette but didn’t add, Which you’d know if you’d replied to my message or turned up at rehearsal when you were supposed to.

      A tingling heat crept from Jeanette’s feet all the way to her face. She tried not to think about the way Jack and Danny had laughed at her, what they’d called her, but the words just would not stop floating around in her head. Grease Girl, that’s what Danny called you. Jack laughed. He found it funny. He is not your friend.

      “I’m sorry I wasn’t here last time. I had some...stuff. To deal with,” she said loudly in an attempt to drown out her own inner voice.

      To her surprise, Jack smiled. “We’ve all got stuff. I get it.”

      As he smiled at her, the tension began to drop from Jeanette’s shoulders. He was here and he seemed pleased to see her, so maybe he’d chosen music over football after all. Maybe next time one of his friends made fun of her, he’d spring to her defense.

      “I’m glad you decided to ditch football for us. Will your parents be okay with it?” she asked, examining his face.

      Jack glanced at Suzanne as if he wasn’t sure he wanted to answer Jeanette’s question in front of someone he hadn’t been introduced to. “No, but I’m hoping they won’t find out.”

      “How will you manage that?” Suzanne’s eyes widened.

      “Well, today, luck was on my side—Coach is sick so practice is canceled. Next week—no idea.”

      “Easy,” Jeanette said. “Just fake an email from your parents.”

      Jack laughed. “That’d never work. Coach would call them.”

      “Would he?”

      Jack bit his lower lip. “Actually...I mean, maybe not. I’m not all that good. He’s only kept me on the team because Mum has insisted on it.”

      “So, if she emails to say you’re not going anymore then he’ll most likely leave it at that.” It seemed obvious to Jeanette, but she’d been corresponding with the school on her mother’s behalf for years.

      “Yeah, but if he does call your parents...” Suzanne looked decidedly uncomfortable. She was drumming her fingers on her thighs and chewing her lower lip. “If he doesn’t buy it and calls home...well, wouldn’t that be worse?”

      Jack sighed. He looked utterly dejected, and it made Jeanette’s heart feel sore. He wanted to join the choir. He didn’t want to play football. Why did life have to be so damn complicated? “Yeah,” he said. “Much worse.”

      “So, what are you going to do?” Jeanette asked.

      “I don’t know yet,” Jack said. “I don’t know.”
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      “You need a lift home?” Jack opened the driver’s side door of his black Fiesta and tossed his bag inside. Jeanette and her constantly surprised–looking friend Suzanne had walked with him to the car park.

      “My dad’s waiting,” Suzanne said, waving at them as she peeled away and headed for the school gates. “But thanks. See you Friday.”

      As Suzanne left, Jack noticed Jeanette watching her and said, “She’s nice.”

      “Yeah.” Jeanette turned away and took hold of her backpack straps. They were cutting into her large shoulders and looked too thin to support the weight of the music books stashed inside it. “She is, actually, isn’t she?”

      “So, lift?” Jack asked again; he knew she must’ve lived somewhere near him. She’d been on the same bus route as him when they first met.

      “No thanks. I’m okay on the bus.” Waving her phone at him, she added, “I have an annual pass. Best get my money’s worth.”

      Jack laughed. “Okay. No problem.”

      He was climbing into his car when Jeanette added, “Jack?”

      “Yeah?” He looked up at her. She was wearing a strange green sweater. Lime green and sort of fuzzy, like a kiwi fruit.

      “I am really sorry I didn’t reply to your message and that I didn’t come to rehearsal that Friday.”

      “It’s fine, Jeanette.” Jack rested one arm on his steering wheel and sat with his legs out of the car, feet resting on the tarmac.

      “Mainly, I didn’t reply to your message because...” She stopped and looked over her shoulder as if she thought someone might be approaching them.

      “Because?”

      Jeanette opened her mouth, then closed it, made an exaggerated show of checking her phone for the time, then said, “Gosh, I’ll be late for the bus. Better go.”

      As she started to jog toward the gates, Jack closed the car door. Through the windshield, he could see her backpack swaying from side to side. He squinted. Was she twirling her arms around?

      A ping from his phone made him look away and take it out of his bag.

      MUM: When will you be home, love? Dinner’s nearly ready.

      Jack rolled his eyes. Soon. Just leaving. Practice ran over. Sorry.

      He turned the key in the ignition and tossed the phone onto the passenger seat. He had a week to figure out how to leave the football team without his parents finding out. One week, or he’d have to quit the choir.

      A month ago, he’d never have believed he’d enjoy choir more than football. Yet here he was, sitting in his car humming one of the three Hamilton songs that had been stuck in his head all day. He’d listened to the soundtrack on repeat throughout the whole of the February break. Up in his room, while trying not to think about how Annabelle was spending her vacation.

      A month ago, nothing had eased the simmering pool of rage in his belly—rage that had lived there long before Annabelle had broken up with him.

      But singing did; it was like opening up his lungs expelled all the demons inside him. For the first time in forever, at least while he was singing, he felt okay. And he had absolutely no clue how he could go back to not doing it.

      Pulling out of the school gates, he spotted Jeanette boarding the bus. Maybe she was right. Maybe faking an email from his mum could work.

      If it didn’t, though, he wasn’t sure he could handle the consequences.
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      FOUR DAYS LATER

      “What are you doing with that?” Her mum stood in the doorway of Emma’s room, hands on hips, glaring at Jeanette.

      “I told you. Em’s coming to stay at the weekend. She’ll need somewhere to sleep. I can move it back Sunday night.” Jeanette was tugging a large, black garbage bag from the bed, trying to drag it toward the door.

      Her mum tutted loudly and rolled her eyes, but Jeanette could tell she was getting twitchy. “Just let me see what’s in this before you move it,” she said, reaching for the bag.

      “Does it matter, Mum? I’m not getting rid of it. It’s just going upstairs.”

      “Yes. It matters. I want to know where everything’s going.”

      Jeanette gritted her teeth and pulled open the mouth of the sack. “Here.”

      Using the doorframe to support herself as she knelt down, her mum grabbed the bag and pulled it closer. Jeanette could see a split in her leggings, on the thigh, and wondered if it had just happened or if it had been there for a while.

      As her mum began to rummage, a smile spread across her face. She looked pretty when she smiled. Her eyes were dark brown, darker than Jeanette’s but big. “My brown-eyed girl,” her dad used to say as he’d twirled her mum around in the kitchen, radio playing, sun streaming through the windows.

      Jeanette’s favorite picture of her mother had been taken in their old house. In it, she was wearing makeup—not too much, just a little—and a pale-green sundress. Her hair was blonde and curled. Jeanette and Emma were standing either side of her, squeezing her waist with their pudgy little arms. She looked happy.

      A flicker of that same happiness was in her eyes as she took a battered old cassette player out of the bag and grinned at it. “Oh, I remember this. It was yours, I think, Jeanette. You used to listen to bedtime stories on it.” Her mum flicked it open, and her eyes widened in excitement. “Yes! Look. It’s still got one in here. The Borrowers. Do you remember that one?”

      “Yes, Mum. I remember it.”

      “What else is in here?” Her mum set the tape player down and stuck her arms into the bag. When she looked up at Jeanette, she added tightly, “See, this is why we don’t just move things, Jeanie. We might lose something special.”

      Jeanette closed her eyes and turned away. Counting slowly from one to ten and back again, she focused on the water-lily picture that hung above Emma’s bed. If she looked hard enough, it almost seemed as if the water was moving.
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      Two hours later, as her mum sat on the sofa surrounded by the bags she’d insisted on keeping downstairs, Jeanette finished clearing Emma’s bed. The floor around it was still a little crowded, but the bed had space for sleeping, which was the main thing.

      In her own room, she surveyed the mess and fought to ignore the familiar scratching sensation in her skin. Usually, her room was the only safe zone in the house. The only place her mum’s stuff hadn’t invaded. Now, it looked just like everywhere else—a mess.

      Perching on the bed, Jeanette swiped open her phone. It was nearly midnight. Emma had said she’d arrive in the afternoon tomorrow, but all the same, Jeanette felt as if she should’ve been trying to get a good night’s sleep. Probably, she and Emma would stay up most of Saturday talking, eating popcorn, watching a movie. Just like they’d used to. So, she should’ve been conserving her energy.

      She was about to turn off her phone when a notification flashed up on the screen. JackJones_20 had posted a video.

      A video?

      Jeanette clicked on it, and there he was...Jack. In his car, it seemed. Sitting on the back seat with headphones on and a guitar in his hands.

      “I’ve never done this before, so I’m not sure how it’s going to work out,” he said to the camera. “This is one of my favorite songs. Not sure I’ll do it justice, but here we go...”

      He paused. His hands looked a little shaky.

      Jeanette was holding her breath. They’d talked about his guitar at choir that evening. He’d mentioned he’d started playing it again, but he hadn’t said anything about making a video.

      On screen, Jack played a couple of warm-up chords, then took a deep breath and started to sing. Jeanette watched the video fifteen times before she finally put her phone down and tried to go to sleep.

      Staring at the crack of muted streetlight coming from her butterfly curtains, she wriggled down under her covers and tried to think of tomorrow—of Emma—instead of Jack.

      When she closed her eyes, however, she just couldn’t seem to shift Jack’s face from her mind.

      She’d felt an odd sensation as she’d watched him singing. He was good looking, and he had a buttery voice that made her cheeks feel warm, but it wasn’t that—it was something else. Something like...pride. She was proud of him, which was strange because they barely knew each other.

      At practice on Monday and again tonight, they’d chatted. He’d walked with her and Suzanne in the direction of his car, and he’d offered them a ride home on both occasions. But she hadn’t forgotten what he and Danny had said about her.

      She’d almost mentioned it. Several times, she’d almost asked him if they were friends now or if they were just acquaintances. If he’d talk to her out in the open, or if that was something reserved only for within the walls of the performing arts studio. Of course, she hadn’t asked him. If she had, she might not have liked the answer.

      Emma would tell her not to give him the time of day. She might even threaten to “have a word” with him over it which, actually made Jeanette smile a little bit. She’d never wanted her big sister to fight her battles for her, but she’d always enjoyed the look on Emma’s face when she offered to stick up for her.

      She was still wondering whether or not to tell Emma about Jack when, finally, she drifted off to sleep.
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      The next morning, Jeanette woke early and headed straight to the supermarket to stock up the fridge. It would take her mum into her overdraft, but she got paid Monday so wouldn’t find out. Besides, they couldn’t allow Emma to arrive home and find no food in the house—even though she said she’d get them takeout.

      Usually when Jeanette went shopping, she stuck to a strict budget. This morning, however, she decided to push the boat out. She bought Emma’s favorite breakfast cereal, plus croissants, juice, and bananas. She bought popcorn, chocolate, and tortilla chips in case they watched a movie. She even bought a new air freshener for Emma’s room and some fancy oven-bake pizzas as a backup plan if the delivery place got too busy. It was Saturday after all, and their mum hated having to wait for hours for a food delivery to arrive. It made her hangry, and Jeanette was determined to do everything she could to make the weekend a success.

      When Emma had visited for Christmas, it had been an unmitigated disaster. She’d mentioned, halfway through their turkey roast, that she thought Jeanette should apply for the musical theatre studies course at Southampton University.

      “You can stay with me, unless you want to go into student digs. It’s supposed to be an amazing course,” Emma had said, mouth half full of parsnips and gravy.

      Instantly, Jeanette’s eyes had lit up. She hadn’t even been contemplating applying to study at a university away from home. But if Emma thought it was a good idea...

      “No.” Their mum’s knife and fork had clattered loudly as she’d set them down on the rim of her plate. Folding her arms in front of her chest, she’d glowered at Emma. “If Jeanie wants to continue studying, she’ll do it nearby. Part time, so she can work.”

      “Work? Why? To support your online shopping addiction? So she can help you buy even more junk to fill this house with?” Emma had bitten back.

      And so it had continued. The first of many arguments that had ensued in the days between Boxing Day and New Year’s Eve. By the time January 1 had come around, Emma had packed her bags and been desperate to leave.

      “Jeanette,” she’d said, “you have to get out of here. Promise me you’ll apply to Southampton?”

      “What about Mum?” Jeanette had looked back toward the living room, where their mother had been lying in the dark with a cold cloth over her eyes.

      “We’ll sort out Mum later.”

      “What about the money, Em? I don’t want to take out a giant student loan.”

      “Dad will help. I’ve already talked to him about it.”

      “You have?”

      “It’s the least he can do,” Emma had said as she’d leaned forward and kissed Jeanette’s forehead. “Do the application, yeah? The deadline is mid-Jan. You’ve got time.”

      Since then, Emma had tried several times to talk to Jeanette about Southampton. Each time, Jeanette had found a way to divert the conversation away from it. Now, as she stuffed her shopping bag with the too-large pizzas, she wondered whether she’d manage to make it through to Sunday without admitting to Emma that she had never sent off her application form. That, in fact, the only form she had sent off was a job application for a summer position at the local pet store.

      For the first time since Emma had told her she was coming home, Jeanette felt nervous. In an attempt to bury the feeling, as soon as she was seated on the bus with her bags piled on top of her feet, she opened the bag of tortilla chips. By the time she got home, the bag was empty, but it didn’t matter; they had plenty of other snacks for the movie.
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      At five p.m., her mum emerged from the bathroom wearing a long, floaty top. It was white with blue spots, and it made Jeanette smile. “Mum, you look great,” she said, offering her mother a hand down the stairs.

      “Thought I’d make an effort.” Her mum smoothed the top over her large stomach. “Don’t want Emma thinking we can’t cope without her, do we?”

      Jeanette looked at her own top. She’d chosen the royal-blue one. Emma’s favorite. “She should be here soon,” Jeanette said, checking her phone for the hundredth time. When she’d asked yesterday, Emma had said she’d arrive “late afternoon”. Jeanette always found “late afternoon” a hard time to pin down. When exactly did the afternoon end and the evening begin? At first, she’d thought around four-ish but, when four had come and gone, she’d decided she was wrong. Emma must have meant sometime closer to five. Before six, though, it’d have to be before six. Six was definitely evening.

      “Why don’t you go sit down, Mum, and I’ll put the kettle on. Get some nibbles ready.”

      “I’ll see if I can tidy up a bit,” her mum said thoughtfully.

      “Good idea.” Jeanette smiled and patted her shoulder; the day was already going well. Her mum was excited. Happy. Smiling. She’d washed her hair, put on nice clothes, and was talking about tidying.

      As Jeanette walked to the kitchen, she noticed her steps felt bouncier than normal. Any minute now, the house would feel normal again; the way it had before Emma had moved out.

      For fifteen minutes, Jeanette shuffled around the kitchen. When she’d returned from the supermarket, she’d shoved the spare fridge up against the back door to make some space. A few years ago, her mum had seen a neighbor throwing it out and had asked if she could have it. Ever since, it had sat awkwardly crammed up against their small kitchen table. Empty. Broken. Taking up space.

      Now that it was covering the door, the kitchen felt darker than usual, but Jeanette had managed to clear the breakfast table and the space around it by shoving things into—and on top of—the fridge.

      Rifling through the drawer under the sink, she found a disposable tablecloth with flowers on it and set it out on the table. Then she filled a couple of bowls with sweets, got the diet cola out of the fridge, and lined up three pink paper cups.

      At five-thirty, she decided to switch the oven on for the pizzas. Her stomach was growling, and it seemed silly to make Emma order takeout when she’d already bought food they could eat. Besides, it was a long drive up from Southampton; she’d probably want to eat straight away, not sit around and wait for a delivery to turn up.

      At six, Jeanette went to the front door, opened it, and looked up and down the street. It was dark. Soon, the evenings would begin to brighten, but in early March the sun set well before seven each day.

      As usual on a Saturday, the street was busy. Cars zooming past, driving way too fast but never being called out for it, taking people to pubs or restaurants or the movies.

      As cold started to filter into the hall, her mum shouted, “Jeanie, close the door. It’s freezing!”

      Jeanette looked at her phone. She’d texted Emma an hour ago to ask where she was. She didn’t want to pester her but was starting to feel a little—just a little—bit worried. What if she’d had some kind of accident on the motorway? What if she’d blown a tire and ended up at the side of the road waiting for a tow truck? What if she’d forgotten her phone and gotten lost and had no way to find her way home?

      Sitting on the creakiest step, at the bottom of the stairs, she pressed Call and held her phone to her ear. It rang. Rang again. Rang some more.

      “Em? Hey, it’s me. Just checking your ETA. I bought pizzas. I’ll put them in so we can eat when you get here. Mum’s excited to see you...” She paused, aware she was speaking too quickly. Trying to slow down, she added, “Okay. So, yeah, let me know. See you soon.”

      An hour later, staring at the pizzas she’d just taken out of the oven, Jeanette called again. “Hey, Em. Did you mean next Saturday? Hope I haven’t got mixed up. Let me know.”

      At eight p.m., as her mum stomped slowly upstairs to change out of her floaty top, Jeanette called and hung up.

      At nine p.m., as her mum began to cry and tipped the pizza Jeanette had offered her onto the living room floor, Jeanette texted.

      
        
        JEANETTE: Em. What’s going on? Have I got the wrong day? Mum’s upset. Please text back.

      

      

      At ten p.m., as her mum told Jeanette to leave her alone and switched off the living room light so she could lie down in the dark, Emma finally replied:

      
        
        EMMA: Jeanette, I’m so sorry. I can’t come. I tried, but I can’t do it. I’ve spent a lot of time lately trying to get myself into a better head space. I’ve been seeing a therapist, and she’s helped me realize that I’ve got to start prioritizing my own health. Coming home is just too...toxic. I’m sorry. I hate that you’re having to deal with Mum all on your own, but I can’t help you until I’ve helped myself. Please tell me you applied for the course at Southampton. I love you, and I’ll call you tomorrow. xx
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      It was late. His parents would be back any minute, so if he didn’t do this now, he’d probably have to wait another week. And by that time, he was likely to have chickened out completely.

      Gripping his guitar, Jack tried to calm his racing heartbeat. He felt like he might throw up. A few weeks ago, he’d never have even contemplated doing something like this, and now he was about to live stream a video of himself—singing a song he wrote—for the whole world to see... Was he crazy?

      Last night’s video—the one he’d recorded on the heath during February break—had gone down well, but this was different. This was something from his own brain. His own self. If his friends saw it, they’d...what? Laugh? Probably not. He wasn’t a great singer, but he wasn’t terrible either, and people liked him. Mostly. A few had commented on the last one, nice comments, but this felt at least one hundred times more terrifying than simply singing a version of a song people already knew.

      Glancing toward his bedroom door, as if someone might’ve been standing there watching him, Jack turned on the camera. Then he strummed a few chords, took one last look at the notebook in front of him, and sang.

      At first his voice was a little shaky, but as he lost himself in the melody he’d created, it grew stronger.

      By the time he finished, he was out of breath. His cheeks were flushed. Blood was pumping through his veins so fast he could feel it. And it felt good.

      “Okay. That was me, Jack... Over and out.” He stopped the video and exhaled a long, slow sigh of relief, setting his guitar down next to him.

      For years, it had been at the back of his cupboard. Untouched. He’d picked it up again on the first day of the February break, when his mum had been at work and his dad had been at the supermarket.

      Before they’d returned home, he’d snuck it into the back of his car and covered it with an old hoodie.

      He wasn’t really sure why he didn’t want them to know he was playing it. Probably because they’d say it was taking time away from his studies. His mum was still convinced, despite all evidence to the contrary, that he’d get a football scholarship to Keele. He’d applied to study film and business. A football scholarship would pay his fees and prevent him having to take out an eye-watering student loan, but he still needed good grades to be considered.

      He had told his parents multiple times that he wasn’t good enough to get a scholarship. Even Coach Turner had told them, but it was as if Jack’s version of reality was different from his parents’. As if they saw only what they wanted to see, and anything which threatened to shake that view...well, it wasn’t allowed to be spoken about.

      After hiding his guitar in his car, every afternoon for his entire week off from school—after he’d finished studying—he had driven to the nearby patch of heathland that overlooked the town. There, alone, with only grass and sky to notice what he was doing, he’d practiced.

      To start with, his hands had felt clumsy and too large as they’d struggled to find the right position on the frets. But by the end of the week, his fingers had finally remembered how good it felt to move nimbly across the strings. On Sunday, as he’d watched the sun set over the town and tried not to think about going back to school the following day, he’d started to sing and realized the words were from his notebook. Words he’d never intended to be anything. Words he’d never—until right that second—heard as music.

      And now, a week later, he had performed them. Online. Live.

      Jack pressed his lips together, then swallowed hard and pressed the button to replay his performance.

      He expected to cringe at himself; he knew he’d closed his eyes too much and that when he’d started speak-singing, rapping almost, his voice had been lower than he’d intended it to be. But as he waited, the feeling didn’t come.

      His guitar playing was a little clumsy, but the song sounded good. Really good.

      He was about to watch it a second time when he heard keys in the front door. His parents’ weekly date night was over. Quickly, he shoved the guitar back into his wardrobe and turned on his TV.

      By the time his mum came up to check on him, he was a few minutes into a YouTube documentary about Alfred Hitchcock and was pretending to take notes on it.

      “Jack, we’re home,” she said, tapping on the door at the same time she opened it. “Everything okay here?”

      Jack smiled at her and nodded, trying to ignore the burning sensation in his fingers that was telling him to pick up his phone and look to see whether anyone had commented on his video.

      “Good. Dad and I are going to watch a movie downstairs. You want to join us?”

      “No thanks.” Jack gestured to the TV. “I’ve got to watch this for exam prep. Thought I’d get it out of the way.”

      “All right.” His mum smiled. “But do give yourself a break, sweetheart. It’s Saturday night. You deserve some time out too.”

      Jack continued to focus on the TV until he’d heard the living room door open, and the fancy downstairs speaker system boot up. Then, closing his door, he finally returned to his video.

      Sixty-four likes. Twenty comments.

      Suzanne: OMG, Jack. This is amazing.

      Danny: Bro, this is unreal.

      Annabelle: Wow, Jack. Way to make our breakup public. Thanks for that.

      Jack bit the inside of his cheek as he read Annabelle’s comment. He almost replied but stopped himself. Sure, the song had mentioned being ditched, but it hadn’t mentioned her. She was the one making it public, and he wasn’t going to give her the attention she wanted. No way.

      Then, finally, the comment he’d been waiting for.

      Marcia: Jack, this is incredible. You’re soooo talented. DM me if you’d like.

      A grin spread over Jack’s face. For the past three weeks, he and Marcia had been casually liking each other’s posts. To start with, he’d been convinced she was a bot trying to scam him—barely any followers, barely any photos. But as the days had passed, her profile had populated. Her followers had grown, and a couple had even said things like: Thank God you’ve finally discovered social media! Welcome to LIFE.

      DM me if you’d like...

      DM me IF YOU’D LIKE...

      Of course he’d like, but what the hell was he supposed to say to her?
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        JACK: So, you like the song?

        MARCIA: Ah, yeah. Seriously good.

        JACK: Thanks. Bit rusty on guitar.

        MARCIA: You’re great.

        JACK: Do we know each other? You look familiar. Noticed your profile the other week.

        MARCIA: Which school are you at?

        JACK: Arnhurst. You?

        MARCIA: Briar Ridge.

        JACK: Oh, wow. Fancy!

        MARCIA: *blushes* Not that fancy.

        JACK: It’s okay. I like fancy.

        MARCIA: I’m glad about that.

        JACK: Yeah?

        MARCIA: Yeah.

        JACK: Think the song upset my ex.

        MARCIA: Haha. I can see why. You lied and you cheated, you broke my heart in two... Did she really cheat?

        JACK: She said she broke up with me before going off with him. *shrugs*

        MARCIA: And did she break your heart?

        JACK: Nah. Artistic license.

        MARCIA: Shame. I was going to offer to be your rebound girl.

        JACK: In that case, I’m devastated.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Seventeen

          

          

      

    

    







            Jeanette

          

        

      

    

    
      Jeanette woke in the dark, heart pounding, limbs throbbing with tiredness. She was still wearing yesterday’s clothes. Her phone was on her chest, and her fingers were still wrapped tightly around it. When she lifted the screen to her face, it told her it was six-thirty a.m.

      Unlike weekdays, it was practically silent outside. Beyond the window, there was no traffic, hardly any birds, no people. Just quiet.

      Shuffling up onto her elbows, Jeanette gritted her teeth and swiped open her phone. There was her profile. Jeanette Simmons. Her round face and constantly flushed cheeks; her brownish hair; her too-small eyes with their too-short eyelashes; and her thin, un-poutable lips. Photographs of her and Violet. A couple of her and Emma from Christmas. None of her mum.

      She looked away from the pictures of her sister. She hadn’t replied to Emma’s message. Instead, she’d gone up to her room; pillow-screamed until her eyes were watering and her breath was coming in thick, panicky waves; then climbed into bed.

      Now, dangerously close to feeling tearful again, she scrolled through her friends. Violet. Suzanne. Jack...

      She paused and looked at her bedroom door—as if someone might’ve been standing there watching her—then she switched to a different profile. The one she’d created just two weeks ago.

      The one she’d made using Aisla Buchanan’s pictures.

      The one she’d called Marcia.

      As rain began to tap-tap-tap on her window, signaling the start of a long, gloomy Sunday, she reread the conversation Marcia had been having with Jack just a few hours ago.

      They had talked until the early hours of the morning, both attempting to say good night several times before caving in and staying “just a little longer”.

      After she said that thing about being his rebound girl—which she still couldn’t believe she’d had the guts to say—Jack had started to flirt back. They’d talked about other stuff too. Music. His guitar. His songs. Jeanette hadn’t even known that he wrote songs. Neither, it seemed, had he.

      He’d always scribbled down words, he said, but he hadn’t realized they were song lyrics until he picked his guitar back up—after years of not playing it—and started to sing.

      Jeanette had almost expected him to mention her when he said that. It would have fit nicely into conversation—Why did I start playing again? Oh, this friend of mine, Jeanette. She encouraged me. But, of course, he didn’t bring her up. Why would he? He liked Marcia. He was trying to impress her. Mentioning another girl would be a ridiculous thing to do.

      Can I say something really cheesy? he’d asked her.

      Sure, she’d said, holding her breath.

      You’re absolutely stunning. Seriously beautiful.

      Jeanette’s cheeks burned as she revisited Jack’s words. She knew they weren’t for her. Not really. Yet, in that moment, it had felt like they were.

      Seriously beautiful.

      No one had ever said that to her before.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Eighteen

          

          

      

    

    







            Jack

          

        

      

    

    
      Every Sunday, come rain or shine, Jack’s parents took a walk after lunch. Usually, he went with them. Today, though, he felt a “migraine” coming on.

      “You were up too late watching that documentary,” his mum said, offering him a glass of water and a migraine tablet.

      “I know.” Jack drank down the glass of water in just a few gulps, pressing the tablet beneath his tongue to spit out as soon as he was out of sight.

      “You were still watching it when Dad and I came to bed. It was past midnight, Jack.”

      “I know. Sorry.”

      “Go on, son,” his dad interrupted as he stacked plates into the dishwasher. “Go lie down. We’ll check on you when we get back.”

      “I’ll be okay,” Jack said wearily. “I just need to ride it out.”

      As his parents gave him a sympathetic look, Jack smiled thinly at them and walked toward the stairs. In his room, he pulled the curtains closed and flopped down onto the bed, waiting for the click of the front door.

      When he heard it, he moved to his window and twitched the curtains to one side. His parents were about to turn the corner. They’d be gone at least an hour.

      Jack took a deep breath. Did he really want to do this? He’d been to choir four times, and he was contemplating hurling a wrecking ball through his life just so he could continue to be a part of it?

      He picked up his phone and looked at the videos he’d posted. One on Friday—pre-recorded in his car. One on Saturday—performed live while his parents had been out for the evening. Both had gotten a flurry of positive comments and likes, and he’d picked up fifty new followers since posting his own song.

      He clenched his jaw; it wasn’t normal to hide playing guitar and singing from your parents, was it? Drugs, yeah. Alcohol, yeah. Guitar? No. Hiding that wasn’t normal.

      It wasn’t normal to be contemplating hacking into your mum’s email just so you didn’t have to keep playing a sport you weren’t even that good at. But she was the one who’d created this situation. So, really, what he was about to do was her own fault.
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      Tiptoeing out of his room, Jack left his door open. His parents each had a study. His dad’s was downstairs. His mum’s was upstairs. She barely used it, and the entire room was much neater than his dad’s. While he had books strewn all over the place, pictures on the walls, and a collection of unwashed coffee cups, his mum had tidy shelves, plain walls, and a large glass trophy cabinet.

      Jack stopped in front of it and picked one up. It was heavy, silver, engraved with his mum’s name and the date she’d competed. Before he’d been born, she had played tennis. She’d played so well that she’d made a career out of it.

      Except when Jack had arrived, she’d stopped. He didn’t know why, but he did know—had always known—that she blamed him for her new, ordinary life.

      Now, instead of traveling up and down the country competing in tournaments, even to Europe sometimes, she worked in an office. Sure, she made a bunch of money, but he knew she wasn’t happy. And he knew, deep down, she blamed him for it.

      Jack gently put the trophy back, making sure to line it up exactly as it had been, then walked over to the desk. Her laptop was plugged in and sitting lid down. Sliding into her chair, he opened it up. When the login screen appeared, he swallowed forcefully and tried not to pay attention to the nerves swirling in his stomach,

      Username: Tanya Jones

      Password: _________

      Jack bit his lower lip. He tried his mum’s birthday, his own birthday, then his dad’s, then a combination of them. None worked. He tried their dead cat’s name, his grandparents’ names, their old address. Not those either. He was beginning to feel panicky, when one of the trophies, glinting in the sun that was filtering through the blinds, caught his eye. That’s it...

      Jack typed in the date of her most prestigious win. A match she’d told him about a million times because it was the last one she’d played before she’d fallen pregnant. 020499.

      Just like that...he was in.

      Glancing at the time, he hurriedly clicked on his mum’s inbox. He’d Googled how to do this and was now praying it would work.

      First, he wrote the email.

      
        
        Dear Coach Turner,

        I’m very sorry to inform you that Jack will be leaving the football team with immediate effect. His heart hasn’t been in the game for a long time, and his father and I feel his efforts will be best focused on his studies in the last few months before his exams.

        We appreciate all you’ve done for Jack over the years and thank you kindly for giving him such a wonderful experience.

        I will be out of town on business for a few days, but please feel free to respond to this email if you’d like to discuss further.

        Best wishes,

        Tanya Jones

        

      

      Jack’s heart was beating so fast he thought it was going to jump right out of his chest. Without thinking about it, he pressed Send. Then he opened up the instructions he’d bookmarked on his phone. Following them step by step, he set his mum’s email to forward any message from Coach Turner’s address to a different account. An account he’d set up in his mother’s name the night before.

      After checking through the instructions at least ten times to make sure he’d followed them correctly, he logged out, closed the laptop lid, and left the room.

      He felt both elated and nauseous at the same time. If it worked, he’d be free. No more pretending to like a sport he was completely indifferent about. No more dragging himself to practice every Monday and worrying he’d flip out because he felt so angry about it all the time. No more.

      If it didn’t work...well, he didn’t dare think about what would happen then.
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      When her alarm went off on Monday morning, Jeanette silenced it and shoved the phone under her pillow. Her butterfly curtains were letting through an unusual amount of light, which meant spring was on the way. Smiling to herself, she squinted at the tree branches. Yep, there they were—little, tiny buds that would soon turn into leaves.

      As she sat up, she noticed that a section of wallpaper behind the bed had started to curl away from the wall, exposing another, uglier, wallpaper beneath. But she didn’t mind too much; when she got her job at the pet store, she’d be able to afford new wallpaper.

      Yawning, she swung her legs out of bed and let her feet touch the floor. Something felt off—like a niggle at the back of her brain—but she couldn’t pin down what it was about. Probably because she was so tired.

      Thinking of the reason why she was exhausted for the second morning in a row, her heart fluttered in her chest.

      Jack.

      Jack was the reason.

      He and Marcia had stayed up all night talking, not caring that it was Sunday and they both had school the next day. He’d told her about quitting football. He’d told her his mum wanted him to be good at a sport because she used to be really good at tennis, and he’d told her about faking an email from his mum to his football coach so he could quit the team. Which meant he’d be attending choir twice a week from now on.

      Chewing her lower lip, Jeanette reminded herself to act surprised when he told her about the email later on. Perhaps she’d have to start a notebook...things Marcia knew but Jeanette didn’t.

      Flinging open her wardrobe doors, she picked out her pink flamingo shirt, the one she’d been wearing when she and Jack first met on the bus. She held it up under her chin and looked in the mirror. She might not have had Marcia’s chiseled cheekbones, flat stomach, and shiny hair, but she certainly dressed better than she did.

      She was mid-toilet-wash when she realized what had been niggling at her; it was Monday. Shit. Monday!

      Flinging her washcloth into the sink, she stood up, pulled on her jeans, and hurtled downstairs with her shirt undone and her stomach sticking out.

      Her mum was awake. In the kitchen. Moving around.

      Jeanette tiptoed up to Emma’s door and looked over her shoulder. After a slow week when her mum had managed to order only two items, one of which was actually useful—a new drawer for the freezer to replace the one that was cracked and hard to open—yesterday, a grand total of ten packages had arrived all in one day.

      Her mum had ordered them on Saturday night. After Jeanette had broken the news that Emma wasn’t coming, when she’d clearly needed something, anything, to make herself feel better. And boom, twenty-four hours later, there they were. Over two hundred pounds’ worth of stuff her mum didn’t need and couldn’t afford.

      As usual, when the packages arrived, her mum had waited for the delivery driver to leave, then retrieved them from the doorstep and stashed them in Emma’s room.

      Jeanette sucked in her breath and put her fingers on the door handle. She’d been so busy talking to Jack, she’d forgotten to set her silent alarm. If she waited until tomorrow to try to return the stuff her mum had ordered, she would already have opened some of the boxes. Taken things out. Put them somewhere else, where Jeanette couldn’t find them and box them back up.

      She pushed on the door. At first, she thought it must’ve been blocked by a pile of boxes or bags because it didn’t move. She tried again. It still didn’t budge.

      “I locked it.” Her mum’s voice made her jump. When she turned around, her mother was staring at her, arms folded, dark shadows under her eyes.

      “Locked it?” Jeanette swallowed hard. Her cheeks were flaming. She’d always told herself that her mother didn’t know she returned things. She’d told herself that by only doing it once a week, on a Monday, and by not returning everything, her mum didn’t realize what was going on.

      She was wrong.

      “I know you’re trying to help, Jeanie. But I don’t need it. I’m fine.”

      Jeanette opened her mouth to speak, but there were too many words trying to clamber out and they got jammed up against one another and stuck in her throat. She made a small huh sound and pointed weakly to the door.

      “From now on, I’ll sort out any returns that need to be made.” Her mum nodded and turned around.

      “But, Mum...” Jeanette tried to catch her mother’s elbow, but she shrugged herself away.

      “Thanks, Jeanie. Get yourself to school now, okay? I’m just fine. I don’t need your help.”
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      For the entire car journey to school, Jack’s head was dancing with images of Marcia. With the Hamilton soundtrack at full volume, he’d spent the whole twenty minutes—stuck in sluggish morning traffic—drumming his fingers, singing along, and wondering what he was going to perform for his next video. He was thinking about track eighteen. Yeah, it was from a musical, but it was this intoxicating mixture of rap and song and anger and passion, and he was pretty sure he could do it justice. If he practiced hard enough.

      He’d expected Marcia to think choir was dumb. He almost hadn’t mentioned it, but when he’d told her he was on the football team, she’d said she didn’t really like sports and preferred music. So, he’d replied, without really thinking about it:

      
        
        — Me too. I just quit football, actually. Don’t laugh . . . to join the choir.

      

      

      He had waited, barely able to breathe, as she’d typed her response.

      
        
        — Choir? Awesome. I’m in the Briar Ridge girls’ group. Maybe you could come see us perform sometime?

      

      

      Absolutely, he’d replied, beaming. Tell me when, and I’ll be there.

      Now, as he thought about the email he’d sent from his mother’s account, the nerves that had made him feel sick to his stomach yesterday afternoon had almost completely disappeared. His email forwarding had worked expertly. At nine p.m., the fake email he’d set up for his mum had pinged.

      
        
        Dear Mrs. Jones,

        I’m sorry to hear about Jack leaving the team, but I understand. He has made a valiant effort over the years, but I’ve always felt his talents lie elsewhere. I’m pleased he has your support.

        Best wishes,

        Coach Turner

        

      

      Immediately, Jack had replied:

      
        
        Dear Coach Turner,

        Thank you for your kind words. I have a new email address. Please could you keep this for any further correspondence?

        I wish you and the team well,

        Best wishes,

        Tanya.

        

      

      Feeling pretty smug with himself, as soon as the email had come through, he’d told Marcia about it. Just as he’d hoped, she’d been impressed.

      
        
        MARCIA: Gosh, that’s brave. I wouldn’t have the guts to do that to my parents! Why send it from your mum’s email though? Why not just send from the fake one you set up?

        JACK: School has her email as the registered contact. Would have been suspicious if I’d started off from the fake email. Hence the hacking and the forwarding.

        MARCIA: Ahh, I get it. Clearly you’re much smarter than me.

      

      

      Jack was replaying their conversation for the hundredth time that morning when a car horn blasted at him to move out of the way. Refocusing, he realized he was lingering in the middle of the road, indicating but not turning into the school.

      He waved a sorry to the driver behind and turned left. As he parked, he realized the driver was Danny.

      “Sorry, Dan, head’s all over the place this morning,” Jack said as he walked over to Danny’s car.

      He must have been smiling because Danny replied, “Oh yeah?” then looked him up and down and grinned. “What’s distracting you? Your new music career?”

      Jack rolled his eyes. “Nah. A girl, actually.” Why bother hiding it? Sure, he’d only been talking to Marcia for a few days, but she was amazing. The most amazing girl he’d ever met. And she liked him. He was hopeless at reading signals, but even he had figured that one out; she wasn’t exactly subtle about it.

      “Nice. What’s she like?”

      Jack took out his phone and showed Danny one of the selfies Marcia had sent him the night before—a headshot of her pouting at the camera.

      Danny whistled. “That’ll make Annabelle see red,” he replied, handing back the phone.

      Jack hadn’t thought of Annabelle for at least twenty-four hours. “Doubt it. She and Chris seem pretty cozy.” Jack nodded toward the doors to the Year Thirteen common room, where Chris was kissing Annabelle’s face as if kissing was about to be made illegal.

      Danny laughed. “Camilla says they’re arguing already.”

      “Really?”

      “You know what Chris is like. Still talking to other girls online, apparently. Sent one of them a dodgy pic.”

      Jack stifled a burst of laughter. “Serves her right,” he said, even though he didn’t really mean it. Somehow, meeting Marcia had softened his feelings toward Annabelle. A few days ago, he’d still been raging. Now, he felt as if she’d done him a favor.

      “So, practice tonight? Turner’s back.”

      Jack’s buoyant smile faltered. This part, he’d been dreading. “Actually, I’m done with football,” he said, shrugging as if it was no big deal.

      “Done?” Danny made a fair enough face and tilted his head from side to side. “Well, you’ve never been that into it, have you?”

      “You could tell?” Jack asked, surprised that Danny—who wasn’t exactly known for being intuitive—had figured it out.

      “Bro, don’t take it personally, but you’re not exactly our star player, are you?”

      “No,” Jack said, the knot in his stomach loosening. “Definitely not.” He hesitated, then went for it... “Actually, I think I’m gonna do choir instead.”

      “Never knew you were a singer. You’ll be on Britain’s Got Talent next...”

      “Doubt it, but I’d probably have a better shot at that than at the football scholarship Mum’s hoping for.”

      “Ha! You can say that again.” Danny clapped him on the back and laughed loudly. Just like that, football was his past. Singing was his future. And it felt good.
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      Later, as Jack watched the rest of the football team head down to the pitch, he breathed a full breath for what felt like the first time in months. How had he not realized until now that the reason he was always angry was because he’d constantly felt as if he was out of place? Doing something he didn’t want to be doing. Putting his energy into something he didn’t truly believe in.

      Ever since he’d started singing, the hot, ugly rage that had coursed through his veins almost daily had all but disappeared. And if it started to raise its head, he could simply write more lyrics, play guitar on the heath, or record another video.

      Turning back to the school, Jack sent a quick message to Marcia to let her know he was at choir and would be home—and online—later. Then he ditched his bag in his locker and headed to the performing arts studio.

      Jeanette was already there when he arrived. She was deep in conversation with Suzanne, waving her arms and wiggling her eyebrows like an exaggerated cartoon version of herself.

      Instead of interrupting them, Jack went and stood with Niall and Craig. Even after several weeks of rehearsals together, they seemed a little surprised that he wanted to talk to them.

      The younger one, Niall, shuffled his feet uncomfortably as Jack asked if he’d had a good weekend, but the older one butted in with, “I saw your videos. Really cool, man.”

      Jack chuckled at Craig’s slightly odd way of speaking. “Thanks. Wasn’t sure whether to post them, but people seem to like them, so...”

      “They’re really good.” Jeanette had walked over and was smiling at him. Her wide face looked paler than usual, and she had dark shadows beneath her eyes.

      “You look knackered,” Jack said. “Been partying all weekend?”

      Jeanette bristled and pursed her lips. “No,” she replied bluntly.

      Next to him, Suzanne placed a reedy hand on Jack’s arm and smiled. “Your song was great, Jack. Really great. Maybe we should ask Miss Humphrey if you could perform it at the concert.”

      “Oh, I doubt I’ll be coming to the concert,” Jack said, shaking his head.

      Suzanne looked at Jeanette as if she didn’t understand what he’d said. “The end-of-term concert?” She laughed a little and tucked her hair behind her ear. “The one we’re rehearsing for? You’re not going to perform?”

      Jack’s throat began to constrict. “Well, I just... Is it mandatory?”

      “Well, no,” Niall cut in. “Not mandatory, but the arrangements we’re practicing rely on having certain parts. You’re our only strong baritone. So, if you’re not going to come, you should probably tell Miss Humphrey now so she can plan accordingly.”

      “Oh, I see.” Jack rubbed the back of his neck. “Do we need permission slips to perform? Anything like that?”

      “Don’t be silly,” Jeanette said. “It’s just choir.” Leaning in, she added quietly, “Your parents don’t need to find out, Jack, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

      He looked at her. She met his eyes and smiled. “Thanks,” he said.

      “Speaking of parents...” Jeanette stepped back from him and raised her voice. “Did you sort out the football issue?”

      “I did actually.” For now, Jack pushed thoughts of the concert—and whether he’d manage to attend without his parents finding out—to the back of his mind. “The email hack was a success.” He grinned at Jeanette and Suzanne. “Wanna know how I did it?”
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      As everyone filtered out of the performing arts studio, Jeanette took out her phone and texted Violet.

      — You home? Thought I could swing by for a bit.

      She hadn’t ever “swung by” Violet’s at this time on a school night, but tonight she simply didn’t want to go home. Her bedroom, which had once been a haven of orderliness, was now full to the brim with the stuff she’d shifted out of Emma’s room.

      She’d planned on moving it all back this evening, but her mum had locked the door and Jeanette knew that if she asked her to return it, her mum’s reply would be, “No, you keep it up in your room for a while, Jeanie. We’ll sort it out later.”

      Just thinking about returning home to it made her feel hot and sticky and like the walls were closing in.

      
        
        —Sure, I’m home. Come by. ETA?

      

      

      Jeanette looked at the time. She had no idea when the next bus would leave for Walnut Avenue, where Violet lived. Up ahead, Suzanne was buzzing the doors open and heading out into the cold evening air. Jeanette jogged to catch up with her.

      “Suzanne?” she called. “Wait up.”

      When Suzanne turned around, she was smiling, and her cheeks were flushed. “Oh, hi,” she said, as if they hadn’t just spent an hour and a half singing together. “Are you okay?”

      “Can I ask you a favor?”

      Suzanne nodded quickly. “Of course. Anything.”

      “Could I possibly get a lift to my friend’s house?” She looked away, trying to think of a reason why she’d suddenly need to go to Violet’s instead of home. “We’re working on a math project together. I forgot about it, and I’ve no idea when the next bus is.”

      Suzanne nodded again. “Of course. Dad won’t mind. Where does your friend live?”

      “Walnut Avenue. Do you know it?”

      “Sure. It’s not far from us.” Suzanne started walking, adjusting her bag on her shoulder and looking at Jeanette sideways from beneath her curtain of black hair.

      “Thanks. So much.” Jeanette beamed, waving at Jack as they passed his car and slipping her arm effortlessly through Suzanne’s. “You’re a gem.”

      Suzanne looked down at Jeanette’s arm and stopped walking.

      “Sorry.” She quickly took it back. “Too familiar. We’ve only been friends two minutes. I’m not good at boundaries.”

      “No. It’s fine.” Suzanne offered out her arm. “I mean, it’s nice.” She smiled again and put her hand on top of Jeanette’s.

      “Oh. Okay. Good.” Jeanette pointed past the school gates. “Is that your dad’s car?”

      For a moment, Suzanne didn’t look where Jeanette was pointing. Her eyes were fixed on Jeanette’s face, which made her brush her chin self-consciously in case she’d left food remnants on it.

      Finally, Suzanne looked. “Yes. That’s him. He’ll be pleased to meet you.”

      “I’ll be pleased to meet him too,” Jeanette said. Other peoples’ parents were always so much more normal than her own. Other peoples’ parents picked them up from school, attended parent-teacher evenings, cheered them on at concerts or sports events.

      But her mum hadn’t left the house for...how many years? Jeanette reeled back through her memory. Maybe five years. Six?

      Her mum had never been to a parent-teacher evening. She had never seen Jeanette sing. She hadn’t even cooked Jeanette a meal in months.

      If a parent stopped doing those things, were they still a parent? Emma would say no. She’d say she’d gotten sick of doing the parenting and that Jeanette needed to stop doing it too. She’d tell Jeanette to stop giving in to their mother’s moods and demands, to stop being available all the time, and to stop being so afraid of making their mum upset.

      “You’re not responsible for her happiness, Jeanette,” she’d said yesterday on the phone, when Jeanette had finally called her back. “Neither was Dad, and neither am I. He left because she was toxic. Now, we have to look after ourselves too.”

      “What kind of a family is that? If everyone just looks out for themselves?” Jeanette had asked quietly, on the verge of tears.

      In reply, Emma had simply sighed. “A shitty one,” she’d said. “But I’d rather leave a shitty family and have a life than stay in one and drown.”

      “You can’t just leave your family, Em. That’s not how it works.” Jeanette had started to cry, pacing up and down the only uncluttered space left at the foot of her bed. Right in front of the too-small curtains.

      “You can if it’s the only way to survive, Jeanette.”

      At that point, Jeanette had hung up.

      Survive? Drown? Emma was being completely melodramatic. Sure, their mum was difficult, but she wasn’t evil. Lots of people had it far worse.

      But then, Emma had always looked after herself, hadn’t she? First, she’d left home as soon as she could. Then she’d made Christmas miserable by going on and on about Jeanette moving to Southampton, and finally, she’d failed to show up for her visit. She hadn’t thought about Jeanette or their mum. Only herself.

      “Here we are...” Suzanne’s dad, Bryan, had pulled up opposite Violet’s bungalow and turned off the engine.

      “Thank you,” Jeanette said, reaching out to shake his hand.

      Bryan stared at her for a moment, then smiled and returned the gesture. “You’re welcome. I’m pleased Suzie’s made a friend.”

      “Dad.” Suzanne looked mortified and shook her head at her father, but Jeanette smiled at her.

      “See you tomorrow, Suzanne. Thanks again.”

      “See you.” Suzanne waved as Jeanette got out of the car and opened the small gate that led up to Violet’s bright-red front door.

      By the time she’d reached it, Bryan had driven away.

      Before she knocked, Jeanette checked her phone. No messages from her mum, and none from Emma either. Good. She wasn’t in the mood for either of them tonight. For once, she was going to do whatever the heck she wanted, and she wasn’t going to think about home until later.
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      When Jeanette tapped on Violet’s door, she opened it to find her friend sitting cross-legged on her bed beside her large fluffy dog, chewing her lower lip and staring at something on her phone.

      “Come look at this...” Violet’s face lit up as she waved Jeanette over.

      Jeanette smiled and, as she always did when she entered Violet’s bedroom, took a deep breath. The room was happily chaotic with sketches and photos all over the walls, big double doors that looked out onto a walled-in courtyard, and Jeanette’s favorite thing—a large egg-shaped swing seat hanging from the ceiling.

      Violet’s home wasn’t what Jeanette would call fancy, but it felt the way a home was supposed to—cozy, warm, peaceful.

      When Jeanette sat down on the bed, Violet moved closer and handed over her phone. “What am I looking at?” Jeanette squinted at it.

      “Aisla invited me to her party this weekend. As if she actually thinks I’d go after everything that happened.”

      Her stomach tightened as she looked at the message Aisla had sent Violet. “What kind of party?”

      Violet rolled her eyes and took back her phone. “The usual...big, loud music, lots of people.” She paused, once again biting her lower lip. “I mean, I’m glad she doesn’t still hate me. But that kind of thing just isn’t me anymore. You know?”

      Jeanette nodded, wishing Violet would change the subject because she was pretty sure she was starting to guilt-sweat as she thought of the pictures she’d pinched from Aisla’s profile. “So then, just text her back and tell her no thanks.”

      Violet wrinkled her nose. “Thing is, I need a good excuse. If I just say no, she’ll be offended and—”

      “Do you care?” Jeanette got up from the bed and walked over to Violet’s egg chair. Whenever she sat in it, she was terrified that it would creak or groan beneath her weight, but so far it never had. Carefully lowering herself into it, she nudged the floor with her feet so the chair began to swing gently back and forth.

      “No. I’d just rather stay on her good side.”

      “It sounds like you care...” Jeanette raised her eyebrows at Violet, who responded by tossing a pillow at her.

      “Come on.” Violet laughed. “Stop poking fun at me and be helpful.”

      She shrugged. “What do you want me to say?”

      “Jeanette, you’re the queen of excuses. You must be able to think of something.”

      Jeanette had been laughing but stopped suddenly. She cleared her throat and pressed her feet flat against the floor to stop the chair from moving. “What do you mean?”

      Violet was still smiling, totally unaware that what she’d said had made Jeanette’s skin start to prickle. “You’re always making excuses not to do stuff.” She shook her head and chuckled.

      “They’re not excuses,” Jeanette muttered.

      “It’s okay. I don’t mind. It’s just obvious sometimes that—”

      “What?”

      Violet met Jeanette’s eyes and smiled sincerely at her. “That you’re not telling me the whole truth about why you don’t want to do things.” She looked around the room and waved her fingers at the walls. “I mean, when was the last time you came over on a school night?”

      Jeanette looked up at the ceiling. Her eyes were burning. Any second now, tears would start rolling down her cheeks. Breathe, Jeanette, breathe. Count to ten.

      “Hey...” Violet got up and walked over to Jeanette’s chair, bobbing down in front of her. “Hey, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you. I was just kidding. I really don’t care that they’re excuses. I just figured sometimes you’re not up for company, and I know it must get a bit boring hanging out with me and Freddie...”

      “That’s not it,” Jeanette said quickly, forcing herself to look down at her friend. “It’s just that...you know how Mum gets sick sometimes?”

      “Uh-huh—”

      “Vi?!” The high-pitched voice of Violet’s little brother, Jamie, boomed down the hallway. Seconds later, he flew into the room and hurled himself onto Violet’s bed. “Freddie’s here, Vi!”

      Violet glanced at the doorway, then back at Jeanette, as if she sensed Jeanette had been about to tell her something important, something she’d never said to anyone else. “Okay, Jamie, go tell him I’ll be there in a minute, would you?”

      Jamie hesitated. At just five years old, he was annoyingly astute, and Jeanette watched as he tilted his head from side to side. “Why’s Jeanette upset?”

      “She’s not. She’s fine. Go on...go see Freddie. Tell him I’m coming.” Violet pointed to the doorway and waited for her brother to move.

      Finally, he flopped down from the bed and trudged out of the door muttering, “No one ever tells me anything.”

      “Sorry, what is it you were going to say?” Violet was still crouched down in front of the chair, but Jeanette got up and headed for the door.

      “Nothing. I’m just being silly. I have to go.”

      Violet stood up too and reached for Jeanette’s arm. “Stay for dinner.”

      “Freddie’s here.”

      “He won’t mind. He hasn’t seen you for ages. He’ll be pleased.” Violet nudged her playfully and grinned. “Come on. Stay.”

      Jeanette had paused in the doorway. She glanced over Violet’s shoulder at the clock on her friend’s bedroom wall. “Sorry, Vi. I can’t.” This time, she didn’t give an excuse. She just embraced Violet quickly, grabbed her schoolbag, and headed for the front door. Her resolve had weakened and, suddenly, all she could think of was her mother wailing in their dark, cramped living room, pacing the floor because Jeanette hadn’t returned home on time.

      As she passed the living room, she could see the back of Freddie’s head. A shock of red hair that reminded her of the guy from the Harry Potter movies.

      As if he’d sensed her, he turned and waved. “Hey, Jeanette...long time no see.”

      “Sorry, got to go.” She waved awkwardly back at him, then called, “Thanks, Mrs. Johnson. Bye, Jamie.”

      “Jeanette...” Violet was behind her, standing with her arms folded as if she couldn’t work out what had just happened.

      “Mmm?” Jeanette didn’t turn to face her.

      “See you tomorrow at school, yeah?”

      “Yeah. Tomorrow. Bye.”

      She was barely at the bus stop when her phone pinged in her pocket.

      
        
        VIOLET: Sorry I upset you.

        JEANETTE: You didn’t.

        VIOLET: You don’t have to, but you can tell me stuff. You know that, right?

        JEANETTE: I know. Sorry I overreacted.

        VIOLET: NP

        JEANETTE: What did you tell Aisla?

        VIOLET: That I’ve got plans with my best friend on Sat so can’t go to her party. ;-)

        VIOLET: That’s you, btw.

        JEANETTE: :-)

        VIOLET: We can hang out if you want, but NO worries if you can’t.

        JEANETTE: Can I let you know later?

        VIOLET: ’Course.

        JEANETTE: … …

        VIOLET: Seriously. No pressure.

        JEANETTE: Things at home are difficult sometimes. Mum finds it hard on her own.

        VIOLET: Well, like I said. NO WORRIES if you can’t.

        JEANETTE: I’ll ask her.

        VIOLET: Okay. See you tomorrow. LOVE YOU.

        JEANETTE: YOU TOO.
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      As she watched the soft lights of the High Street through the bus’s large, rain-smeared windows, Jeanette closed Violet’s message and logged into her mum’s bank account. It was pay day, and she was contemplating stopping by the supermarket on the way home to stock up on food. Most of what she’d bought on Saturday morning was already gone, and it would give her a legitimate excuse for being home late.

      For a moment, she thought the app had stopped working properly. It showed the same overdrawn balance it had yesterday. She refreshed it several times and checked the date. The money should’ve been there, but it wasn’t.

      A sinking feeling settled in Jeanette’s stomach. Often, when she got home from school, her mum’s laptop was set up on the kitchen table or on the coffee table in the living room. Now, though, she couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen it.

      Unable to wait for the bus to reach her house, Jeanette got off two stops early and cut across the park. It was pitch dark in the middle, and as she jogged down the central pathway, she tried to focus on the spot of light up ahead rather than the ominous shadows around her.

      By the time she reached it, her heart was beating fast, and goosebumps were pinpricking her forearms. Jamming her key into the front door, she tried to calm herself down; there might’ve been a simple explanation. It might’ve been a mistake. Just an honest mistake.

      “Mum?” she called as she entered the hallway, reached for the light switch, and remembered that the bulb had blown weeks ago. “Mum?”

      Her mother wasn’t in the living room. The TV was off, and her blanket was sitting in a heap on the sofa. Jeanette scanned the room for the laptop but couldn’t see it. Footsteps from upstairs told her that her mum was in the bathroom, so she darted to the kitchen and checked there too.

      Nothing. No laptop.

      Back in the living room, Jeanette shifted a new stack of boxes out of the way and peered down the back of the sofa. She was moving the cushions to check beneath them when her mum’s voice from the doorway said hoarsely, “Jeanie? What are you doing?”

      Jeanette stopped and sat down, leaning forward onto her knees as she took in her mother’s pale, tear-stained face.

      “You didn’t tell me you’d be late.”

      “I was going to go shopping for food,” Jeanette said, deliberately not mentioning Violet’s house. “But you haven’t been paid. There’s no money in the account.” As she said it, a wave of panic washed over her.

      Her mum blinked a few times but didn’t reply and didn’t move from the doorway.

      “Mum. You haven’t been paid. Is there a problem at work?”

      “Jeanie, you could have texted me or called. I’ve been worried sick. I thought I might have to call the police.”

      Jeanette stood up. Over the years, she’d developed an almost saintly level of patience with her mother. She’d perfected the art of shoving her feelings right down into the basement of her stomach until she’d dealt with the situation and could go pillow-scream them back up again. Right now, though, it wasn’t working, and she felt like she was about to explode.

      “Mum!” she yelled. “Listen to me!”

      Her mother leaned back against the door as if she thought Jeanette might storm over, grab her by the shoulders, and start shaking her.

      “Are you still working? Where’s your laptop?” She looked around the room, waving her arms wildly. “Where is it, Mum?”

      Finally, her mum moved into the room and sank down into the armchair. She was perched comically high up, balanced on a stack of old records that used to belong to Jeanette’s grandad. “They let me go,” she said quietly, looking down at her hands.

      “Let you go? Why?”

      Her mum mumbled something, so Jeanette strode over and put her hands on her hips. “Why, Mum? Why did they fire you?”

      “I missed a few days,” her mother finally replied. “Just a few. Here and there.”

      Almost instantly, Jeanette’s anger disappeared and was replaced by a queasiness that reminded her of the time she’d gone on a school trip to France and had to travel on a ferry. “But that job was perfect for you,” Jeanette whispered. “All you needed was your laptop. It was regular hours. Regular pay. You didn’t have to go anywhere.”

      “Yes, well.” Her mum’s tone changed as she sat up a little straighter and brushed down the front of her T-shirt. “I’ll find something better. Something more flexible. More geared up to my needs.”

      “Your needs?” Jeanette could hear Emma’s voice in her head saying, You need money. You need to be able to pay for food and rent and electricity. That’s what you need!

      “Yes. There’ll be something out there,” her mum said confidently. “I’ll start looking tomorrow.”

      Jeanette nodded slowly. “Tomorrow?”

      “Yes, tomorrow.”

      “Okay,” she said softly, wishing she hadn’t eaten the last of Saturday’s popcorn for breakfast that morning. “Okay, Mum. Tomorrow.”
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        JACK: Hey, you okay?

        MARCIA: Yeah, sorry I’m late.

        JACK: NP

        MARCIA: Home stuff.

        JACK: Want to talk about it?

        MARCIA: Yes, but no.

        JACK: I get that.

        MARCIA: I just sometimes feel like...like my mum controls everything I do. Like I can’t make any decisions for myself.

        JACK: Sure you’re not talking about my mum?

        MARCIA: Sometimes I hate her, but then I hate myself for hating her.

        JACK: I think that’s normal.

        MARCIA: If my dad was still around it might be different. He knew how to handle her.

        JACK: What is it she’s stopping you from doing?

        MARCIA: Having a life. All I’m allowed to do is school and choir. Straight home after.

        JACK: Damn, so if I asked you out on a date, you wouldn’t be allowed to go?

        MARCIA: Only if the date was to choir.

        JACK: I could do that ;-)

        MARCIA: You’re sweet.

        JACK: When you go off to university, she won’t be able to control you anymore. That’s what I tell myself when my mum’s being an a-hole. Only six more months and I’ll be out of here. If I get in—and swallow the huge student loan I’ll need to take out.

        MARCIA: ’Course you’ll get in. Not sure I will though.

        JACK: Are you kidding? You’re at Briar Ridge. You’ve basically got a golden ticket to wherever you want.

        MARCIA: Where’d you apply to?

        JACK: Keele

        MARCIA: Keele? Where even is Keele?

        JACK: Haha. It’s far, but they do joint honors courses. You know, where you can do two totally unrelated things alongside each other.

        MARCIA: You want to do two unrelated things?

        JACK: Mum and Dad want me to study business. I want to study film. So, I suggested Keele as a compromise.

        MARCIA: Should you be compromising? It’s your degree, isn’t it?

        JACK: Well, yeah, but...*shrugs* got to keep them happy, I guess. Anyway, where’d you apply to?

        JACK: *takes notes so he can calculate distance from Keele*

        MARCIA: Southampton

        JACK: Damn. That’s far.

        MARCIA: I’m worth it.

        JACK: No kidding.
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      Jack and Marcia said good night just past midnight. When Jeanette woke, six hours later, the first thing she wanted to do was message him again. She’d never had that before—a person to text the moment she opened her eyes, a person to say good night and good morning to, a person to tell things to. Sure, she had Violet. But there were things she couldn’t tell Violet, even if she wanted to.

      As Marcia, she could tell Jack pretty much anything. She could be herself—except not herself, a better version of herself. A version she couldn’t usually be because it just didn’t gel with everything else about her.

      Picking an outfit from her wardrobe, she wondered how Marcia would handle her mum’s job and what she’d say to Emma about her lack of appearance at the weekend. Probably, she’d tell her mum—totally bluntly—to pull herself together. She’d tell Emma that she was selfish. That she might pretend to care but she clearly didn’t or she’d have shown up.

      Marcia would tell them both to stop taking her for granted.

      Marcia wouldn’t allow herself to be suffocated in a dark, full-of-junk house; she’d own the situation. She’d see the problem in front of her and do something to rectify it.

      By the time Jeanette reached the bottom of the stairs, she’d made a decision. She was scrapping her old motto: Be more Etta. From now on, she was going to be more Marcia. She was going to take control.

      “Mum?” She marched through to the living room, clambered over the stacks of stuff her mum had moved off the sofa so she could sleep on it, and flung open the curtains.

      Her mother groaned and squinted into the light.

      “Time to get up. You need to start looking for a job.” Jeanette stood with her hands on her hips. Be more Marcia. “Where’s your laptop?”

      “I...” Her mum pushed herself up onto her elbows and pinched the bridge of her nose. “Jeanette, it’s too early. I can’t understand what you’re saying.”

      “Your laptop, where is it? We can’t survive with no money, so you either need to get down to the job center and sign on for benefits or find a job. I’ll give you until the end of the week, and then I’m calling Dad.”

      At that, her mum’s lower lip trembled. “Jeanie, what is this? This isn’t like you...”

      “Mum. I’m serious.” Jeanette smiled but kept her voice strong and firm. “You can show me your progress when I get back.”

      And with that, she left.
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      A few hours later, as she marched into the cafeteria and spotted Violet, Jeanette smiled broadly. All morning, she’d felt bouncy. Light. Proud of herself. She’d imagined coming home to find her mum, up and dressed, in the kitchen, showing off a stack of filled-in job applications.

      “Vi...”

      Violet looked up and smiled. Her mouth was half-full of sandwich. “Yeah?”

      Jeanette pulled out a chair and sat down purposefully. “I was wondering...do you have any plans with Freddie for the Easter break?”

      Violet put down her mug and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “Nothing specific,” she said, shrugging. “I mean, we’ll see each other, but he’s working mostly. Why?”

      Jeanette breathed in. Be more Marcia. “Because I was thinking maybe we could go camping? Like we were supposed to last summer.”

      Violet’s eyes instantly brightened. She was the kind of person who never said no. Movie theater? Yep. Beach? Yep. Vacation? Heck yeah. “Well, yeah, of course, if you want to?” Her smile dipped a little, and she picked her takeout mug back up and lifted off the lid so she could blow across the surface the hot coffee inside it. “But this isn’t because of what I said the other day, is it?”

      “What you said?”

      “About you making excuses for things.” Violet had softened her voice and was leaning in conspiratorially. “Because you don’t have anything to prove, you know. It’s okay to just like being at home, and it’s okay if your mum needs you. Although I do think you deserve a break.”

      Jeanette felt her confidence begin to waver. She wanted to tell Violet the truth. Some of it, at least. But speaking about it out loud meant condensing it into words, and that wasn’t easy. In the end, she paraphrased, the way Marcia would if she was talking to Jack. “You know how I said Mum gets ill sometimes? Well, she gets worried about me being away from the house.”

      As Violet’s eyes widened a little, Jeanette forced a smile to her lips and waved her hand as if it was no big deal.

      “But she’s getting better now. Much better. So, it’s probably a good time, and I do need a break. If you think the weather will be okay?”

      Violet looked toward the large windows that edged the cafeteria. It was raining, again, but she shook her head. “It’ll cheer up by then, and even if it doesn’t, that’s part of the fun.” She sat up a little straighter and reached for her phone. “Okay. Let’s do it. I’ll text Dad and ask if he can drive us to that campsite near the river.”

      “Really?” Jeanette’s heart had begun to jitter against her ribcage. She hadn’t expected Violet to start planning it quite so quickly.

      “Sure.” Violet paused and waggled her phone. “If you’re sure you want to?”

      She breathed in deeply through her nostrils and held the air in her lungs. When she exhaled, she said, firmly, “Yes. I do. It’ll be great.”
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      As she lifted one of the small, battered suitcases out of the shower, Jeanette felt so wobbly she thought she might fall down. Gripping the side of the cubicle, she took some long slow breaths and tried desperately not to hyperventilate.

      It was one a.m. Downstairs, her mum was either watching TV or had fallen asleep in front of it. For a week, after Jeanette had insisted she look for a job, she had made an effort. She had sent off applications. At least twenty of them. All for remote data-entry roles that she could do from home but all about the same, or a little more, as she was paid in her old job.

      For a few weeks, they’d both felt optimistic. Jeanette had started picturing a slightly different future for them; one in which her mum learned to stand on her own two feet and in which Jeanette was able to, finally, apply for the course in Southampton. She’d imagined calling Emma and saying, Look, I fixed it. I simply told Mum to sort herself out, and she did! Aren’t I great?!

      But then the rejection letters had started to appear. With each one, her mum’s mood had darkened and, eventually, Jeanette had realized that it had all been a mirage. She wasn’t Marcia. Her mum wasn’t better. Nothing was ever going to change.

      When that thought had settled in her stomach, Jeanette had contemplated canceling the camping trip. She hadn’t told her mum about it; she’d been waiting until she was certain her mum was strong enough. And Violet probably wouldn’t have minded. In fact, she’d probably been anticipating it.

      But when Jeanette came home from school at the start of the last week of term to find a stack of twenty unopened packages on the doorstep, she knew she had to go. She had to do something to help her mum see that the way they were living wasn’t normal or healthy. She had to do something for herself.

      She had spent the last five days planning every single footstep she’d need to take in order to sneak out of the house, and yet now that the moment had arrived, she was petrified.

      At the bottom of her wardrobe, the things she’d need for a week’s camping with Violet lay neatly folded and ready to be packed. With the suitcase in one hand and her wash bag in the other, she tiptoed back to her room, put them gently down on the bed, then started to undo the zip.

      Its teeth scratched loudly against one another, and Jeanette held her breath until it was all the way undone. Swiftly, she put in the washbag, then grabbed her clothes from the wardrobe.

      Violet had offered to lend her a sleeping bag and a camping towel and was bringing their food supplies. They’d agreed to contribute thirty pounds each to cover the campsite and the food, which Violet could easily cover with the money she’d earned babysitting her little brother once a week.

      Jeanette, however, had spent the last couple of weeks selling off her DVD collection in order to contribute. Even if her mum hadn’t still been jobless, she’d have struggled to siphon off thirty pounds from their account. So, she told herself that if she wanted a taste of freedom, sacrifices would have to be made and stoically listed every single one of the DVDs she’d sourced over the years from charity shops and yard sales.

      The Rogers and Hammerstein ones were the hardest to let go. Old musicals that were hard to get hold of these days and almost never came up on TV or YouTube. She’d asked two pounds for them but had eventually had to lower it to one.

      Thirty DVDs. One pound each.

      She picked up her bag of pound coins and slotted it into the case next to her wash bag. Violet would probably make a joke about her winning the money from a slot machine, but at least she hadn’t had to ask Violet to cover her share.

      Glancing out of the window, Jeanette noticed the full moon and allowed herself to smile. The journey across the park would, for once, be well lit.

      For a moment, a brief comical moment a few days ago, when she’d lain awake in the middle of the night planning her escape, she’d considered climbing down the drainpipe below her window to avoid the creaky stairs and the click of the front door.

      The image of her large behind waggling in the air and the drainpipe groaning beneath her as she clung onto it for dear life had made her laugh out loud.

      But there was something she could send out of the window...

      Before re-zipping the suitcase, Jeanette put her coat in on top of her clothes, pushed it down so the lid would close, then nodded to herself; it was now or never.

      Bending down, she reached beneath the bed and took out a large spool of rope. She’d found it in the garden shed. It had probably been there since before they moved in, was covered in dirt, and had a small, frayed bit in the middle which looked like it had been nibbled by mice—but it would do the job.

      Carefully, like she was putting a ribbon on a present, she wrapped the rope around her case. Then she went to her window, inched it open just wide enough to fit the case through the gap, and lowered her belongings down to the ground.

      With a soft thud, they landed on the grassy patch beneath her window, to the right of the front door.

      Okay, here goes...

      Jeanette closed her window, reached under her pillow, and took out the note she’d written for her mother. Placing it neatly on the bed, she sighed, checked she’d got her phone in her pajama pocket, then left the room.

      This time, she didn’t lock it behind her.
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      The journey from the top of the stairs to the front of the house seemed to take forever. After every step, Jeanette stopped and strained her ears for signs that her mum had heard her.

      Again, and again, she practiced her response: I’m just coming down for a glass of water. I’m just coming down for a glass of water.

      The front door was the trickiest part because it required undoing the door and scooping up her shoes at the same time.

      But she managed it.

      Finally, she was outside. The nighttime air was crisp and cold, and a thin layer of frost clung to the overgrown grass in front of her.

      The bottoms of her feet stung as the ice from the doorstep penetrated her thin socks, but she didn’t stop to put on her shoes.

      Picking up her case, she jogged down the short path, onto the pavement, across the road, and into the park. When she reached the shelter of the trees, she bent down and pulled her shoes on top of her—now soggy and freezing cold—socks.

      She checked her phone. Two in the morning. The night bus was due to leave the depot in half an hour. It would be tight, but if she hurried, she’d make it.

      Slowing to not quite a jog but more than a walk, Jeanette continued across the park, then wove through the dark, quiet streets that led to the edge of the town center.

      She could perhaps have traveled more quickly if she’d taken some side streets or back alleys, but she wasn’t stupid; a girl on her own, at night, down an alley was not a good idea.

      When she finally saw the lights of the idling buses, parked up in their bays and waiting for passengers, she smiled; she’d made it.

      Taking out her phone, she checked which number she needed; the twenty-three went past Walnut Avenue.

      Twenty-three...twenty-three.

      Jeanette was walking through the center of the depot, examining the numbers on the front of the buses when she became very aware of footsteps on the concrete behind her.

      Her chest tightened. She started to walk a little quicker, but then she told herself not to be so silly; it was a public place. There were bus drivers watching from their vehicles. CCTV. It was well lit.

      Instead of continuing to hurry, she ducked sideways into one of the glass-paneled waiting rooms and spun around to examine whoever it was who’d been following her.

      A man in a suit strode past without giving her a second glance.

      She released her breath. Of course there were other people around she wasn’t the only one catching a bus early in the morning. People who worked in London took buses at all sorts of ridiculous hours to get into the city. Suzanne’s dad did that very thing; every single day, he left the house before sunrise in order to catch a bus that provided free Wi-Fi and breakfast for the two-hour commute. Jeanette had felt a bit sad about that, until she’d realized he did it so he could be back in Newton in time to pick Suzanne up from school and cook dinner for them both.

      Looking up, she saw that she’d accidentally stepped into the cubicle right next to bus twenty-three. She checked the time. Five minutes to spare, but the bus still looked vacant; she’d have to wait until the driver arrived.

      She was bending down to tie her shoes when a shadow fell in front of her. Shivering, because now that she was still, she’d realized how cold it was, she slowly stood up.

      “Freddie?” Her voice bounced off the glass walls of the cubicle. “What are you doing here?”

      In front of her, hands in his pockets, Violet’s boyfriend, Freddie, smiled and looked at her suitcase. “I could ask you the same,” he said, chuckling warmly. “You making a run for it?”
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      Jack couldn’t sleep. It was two a.m. Marcia would be on her flight to the south of France by now, and he was, quite frankly, gutted.

      For the last five weeks, they’d talked every single night. They’d talked so much and so often, late into the night, that he’d started drinking two cups of coffee before even leaving the house in the morning and a can of bright-green energy stuff before returning home after school.

      About two weeks ago, he’d finally asked her out.

      He knew she had issues with her mum, which actually made him feel—perhaps for the first time in his whole teenage life—grateful for his own. At least his mum allowed him to leave the house. Marcia’s mum, on the other hand, seemed like a nightmare.

      Marcia hadn’t really said what was wrong with her, but he got the impression it was some kind of anxiety thing; if she was late getting home, her mum would freak out and have some kind of crying, screaming breakdown.

      That was what happened when Marcia had tried to get out of the trip to France. She’d asked to stay home because she and Jack had finally agreed to meet in person, but her mother had totally freaked out.

      
        
        MARCIA: I’m so sorry, Jack. I’m desperate to see you.

        JACK: It’s okay. We can video call?

        MARCIA: Wi-Fi in France is spotty. We’re up in the hills. No one around for miles.

        JACK: How about now? I’m wearing a T-shirt with pizza stains on it. It’s hot.

        MARCIA: Haha. Tempting, but I want to see you for real. Not on screen. When I get back, yeah?

      

      

      Of course, Jack had said yeah back. But he was already pining for their missed opportunity.

      Turning over, he reached for his phone and opened up the pictures he’d saved. She was beautiful. The most stunning girl he’d ever seen in his life, and yet—more than that—she was nice. Cool. Funny. Deep. She didn’t pretend to be perfect, like Annabelle. She didn’t hide her real self from him; she told him stuff. Real stuff.

      As he stared at his favorite picture of her—reading a copy of Pride and Prejudice beneath a big oak tree like some kind of movie star—a feeling settled in his stomach. In that exact moment, he knew what he needed to do.

      The second Marcia found Wi-Fi and messaged him, he’d tell her he was falling in love with her.

      And he felt pretty certain she’d tell him the same back.
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      When Freddie said he’d board the bus with her, Jeanette wished the ground would swallow her whole. “You really don’t have to.”

      “It’s the middle of the night. I’m not going to let you ride across town alone and wait outside Violet’s house until the sun comes up.” Freddie chuckled and swept his fingers through his hair. “Trust me, I’ve done it. It’s a lonely business.”

      Jeanette tried to smile but felt suddenly close to tears.

      “Hey,” Freddie put his hand on her arm, “it’s okay.” He looked at the bus as its lights flicked on. “Come on.”

      Without even being asked, Freddie picked up Jeanette’s bag and carried it onto the bus. After they’d both swiped their electronic passes, they walked to the back, where Freddie put Jeanette’s case in the rack above them.

      “Right,” he said, sitting down beside her. “I’ll tell you why I’m here...”

      Jeanette tucked her hair behind her ear. At her feet, the bus’s heating system began to pump out warm, stale-smelling air.

      “I volunteer at the youth shelter. Every other night.”

      “You do that as well as work?” Jeanette asked.

      Freddie nodded and shrugged his shoulders at the same time. “I like to be busy, and after everything that happened...” He trailed off, although he didn’t seem embarrassed, just like he didn’t really want to bore her with it. “I want to help people like me. If I can. Violet’s going to come too when her exams are finished.”

      “She is?” Violet had never mentioned volunteering, but then they hadn’t really discussed their summer plans at all; every time Violet tried to mention it, Jeanette changed the subject, afraid that it would—eventually—expose the fact that she still hadn’t sent off any university applications.

      Freddie made an mm-hmm sound and reached into his pocket. “Biscuit?” he asked, producing a small, crumpled pack of custard creams.

      “Thanks.” Jeanette took one and ate it as slowly as she could; since her mum’s pay packet had disappeared, she’d been limiting herself to one meal a day—lunch at school—and was constantly ravenous.

      As she ate, Freddie narrowed his eyes at her. “Jeanette, is everything okay?” He laughed softly. “I mean, are you just super keen for the camping trip, or...”

      “The normal bus isn’t running later on,” she said quickly. “I checked. Repair work or something. This was the only one that would get me to Walnut Avenue on time. Vi wants to leave super early, so...”

      Freddie nodded. “Vi couldn’t have picked you up? I’m sure her dad wouldn’t have minded swinging past your house.”

      Jeanette shuffled in her seat. She was staring at the last remaining quarter of her biscuit, contemplating putting it in her pocket for later. “Don’t tell Vi, will you?” she whispered, even though she wasn’t really sure what she was asking Freddie to keep secret.

      When she looked up, Freddie was offering her another biscuit. “Not sure she’s all that interested in bus schedules,” he said as he shrugged out of his coat and wrapped it around Jeanette’s shoulders. “Wouldn’t want to bore her with it.”
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      Instead of going straight to Violet’s house, Freddie suggested they get off the bus a few stops early.

      “There’s an all-night café. I’ll buy you a midnight feast.”

      Jeanette immediately shook her head. “No, Freddie, you need to get home and sleep. You’re working tomorrow.” She frowned at herself. “I mean, today. In a few hours.”

      “I’m starving. I won’t sleep. Come on...” He stood up, pressed the buzzer for the driver to pull over at the next stop, then lifted Jeanette’s suitcase down into the aisle.

      Her stomach lurched into a growl. “Okay.”

      As she followed her best friend’s smiley, red-headed boyfriend away from the bus and toward the small greasy café at the top end of the High Street, Jeanette wondered why it didn’t feel odd to be alone with Freddie; they’d never hung out without Vi, and yet—without saying very much—he was remarkably easy to be around.

      “Here we are...” Freddie pushed open the door of the café, and it tingled to let the waitress know they were there. “Take a seat. Full English?” He gestured to a large photograph of a plate loaded with eggs, bacon, beans, sausages, and toast. Jeanette almost licked her lips.

      “Yes, please.”

      As Freddie ordered and asked for two large cups of coffee to go with their breakfasts, Jeanette slid into one of the bench seats by the window and checked her phone. Three o’clock. Not quite time to text home.

      She’d already constructed the message:

      
        
        Mum, I’m sorry to do it like this, but I’ve gone away for a few days. I’m safe. I’m with Violet. We’re camping, and we’re not far from home. I have left a letter for you explaining why I believe this is something I need to do. There is some food in the fridge. I’ve left Emma’s number and next door’s number and Violet’s parents’ number in case of an emergency. I will have my phone switched off for the first two days so that I can relax. I love you. Please be okay. xxx

      

      

      She could send it now, but she knew it would be better to wait until she was in Mr. Johnsons’ car on the way to the campsite so that she didn’t have the option to change her mind and go running back home if her mum replied, Please, Jeanie, come home. Don’t leave me. I need you.

      “Ta-da. Best coffee in the world.” Freddie put a large white mug on the table and pointed to the sugar. “If you lace it with sugar.”

      Jeanette smiled and followed his lead, piling in three packs and giving them a vigorous stir. “Thanks for this,” she said softly. Still looking into her coffee rather than at Freddie, she added, “You’re still not curious about why I was wandering the bus station in the middle of the night?”

      “Curious? Yeah. Curious enough to make you tell me something you don’t want to? No.”

      Jeanette concentrated on her mug. Her coffee was still swirling. “Violet was lucky to find you, Freddie.”

      “Hah.” He laughed loudly. When she looked up, he was shaking his head. “You’re wrong about that, Jeanette. I’m the lucky one. Violet’s...” A fuzzy sort of smile crossed Freddie’s face as he said Violet’s name. “She’s one of a kind. She’ll never judge you or make you tell your secrets.” He raised his eyebrows as he sipped his drink. “But she will always be there for you if you decide you want to.”

      “And if I’m not ready?”

      He shrugged. “Then she’ll stick around until you are.”
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      For two hours, Freddie and Jeanette sat opposite each other, eating and talking. Steering the conversation away from herself, Jeanette asked Freddie about his carpentry course, his new apartment in town, the guy he was sharing it with.

      “He’s okay. We don’t see each other much. He’s training to be a paramedic, so he’s out at all hours.” Freddie scooped another spoonful of now-cold beans into his mouth. “Which suits me.”

      “Do you think Vi will move in? After exams?”

      Freddie sat back and put his hands over his stomach. “I’m not sure,” he said thoughtfully. “We’ve talked about it, but we’re waiting to see which uni she gets into. She’s applied to Reading, which isn’t far, and Glasgow. Which is really far.” He laughed, rolling his eyes.

      Jeanette swallowed forcefully; she’d been trying not to think about what would happen when Violet went away. Reading. Glasgow. In her opinion, both were too far.

      “When do you finish your apprenticeship?” Jeanette had no idea how apprenticeships worked, just that they involved part study, part work and usually meant a secure job at the end of the studying.

      “Next year. I could probably transfer, but it’d be good for Vi to have me out of the way for her first year. She doesn’t want to be the loser with the boyfriend hanging about.”

      “You don’t mean you’d break up?” Jeanette felt panicked at the very thought of it; Violet and Freddie were...Violet and Freddie. They’d never break up. They were the kind of couple who would stay together forever, get married, have babies, and live happily ever after.

      “I hope not!” Freddie said, grimacing. “No, I just meant that I’d probably move to be with her at the start of her second year. You know, give her chance to settle in. Make friends.”

      Jeanette felt the tension drop from her shoulders. “Sounds like you’ve talked about it.”

      “Endlessly,” he said. “You know Vi, she’s a planner.” After a pause, he added, “So, what about you? Are you doing the uni thing or...?”

      Jeanette opened her mouth to reply, but no sound came out.

      “It’s a big decision,” Freddie added, saving her from telling a lie. “Scary.”

      “Yeah,” she said, moving some uneaten bacon around her plate. “Really big. I’m not actually sure I want to go. I might just get a job. Do university later. That’s what my sister, Emma’s, doing. She’s working right now, but she’s going to start a part-time course soon.” Mentioning the word sister and knowing Freddie’s history, Jeanette flinched. When she looked at his face, it hadn’t changed, but she wondered whether what she’d said had stirred a memory deep down in his chest. Whether he’d go home and start remembering...

      “I’ll figure it out. There’s time.”

      “Absolutely. Although, speaking of time...” Freddie looked up at the clock on the wall. “We’d best get ourselves to Walnut Avenue. Don’t want you to be late for Violet’s early start.”

      Jeanette put down her cutlery and looked at her phone. “Yes,” she said. “Let’s go.”
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      At eight a.m., Jack climbed out of bed and padded down to the kitchen. As usual on a Saturday, his mum was at yoga and his dad was at the supermarket so, for at least one glorious hour, he’d have the house to himself.

      One of his parents had left the coffee pot bubbling low on the countertop. He poured himself a mug and sat down at the table. Now that he’d decided to tell Marcia how he felt about her, a strange concoction of nerves and excitement had settled in his stomach.

      He’d written and re-written the message in his head until the early hours of the morning. Sometime around four, he’d fallen asleep with the words I’m falling for you echoing in his head.

      For the tenth time since he opened his eyes, he checked his phone. Marcia still wasn’t online. She should have landed by now. He’d checked the flight time from London to Montpellier. Barely two hours. She’d told him her signal wouldn’t be great, that she’d try to log on if they ventured away from the villa and into town, but he still couldn’t stop himself from hoping she was wrong.

      After five whole weeks of talking every single night, he had no idea how he was going to occupy himself until she returned.

      If he was in school, it wouldn’t have been too bad. But they had two whole weeks off for Easter, so he’d be housebound. Studying for the impending exams, which were due to start in a few weeks’ time.

      “Your first one is one May twelfth,” his mum had said yesterday evening as she’d presented him with a detailed revision timetable. “So, I’ve drawn this up for you. I’ve scheduled in plenty of down time, but it’s important to make the most of these two weeks, Jack. Don’t squander them by playing video games all day or watching movies.”

      “He is taking film studies,” his dad had said, chuckling. “I think watching movies is part of the revision process.”

      At that, his mum had shot him a withering look, and he’d cleared his throat before saying, “Sorry. Jack, Mum’s right. Stick to the timetable.”

      Now, it was taped to the fridge. His mum had a copy of it in her study, and there was a third copy in Jack’s bedroom, tacked to the back of his door.

      He traced his eyes along the colored blocks to find Saturday, April 1.

      
        
        8:00 a.m.–10:00 a.m.: Breakfast; chill out

        10:00 a.m.–12:00 p.m.: Film revision: module one

        12:00 p.m.–1:00 p.m.: Lunch

        1:00 p.m.–3:00 p.m.: Business: module one

        3:00 p.m.–3:30 p.m.: Break

        3:30 p.m.–4:30 p.m.: Football practice–garden or park

        4:30 p.m.–5:30 p.m.: Shower and change

        5:30 p.m.–6:30 p.m.: Help prep dinner

        6:30 p.m.–7:30 p.m.: Family time

        7:30 p.m.–10:30 p.m.: Jack time

      

      

      Rolling his eyes at the fridge, Jack scoffed and took a long sip of coffee. Nothing like scheduled fun.

      Still, at least she’d built in an hour for football practice. He could drive to the heath with his guitar under the guise of going to the park with Danny—who was, in reality, glued to Camilla practically twenty-four hours a day.

      Jack was still in the kitchen, watching a video of someone trying to get their dog to jump over a stack of toilet-paper rolls, when he heard his dad’s car pull up on the drive.

      Leaving his phone playing, he got up and walked slowly to the door. His dad saw him and waved. Jack waved back, wondering—not for the first time—whether his father was actually happy being a “househusband” or whether he secretly longed for the days when he’d put on a suit and gone to an office.

      As he carried armfuls of shopping up to the front door and set them down in the hall, Jack thought probably he didn’t miss it. His mum was paid a fortune for her recruitment job, which meant his dad got to spend all day doing chores, fiddling with DIY projects around the house, and watching daytime TV.

      Jack wouldn’t mind doing that when he was older. He’d be quite happy for Marcia to be the moneymaker in the relationship...

      As the thought entered his head, Jack batted it away. He’d never even met her in the flesh, and yet he was picturing their life together. A big life. Kids and houses and dogs. He was at least one-hundred steps ahead of where he should be, and yet, he couldn’t stop himself from getting carried away.

      When Annabelle had mentioned the idea of them staying together if they went off to separate universities, he’d totally freaked out. Yet with Marcia, he’d probably have married her tomorrow if she’d asked him to.

      “Jack?” His dad gestured to the bags. “You going to give me a hand taking these to the kitchen or just stand there staring at them?”

      “Sorry.” Jack bent down and picked up the two heaviest looking ones. “Miles away.”

      “I’ll say.” His dad followed him, a bag in each hand.

      “I was just wondering if you enjoy it...” Jack dumped his bags on the kitchen counter and turned to face his father.

      “Enjoy what? Food shopping?” His dad laughed. “Oh yeah, love it. Give me a supermarket over a pub any day of the week.”

      “No, I mean...do you enjoy not having a job?”

      His dad’s smile wavered a little, and Jack caught his eyes twitch at the corners. “Enjoy it?” He shook his head and began unpacking one of the bags. “I’m not sure I enjoy it, but it makes sense for our family.”

      “Makes sense?”

      “Well, you know that Mum used to stay home with you. To start with. When you were little. But then she got offered the head-hunting job, and it paid way more than my IT number did, so we decided to swap. We were quite ahead of the times, really.” His dad smiled, opening the cupboard above his head and stacking jars of baked beans alongside one another.

      “But I’m not little now. I’ve been in school since I was five.” Jack reached over the counter, in front of his father, and grabbed a bag of tortilla chips.

      “Not for breakfast.” His dad swiped them out of his hands and bundled them away into the cupboard. “No, you’re not little. But it’s nice for one of us to be here when you get home, isn’t it? For one of us to always be around?”

      Jack shrugged. “I guess.”

      “And besides, the house would be a complete state if I wasn’t here to tidy up after you.” His dad ruffled Jack’s hair.

      “What about when I go to uni? Will you get a job then?”

      “What’s all this interest in me getting a job?” His dad put his hands on his hips. “You hoping I’ll bankroll you if the scholarship doesn’t work out?”

      “The scholarship won’t work out, Dad. We both know that.” Jack hopped up onto the counter and sat with his legs swinging over the edge. The two of them were rarely alone, and he’d almost forgotten that there was a time when they talked freely with each other.

      “Don’t be so pessimistic...” His dad started to correct him but then stopped mid-sentence, sighed, and flicked on the kettle. When he looked up, he said, “I know.”

      “You do? Thank God.” Jack laughed and tipped his head back. “Can you see if you can get through to Mum?”

      “No, Jack...” His dad met his eyes and kept hold of them. “I know.”

      “Know...what?” A sickly, creeping sensation was working its way up Jack’s spine.

      “I know you quit the team.” His dad sighed as if he were saying something he’d never expected to say out loud.

      “Quit the team? I didn’t quit the team.” Jack’s voice came out too high and too fast.

      His dad looked at him but didn’t say anything.

      Finally, Jack lowered his eyes to his lap. “Does Mum know?”

      “No.”

      “How did you find out?”

      “I bumped into Danny’s mum a few weeks ago. She said he was missing you at practice. She thought it might have been because Chris started dating Annabelle and you didn’t want to be on the same team as him? I had to pretend I knew what she was talking about.”

      “You knew we broke up.”

      “Yes. But I didn’t know she’d started seeing Chris.” His dad touched Jack’s leg. “Mate, why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Because we don’t talk anymore. Do we? Not about anything real.”

      His dad blinked at him and inhaled a deep, slow breath. “No. I don’t suppose we do.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Was it Chris? Was that why you quit?”

      “I just don’t like it.” Jack felt his eyes prickle and looked toward the window, hoping the light would dry up the tears. “I’m not good at it. It makes me feel...angry. Since I stopped, I don’t feel that way anymore. At least, not as much.”

      “Okay.” Dad took two mugs out of the cupboard.

      “Okay?”

      His father looked at him and nodded. “Okay.”

      “You’re not going to tell Mum?”

      “No. I’m not.”

      “And you don’t think I should go back?”

      “No,” he said, spooning hot chocolate into their mugs. “I don’t.”

      Jack started to smile.

      “But I do think you should revise...”
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      As Mr. Johnson waved them goodbye and Violet jumped up and down excitedly because they’d secured a pitch right next to the river, Jeanette looked at the powder-blue sky. With barely a cloud in sight, the sun kissed her face and made her feel warm despite her still-damp socks.

      Traveling out of town, after finally sending the text message to her mum, she’d half expected to experience a panic attack. However, the farther they’d driven, the better she’d felt.

      By the time they reached the sprawling ten-acre campsite Violet had picked for them, she was practically humming to herself.

      “I brought Bluetooth speakers,” Violet said, as if she could read Jeanette’s mind. “I thought you could play me the Hamilton soundtrack while we cook our s’mores?”

      “You hate musicals,” Jeanette said, following Violet’s lead as she unpacked their tent.

      “Yes. I do. But you’re super excited about this choir concert, aren’t you? So, I thought I should get warmed up for the experience.”

      Jeanette grinned. “You’re coming to the concert?”

      “Are you kidding? Isn’t it right at the end of term? What better way to celebrate the start of the summer?”

      “It is, yeah.” She shoved thoughts of exams from her head and focused on the concert instead. “You’ll get to meet Jack. Properly, I mean.” Although Jack and Jeanette had been choir friends for two months now, she’d still yet to introduce him to Violet or socialize with him outside of the performing arts studio. Partly because she didn’t think Jack would want to socialize with her outside of choir. But mostly because she was worried that if he mentioned Marcia, Violet would ask to see a picture of her.

      The very thought of it made Jeanette feel nauseous.

      But she’d decided that after camping, she’d start to cut down on contact between Marcia and Jack. The two-week break, during which Jack thought Marcia was on holiday in France and uncontactable, was a good weaning-off period. It didn’t need to be a big deal. Jack would be okay with it. He’d move on quickly, and by the time the Year Thirteens went on study leave, there would be no reason for him to talk about Marcia at all. It would be safe for him to meet Violet.

      Violet shot her a sideways look. “You’re sure he’s one of the good guys? Didn’t he play football with Chris Parker?”

      “Used to.”

      “And he dated Annabelle Tanner.”

      “Used to date.”

      “So, now he’s a reformed character?”

      “I don’t think he was ever like them. Not really.” Jeanette stepped forward to help as Violet threaded tent poles through loop-holes in the canvas. “I mean, he hangs out with Danny, who’s a jerk. He laughs sometimes when Danny says stupid stuff, but he doesn’t instigate it, you know?”

      Violet stopped pole-threading. “That doesn’t make him a nice guy, Jeanette.”

      “I know.” She shook her head; she wasn’t explaining it properly. “Trust me, he’s nice. You’ll like him. Freddie would too.”

      “Freddie?” Violet chuckled. “Are you thinking we could double-date?”

      Jeanette blushed. Marcia and Jack would definitely double-date with Freddie and Violet. But Jeanette and Jack? “Hang out, maybe. Suzanne too. For my birthday or something? It’s my eighteenth soon.”

      “Your eighteenth’s not until August.”

      “I thought you liked planning stuff?”

      “I do.” Violet grinned. “Okay. So, you, me, Freddie, Jack, and...anyone else?”

      “Suzanne? She’s in Year Twelve, but she’s nice. You’d like her.”

      “Right. Suzanne too. We’ll do something for your eighteenth. I’ll plan it.” She waved her pole-free hand. “It’ll be stupidly extravagant.”

      “Vi...”

      “I’m kidding. Now, pass me that pole over there.”

      “He’s a great singer, you know.”

      “I know. You’ve shown me the videos.”

      “It took guts, quitting football to join the choir. I think it shows he’s above all that other stuff.”

      “I’m sure he is.” Violet paused before adding. “Does he know you like him?”

      “Like him? No. I don’t...” Jeanette shook her head. “I don’t like him. I just like him. He’s nice. He’s a friend.” Her cheeks were flaming now. Beet red. The words Jack and Marcia spoke to each other on a nightly basis were looping round and round in her head. Marcia liked Jack. But that was different; the two things were totally different.

      Marcia and Jack wasn’t real. It was make believe.

      Jeanette and Jack were friends. That was reality.

      And never the two shall meet...
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      TWO DAYS LATER

      In his allotted one hour for football practice, as planned, Jack drove to the heath.

      Even though he’d known Jack was telling a barefaced lie, his dad hadn’t said anything about it, he’d simply called, “Have fun,” from the living room as Jack had bounded out of the door.

      It was a sunny day, and from his favorite position overlooking the town, the buildings and pathways down below looked almost beautiful.

      Jack took his notebook and his guitar and walked to a patch of grass in the full sun where he could play out of earshot of anyone else. In the distance, he could see a group of girls gathered around, legs stretched out, turning their faces up at the unreasonably warm sky.

      Picking up his notebook, he scribbled a few words about the weather, then scratched them out. There was only one thing he really wanted to write a song about, and that was Marcia.

      As the thought came to him, a grin spread over his lips. Of course, what better way to tell her he loved her? What girl wouldn’t want to turn on her phone and find that the guy she liked had written her a love song? Not just written it...performed it online for the world to see?

      Heck, if Marcia wrote a song declaring her love for him, he’d broadcast it through the school speakers.

      Almost as soon as he’d decided to do it, a melody came to him. He started to strum. Next, the words, effortlessly rolling off his tongue.

      For almost an hour, he played around with it, added verses, took them away, changed pitch and rhythm until finally it was perfect. When he took out his phone, he realized he was going to be late getting home but didn’t care. Besides, recording it would only take a few minutes.

      Looking around, he tried to find something he could balance his phone on, but all he was surrounded by was grass. Then he remembered the girls.

      “Excuse me,” he called as he jogged over. “Hi, I was wondering—” He stopped mid-sentence. “Annabelle?”

      “Jack. I thought it was you. You’re quite the musician these days.”

      “Sorry. I didn’t realize...” Jack backed away, his good mood shattered, his knuckles twitching with the memory of being slammed into a tree trunk the last time he and Annabelle had had a real conversation.

      “No problem,” she said, as if she’d forgotten the whole thing. “What’s up?”

      “Nothing. I was just about to record a video. Needed someone to hold the camera. Doesn’t matter.”

      “Sure,” she said, ignoring the flutter of laughter from Camilla and Mia, who were sitting either side of her, as she stood up. “Over there?”

      Jack bit the inside of his cheek. He had no idea what to say. “Yep. Over there. Great.”

      As they walked away from the other girls, Annabelle flicked her hair over her shoulder. “Chris and I broke up,” she said curtly.

      “Oh.”

      “He cheated on me.”

      Jack felt like saying, Go figure, but didn’t. “Sorry.”

      “Probably serves me right. Isn’t that what you’re thinking?” Annabelle stopped and looked at him, fixing her eyes on his as she waited for his answer.

      “No,” he said. “No one deserves that.”

      “So...” She waved at his guitar, on the ground where he’d left it. “What’s your song about? Not me again, I hope?”

      “Not you, no.” Jack laughed and shook his head. “You know what, it’s a bit awkward, actually. It’s for my girlfriend.” He looked away but could feel Annabelle watching him.

      “Girlfriend? Not Jeanette Simmons, surely?” Annabelle laughed loudly. “I heard the rumors, but I didn’t think they were true.”

      “Jeanette?” Jack felt himself bristle. He’d never understood why everyone thought it was okay to pick on her. She was okay. Nice, even. She certainly didn’t deserve to be the butt of everyone’s jokes all the time. “Don’t be like that. She’s nice.”

      “Nice, huh?” Annabelle wiggled her eyebrows playfully up and down, but when Jack didn’t laugh, she corrected herself. “Sorry. I’m sorry. So, who is it then?”

      “Her name’s Marcia.” Jack reached for his phone and showed Annabelle a picture, only slightly enjoying the flush of pink in her cheeks as she looked at it.

      “She’s stunning,” Annabelle said tightly.

      Jack bent down and picked up his guitar. “So, can you help me?”

      “I said I would.” Annabelle snatched his phone and took a few paces back. “Stand there. Out of the direct light.” She nodded. “Okay. Ready when you are...”
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      When Jack replayed the video, it was obvious Annabelle hadn’t put much effort into her role as camerawoman. At one point, she’d almost cut off his head, and most of the rest was a little out of focus, but his words were clear. And Marcia would love it.

      “Thanks, Bel—” Jack stopped and corrected himself. “Annabelle. Thanks.”

      “No problem,” she replied, folding her arms in front of her chest. Did she look tearful, or was he imagining it?

      “See you in a couple of weeks.” Jack waved at her and hurried back to the car. It was six p.m. Halfway through the slot in his timetable when he was supposed to be helping prepare dinner. No texts from his parents though, so maybe they were cutting him some slack.

      As he slid into the car, he smiled to himself and pressed his thumb on the Upload button. By the time he got home, the video would be out there. A declaration of his deepest feelings, and it was strangely liberating.

      Fifteen minutes later, however, as he put his key into the lock and pushed the door, his smile faltered. Raised voices were coming from the kitchen.

      He lingered, tempted to slip back into the car, drive away, and come back later—when whatever was going on would be finished and his parents would be pretending they were normal again.

      “Jack? Get in here. Now!” His mother’s voice made his blood run cold.

      Slowly, he closed the door behind him and stepped into the hallway.

      She called him again, but he couldn’t hear his father.

      “Mum?” He stood in the doorway of the kitchen and peered inside.

      She was standing near the oven, arms folded. His dad was at the table, but he didn’t look up when Jack walked in.

      “What’s going on?”

      “I called Coach Turner. I wanted to know what was going on with your scholarship application.”

      “I told you,” Jack said quickly. “We won’t hear anything back until the end of May.”

      “He says there is no application. He says you quit the team. He says I emailed him.”

      As Jack tried desperately to find the right words to defuse the situation, the room began to spin.

      “Jack, go to your room.” His dad stood up and pointed at the door.

      “Dad?”

      “Go to your room. I’ll deal with this.”

      “Jim. Don’t you dare let him off the hook.”

      Jack stumbled as he moved back into the hall.

      The last thing he saw before he ran upstairs and locked himself in the bathroom was his mother reaching for a kitchen knife.
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      “Come on!” Violet was running toward the river, wearing nothing but a swimming costume, waving for Jeanette to follow her.

      “Vi, it’s freezing!” she yelled back, tugging nervously at her ponytail.

      “It’ll be great. Refreshing!” Violet was teetering on the edge of the riverbank. Her feet were bare, and she’d dropped a towel onto the ground beside her. “Just a quick dip.”

      Jeanette walked over, slowly, and pulled her small camping towel closer around her pasty, white body. The towel reminded her of her curtains back home; too small to meet. As she thought of home, guilt tugged at her belly, but she ignored it.

      In the sky, the sun was setting. Now that it had disappeared, it was practically freezing, and all Jeanette really wanted to do was light the campfire and cook the sausages they’d bought from the onsite store earlier that day.

      “Five minutes. I promise, you’ll love it.” Violet dipped a toe into the water and squealed.

      “It’s freezing, isn’t it?” Jeanette stepped up beside her and swallowed hard as she dropped her towel. Beneath it, she was wearing just her underwear and a T-shirt. She hadn’t even thought to bring a swimming costume and didn’t own one anyway.

      “Yep!” Violet sucked in her breath and lowered her foot. “But I’m doing it anyway!” She grinned at Jeanette as she turned around and allowed herself to fall back into the murky river water. Surrounded by weeds—and probably a bunch of alarmed-looking fish—Violet swooshed her arms through the water. “It’s not bad once you’re in!”

      Jeanette’s thighs wobbled as she stepped up to the edge of the bank. Come on, Jeanette, what would Marcia do? She closed her eyes, picturing Marcia in a bright-red bikini, sunning herself in the south of France, showing off in front of the local French boys. When she opened them, she gritted her teeth. “Okay,” she said tightly. “Okay, I’m coming in.”

      Violet whooped and clapped her hands.

      Jeanette inhaled deeply and braced herself for the impact of the water, then, in a completely unpolished movement, she belly flopped forward. Whereas Violet had fallen back into the river with a triumphant splash, Jeanette went straight under and came up coughing and spluttering. It was utterly freezing—so cold she could barely breathe—but when she looked up, wiping river water from her eyes, she laughed.

      “See? Isn’t it good?!” Violet swam over and splashed her playfully.

      Jeanette allowed herself to lean back, floating, and look up at the pinkish sky. Violet did the same.

      “Yes,” she said, “it’s good.” She looked at Violet from the corner of her eyes. “But it really is freezing!”

      Her friend let out a loud chuckle. “Sooooo cold,” she said as her teeth chattered.

      “Are we done?” Jeanette looked at the grass, where their tent sat waiting for them.

      “Yes, we’re done.” Violet grinned and started back toward the riverbank. As she followed her, Jeanette smiled to herself; Marcia would have been proud.
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      Two hours later, as Violet ran off to pee in the woods behind the tent, Jeanette retrieved her phone from inside and turned it on. She didn’t intend to even look at any messages her mum had sent her. All she wanted was to send Jack a quick message from Marcia to let him know she was thinking of him.

      As her home screen brightened, throwing too-white light into the dark countryside air, she glanced at the text icon. Twenty-four unread messages. The little red circle displaying the number made her feel a little queasy. But she held her resolve and ignored it.

      Opening up the thread Marcia and Jack shared, she was about to tell him she’d found a small patch of signal and would hunt for proper Wi-Fi tomorrow, when she saw he’d uploaded a video: “For Marcia.”

      Holding her breath, she pressed Play. Jack’s deep, gravelly voice filled the air. In the video, he was sitting among short grass. Perhaps on the heath. Whoever was filming him kept moving the camera, so she closed her eyes and just listened.

      How can I love you before I’ve met you?

      Did I conjure you? Are you real?

      Jeanette’s eyes sprang open. She skipped back a few seconds. Love... He’d said love.

      She was about to listen to it again when her phone vibrated. Unknown Caller. She silenced it and went back to the video, but it immediately rang again. Unknown Caller.

      Jeanette pressed her lips together and allowed her thumb to linger over the Silence button, but then she almost literally kicked herself; she was waiting to hear back about her job application to the pet store. She’d chased it up a few days ago.

      “Hello?”

      A long pause.

      “Hello?”

      “Jeanie?” Her mother’s voice was croaky and barely audible.

      Jeanette screwed her eyes shut and tried to make herself hang up.

      “Jeanie, is that you? I’m hurt, Jeanie.”

      “What do you mean you’re hurt?” Her heart had started to thud-thud-thud in her chest.

      “I was tidying upstairs. Trying to make it nice for you. Some boxes...” She stopped and groaned. “Oh, it does hurt, Jeanie.”

      “What hurts, Mum?”

      “My side. My ribs, I think. I can’t get up, Jeanie. I’m trapped.”

      “Okay, okay.” Jeanette stood up and rushed back into the tent, grabbing her purse and house keys. “I’ll get a taxi. I’ll be there soon. Have you called an ambulance?”

      “No. No ambulance. I just want you, Jeanie. Not strangers. Not in the house.” Her mum started to sob.

      Jeanette’s hands were shaking. “Okay, I’ll be there soon. Just keep still, Mum, and don’t panic. I’ll be there soon.”

      She’d only just hung up and was Googling to find a local taxi firm when she heard Violet’s footsteps outside.

      “Jeanette? You in here?” Violet stepped inside and waved something at her. “Look what I found...s’mores! In the shop.”

      “Violet, it’s my mum.” She stood up so quickly that she whacked her head on the side of the tent and made it wobble. “She’s had an accident.”

      Violet’s smile dropped. Tucking the s’more pack under her arm, she listened as Jeanette hurriedly recounted her conversation.

      “What does she mean she’s trapped? Jeanette, if she’s hurt, she should have called an ambulance.”

      Jeanette had begun pacing up and down. It was hot and stuffy beneath the canvas, and she was starting to feel lightheaded. “She doesn’t want anyone to see her like that. She doesn’t want anyone in the house.”

      Violet looked confused but like she was trying to think clearly. Picking up her own phone, she held it to her ear and seconds later was saying, “Dad? Can you come get us? Mrs. Simmons has had an accident, and we’re not sure what to do.”

      Jeanette stumbled into the outer part of the tent and rummaged for her shoes. Her head was spinning.

      “Okay. Dad’s coming, but he says we need to call an ambulance. Your mum might be angry about it, but if she’s hurt herself, then she needs help. She can’t expect you not to call, and it’ll take Dad at least half an hour to get here.”

      Jeanette nodded slowly. Violet was already dialing 999.
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      The two of them waited in the small gravel car park at the edge of the campsite. They’d left their tent, their sleeping bags, and their food behind, and it felt like they’d been waiting for hours.

      Jeanette had tried six times to call Emma, but each ring had gone straight to voicemail. In the end, she’d left a shaky message. “Something’s happened with Mum, and I’m not there, Em. Can you call me?” She’d called her mum too, but there had been no answer.

      Moving closer, Violet looped her arm through Jeanette’s and squeezed. “She’ll be fine.”

      She didn’t answer.

      “It’s not your fault, Jeanette.”

      “I left her,” she whispered, suddenly unable to even look at her best friend.

      Violet opened her mouth to speak, then closed it again. Probably, she was thinking it was ridiculous for Jeanette to be worried about leaving her own mother alone at home, but she was too nice to say it out loud.

      Finally, Jeanette spotted Mr. Johnson’s Ford Focus pulling in through the large automatic gates. He was driving slowly, but when he stopped, he jumped out and rushed over to them. Putting a hand on each of their shoulders, he said sternly, “Girls. Are you all right? Jeanette, have you heard from your mother?” He was already heading back to the car and opening the doors for them as they muttered their answers.

      “We’re fine, Dad,” Violet replied, sliding into the back with Jeanette. “But we didn’t get through to Mrs. Simmons.”

      “I called an ambulance,” Jeanette said, the words leaving her mouth as if she was on auto-pilot and not really in control of what she was saying. “She’ll be cross about that.”

      From the front seat, Mr. Johnson looked back and exchanged a look with Violet. A look that said, What’s going on, Vi? But which Violet responded to with a quick shake of the head.

      “It was the right thing to do,” Violet’s dad said. “I’m sure she won’t be cross.” As he started to drive, he cleared his throat and added, “Jeanette, is your mum...? Does she have any health problems? Something that might have caused an accident?”

      Jeanette shuffled uncomfortably in her seat. Her clothes were damp and cold, and her hair smelled of stale campfire smoke. “No. She’s fine.”

      Beside her, Violet reached out a hand and squeezed Jeanette’s fingers.

      “I’ll try Mum’s phone again,” she said, taking her hand back from Violet but knowing there would be no answer.
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      After a quiet half-hour drive, Violet’s dad pulled onto Minnow Lane.

      “You can drop me by the shops,” Jeanette said, pointing to the post office and the liquor store.

      “Nonsense—we’re coming with you,” Violet replied quickly. “Right, Dad?”

      “I think it’s best we do,” Mr. Johnson agreed.

      Jeanette pressed her lips together and tried to stop her head from spinning. She didn’t have the strength to argue. “It’s number thirteen. The green door.”

      Mr. Johnson nodded. As they passed the shops, up ahead, right outside her house, Jeanette saw the flashing blue light of an ambulance. On the pavement, several neighbors had gathered around to watch. Jeanette wanted to run up to them and shove them back into their houses. She wanted to scream for everyone to leave them alone, but she knew it was too late for that.

      As Violet’s dad stopped the car, Jeanette unbuckled her belt and climbed out. Her legs felt like they might fall out from under her at any moment. She walked ahead, but when they reached the half-open front door, Violet’s dad stepped around her, tapped loudly on it, and called, “Hello? I’m a friend of the family. I have Mrs. Simmons’s daughter with me. Is everything okay?”

      Jeanette didn’t wait for anyone to answer. Ducking under Mr. Johnson’s arm, she called, “Mum?” and slid into the hallway. The house was dimly lit, hot, and smelled worse than it had before. She could hear the boiler chug-chug-chugging and, briefly, felt pleased that it was working again.

      “Mum?” Jeanette moved toward the stairs, sensing movement at the top.

      Behind her, Violet was trying the hall light switch. When it didn’t work, she slipped her hands into her jacket pockets and looked nervously at her father.

      “Jeanette, maybe you should wait here with Violet. I’ll go and see—”

      He was interrupted by the sound of raised voices at the top of the stairs. Seconds later, a paramedic in a high-vis jacket appeared from behind the boxes opposite Jeanette’s bedroom. “Are you Nancy’s daughter?” she asked gently, peering down at Jeanette.

      She nodded. Her tongue felt too big for her mouth and, when she spoke, her words came out croaky and thin. “Can I come up? Is my mum all right?”

      The paramedic trotted down the stairs and smiled. Not a big smile. A thin, it’ll be okay smile. “My colleagues are helping your mum. Is there somewhere we can have a chat?” she asked.

      Jeanette blinked at her, unable to move. “Is she all right?”

      “We’re taking good care of her.” The paramedic smiled again, then looked at Mr. Johnson.

      He put his hand on Jeanette’s shoulder. “Why don’t we go through to the lounge, Jeanette?”

      “Is it this way?” Violet was walking toward the newspaper towers that half blocked the hall.

      Jeanette looked at the stairs. She desperately wanted to run to the top of them and push past those damn boxes and see for herself what had happened. But at the same time, she didn’t want to. She really didn’t want to.

      “In there.” She took her eyes away from the landing, pointed to the living room door, and followed Violet.

      When Vi had sidestepped around the newspapers, she pushed the door. “This one?” she asked, smiling back at Jeanette.

      “Yes.”

      Violet pushed again. The door was butting up against something and would not fully open. Mr. Johnson gave it a try. Finally, it moved enough for them to squeeze through the gap.

      While Violet and her dad stood awkwardly in the middle of the room, Jeanette’s cheeks burned with embarrassment. She was torn between wanting to start picking up the dirty plates and mugs that were littered all over the coffee table and the floor and the sofa and screaming for someone to tell her what had happened to her mother.

      The paramedic put her hand on Jeanette’s upper arm and patted it. “I’m Trina,” she said. “Shall we sit?”

      Jeanette looked behind her and sat down on top of the sleeping bag her mum used when she slept on the sofa. Trina perched on the arm and ducked to meet Jeanette’s eyes. “Your mum tripped on the landing upstairs. She looks to have banged her head on the wall and was trapped beneath some heavy boxes that fell on top of her.” Trina bit her lower lip but seemed to be concentrating on looking only at Jeanette and not at the living room. “We suspect she has broken her wrist and maybe a couple of ribs too, but she’ll need some X-rays to be sure.” Trina had laced her fingers together in her lap and was speaking slowly, as if Jeanette might have trouble understanding her. “Jeanette, we need to get her to hospital, but she’s very reluctant to leave the house.”

      “She doesn’t go out,” she muttered, looking down at her lap. “She hasn’t been outside for a very long time.”

      “How long, Jeanette?” Mr. Johnson was standing beside Violet, who had balanced herself on the edge of a velvet chair that was stacked high with cushions and stuffed animals.

      “A few years.” Jeanette didn’t look at him or at Violet. She couldn’t bear to see their faces.

      “I see.” Trina was nodding. “Is there a doctor she sees regularly? Who she might talk to?”

      “I’ll talk to her.” Jeanette swallowed hard and braced her hands on her thighs, ready to stand up. “She’ll listen to me.”

      Trina glanced at Mr. Johnson. She clearly wasn’t happy about this idea. “Jeanette, your mum was on the floor for quite a while. She’s not in a good way at the moment. You might not want to—”

      “She’s my mum. I’m supposed to be here to help her. If I’d been here, none of this would have happened. I’m going to speak to her.” Jeanette stood up, indignation and guilt swirling in her belly. Striding into the hall, she headed for the stairs and charged up them.

      At the top, she moved around the still-standing stack of boxes. At the back of the landing, her mum was sitting up, holding her side and leaning against Jeanette’s bedroom door. The boxes that had fallen on top of her had been shoved to one side and were now bowing at the sides, misshapen, wedged into the doorway of the bathroom.

      Two paramedics—a woman and a man—were crammed into the small space. The man was crouched in front of her mum, speaking to her quietly and with wide concerned eyes. The woman was speaking into a radio.

      “Jeanette?” Her mum looked up and instantly began to cry.

      “Mum...” There wasn’t space for Jeanette to crouch down too, so she remained wedged between the boxes and the wall.

      “I’m so sorry I ruined your holiday.” Her mum reached out a shaky hand, and Jeanette managed to reach out and touch her fingertips.

      “You didn’t.” She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand and tried to compose herself. The air up here was even hotter than downstairs, and it smelled dreadful. When she looked at her mother, she noticed a dark stain on her skirt and quickly looked away.

      “How long was she...?” Jeanette looked at the male paramedic.

      “We think about thirty-six hours, but your mum’s not completely sure.”

      She screwed her eyes shut. Thirty-six hours? Oh God.

      “And we were just telling Mrs. Simmons that we really do need to get moving now. To the hospital. To get her checked over.”

      “And I was telling you that I am not going.” Her mum’s face changed. In a split second it morphed from heartbroken to furious. Her eyes flashed with an anger Jeanette had only seen once or twice in her whole life, but then she started to cry again. “Please don’t make me,” she whispered, trembling as she looked up at Jeanette. “I can’t do it, Jeanie. I can’t leave.”

      “Of course you can.” She gestured for the paramedic to move out of the way so she could get closer and took his place beside her mother. Clasping her mum’s hands between hers, she kissed them and smiled at her. “You can do this. I’ll be with you the whole time. And the sooner we get you checked out, the sooner we can come back home.” She looked up at the paramedic and nodded at him. “Right?”

      “Absolutely,” he replied. “And we can give you something to make you feel a little more relaxed, if you think that would help.”

      Her mum hesitated, but as she breathed in deeply, she clasped her side again and winced. Finally, she offered the smallest nod of the head. “Okay,” she whispered, her voice shakey and unsure. “I’ll go.”
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      The emergency room was horribly busy. As his dad was taken off to be examined, Jack tried not to look around too much. The smell of cleaning products and illness hung in the air, and he was feeling nauseous even before he noticed the blood-covered football players near the exit or the guy with what looked like a dislocated shoulder.

      “This way.” He looked up to see a paramedic pushing a stretcher through some double doors. A large, panicked-looking woman was on board, followed by...

      Jeanette?

      Jack stood up, craning his neck to catch her eyes, but she disappeared into the triage area.

      He reached for his phone to text and ask if she was okay, then realized he’d left it at home. Right now, it was probably still sitting on the kitchen counter covered in blood-stained fingerprints from where he’d shakily called an ambulance.

      “Jack? We’re just going to stitch up your dad’s wound. Can you tell me again how it happened?” The doctor they’d spoken to when they’d first arrived sat down next to Jack and offered him a you can trust me smile.

      “I’m not sure. I just found him.”

      The doctor nodded slowly. “Uh-huh, and are you certain you don’t know? Because if someone did this to your dad, Jack, it would be best if you told us. So we can help you. If your dad’s protecting someone...if he’s protecting you...”

      Jack blinked hard, then stood up. He could feel the veins in his neck pulsing. “You think I did this?”

      The doctor stood up and held out his palms. “Calm down, Jack.”

      “Screw this. You can’t keep me here. Tell Dad I’ll see him at home.” Jack looked away as his eyes started to burn. No way was he going to cry in front of someone who thought he’d attacked his own father.

      He was outside, pacing up and down because he knew, even when he’d said it, that he wouldn’t leave until he knew his dad was okay, when he heard a familiar voice.

      “Jack?”

      When he turned around, Jeanette smiled, then took a step back. Her eyes were wider and darker than usual, her face gray around the edges.

      “Jeanette?” He scraped back his hair with the fingers of his left hand, then forced himself to take a breath. “Are you all right? What are you doing here?”

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to make you jump.” She laughed a little and clasped her hands together behind her back. She really didn’t look good. “My mum had a fall. She’s gone for some X-rays.” Jeanette looked back toward the entrance. “I needed some air. Hospitals make me feel icky.”

      “Right.” Jack rubbed the back of his neck.

      “Are you...?” Jeanette was looking him up and down, trying to spot an injury.

      “No. Not me. My dad. Cut his hand cooking dinner.” It was far too late for dinner to be a plausible explanation, but Jeanette didn’t seem to notice.

      “Oh dear. I hope he’s okay.”

      “He’ll be fine. Just needs a few stitches.” Jack stepped sideways, out of the way of a nurse who looked annoyed that the two of them were taking up space in front of the doors. “I needed air too.”

      Jeanette nodded, examining his face as if she could tell there was something he wasn’t saying. “I was just going to grab something from the vending machine. Do you want anything?”

      He hesitated. If the doctor came looking for him, he didn’t want Jeanette to hear him being questioned again.

      “Why don’t you sit down? You look a bit peaky.” She gestured to a bench next to a No Smoking sign, where three people in hospital gowns were standing, smoking.

      “Thanks. There’s a machine just inside the doors. I don’t have any cash though—”

      “No problem.” Jeanette took a small bag of coins from her coat pocket and waved it at him. “Be right back.”

      A few minutes later, she returned holding two cans of soda and two large chocolate bars.

      “Thanks.” Jack nodded as she sat down next to him.

      “No problem.” Jeanette ate her chocolate bar in four bites, then screwed up the paper and tossed it into the nearby trash can.

      Under any other circumstances, surroundings like these would be quite depressing: concrete slabs with a view of the hospital in one direction and a car park in the other. Compared to the heat and smells and sounds of the emergency room, however, it was practically idyllic.

      “You seem like you know your way around the place?” She nodded back at the entrance.

      Jack shrugged. He hadn’t meant to give off that impression but had forgotten how weirdly astute Jeanette could be. “Yeah. My dad’s accident prone,” he said, waving his hand to indicate that it was no big deal. “What about your mum? How’d she fall?”

      “Accident prone,” she repeated, taking a long sip from her cola can.

      “Well,” he leaned back against the cold wooden slats of the bench, “at least we’ve got each other to wait with.”

      “Yeah.” Jeanette leaned back too and smiled. “At least we have.”
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      TWENTY-FOUR HOURS LATER

      
        
        JACK: You found Wi-Fi?

        MARCIA: Yeah. At beach club. Free Wi-Fi and fab cocktails.

        JACK: I’m glad. I missed you.

        MARCIA: You okay? You seem a bit down in the dumps.

        JACK: You psychic or something?

        MARCIA: Women’s intuition.

        JACK: Not really okay, tbh.

        MARCIA: Want to talk about it?

        JACK: … … …

        MARCIA: You don’t have to. We can talk about something else. Take your mind off it.

        JACK: … … …

        JACK: Do you ever feel like you want to just scream at the top of your lungs?

        MARCIA: All the time.

        JACK: Do you ever do it?

        MARCIA: I have a trick.

        JACK: Oh yeah?

        MARCIA: Yeah. Wanna try it?

        JACK: K

        MARCIA: Grab a pillow, bury your face in it, and then scream—except don’t scream, just sort of whisper-scream.

        JACK: Whisper-scream?

        MARCIA: Try it. Trust me.

        JACK: Okay . . . here goes.

        JACK: Who knew getting up close and personal with a pillow could be so therapeutic?

        MARCIA: Told you . . . Feel better?

        JACK: A little.

        MARCIA: Is it home stuff?

        JACK: Yeah. I don’t really talk about it.

        MARCIA: Okay

        JACK: My dad had to go to hospital yesterday.

        MARCIA: Is he all right?

        JACK: Yeah. He’ll be okay. Cut hand. Needed stitches.

        MARCIA: What happened?

        JACK: … … …

        MARCIA: Something bad?

        JACK: My mum.

        MARCIA: Your mum?

        JACK: She hits him. Like. A lot. Sometimes other stuff. Yesterday was a bad one. She got him with a knife.

        MARCIA: … … … Shit. Jack. I’m sorry.

        JACK: I’ve never told anyone that before.

        Marcia: Does she hit you too?

        JACK: No. She yells. But she’s never done it to me.

        MARCIA: Can’t your dad stop her?

        JACK: I guess he’s scared of hurting her? Or of people finding out and thinking he’s a loser? Or he thinks if he lets her do it to him she won’t do it to me? I don’t know. He doesn’t talk about it. He just pretends like it hasn’t happened. Like I’m an idiot and don’t know what goes on.

        MARCIA: I wish I could hug you.

        JACK: I wish that too.
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      “It’s all got to go.”

      Emma was standing with her hands on her hips, pointing to a pile of garbage bags that were blocking the door to the bathroom.

      From her bed, their mum called, “What has to go? Emma? You said you’d run everything past me. You said I could make the final decision.”

      Emma gritted her teeth. She was much thinner than she’d used to be. When she’d arrived, the day after the accident, Jeanette almost hadn’t recognized her. Now, after four weeks back home, she was starting to show echoes of her old self. She looked tired; her skin had broken out in angry, red spots; and she’d been consuming her body weight in chocolate digestives.

      “Mum,” she said, clearly trying to stay calm, “the social worker is coming over today. They’ll want to see progress. You promised.”

      “I’m trying, Emma. What more do you want?”

      Stepping between their mum’s door and Emma’s angry face, Jeanette gestured for a time out. “Mum,” she said softly. “Emma’s just trying to help. She’s going back to Southampton soon, and she’s just trying to sort us out before she leaves.”

      Indignantly, their mum huffed and pushed herself up on her pillows. Propped up so she could see the door, she said, “I know she is. But you’ve both got to try to understand how hard this is for me.”

      At that, Emma muttered, “Give me strength,” tossed down the bag she’d been holding, and stomped off downstairs.

      “I’ll go talk to her,” Jeanette said gently. “Can I get you a cup of tea while I’m down there?”

      Her mum nodded. “Yes. Thank you, Jeanie. And before you go, just pass me that bag there...yes, that one.”

      Jeanette sighed. Emma would be mad at her if she did give their mum the bag. Their mum would be mad at her if she didn’t.

      Reluctantly, she set it down on the edge of her mum’s bed. “I’ll be back in a minute, Mum.”

      “Okay, Jeanie.”

      Downstairs, Emma was pacing up and down the hallway. When she saw Jeanette, she shook her head. “I can’t do this for much longer, Jeanette. I have to get back to Southampton.”

      “I know.” Jeanette sat down on the creaky bottom step. “It’s okay, Em. You’ve helped loads. I can take it from here.”

      Emma sighed and leaned back against the front door. “I haven’t helped, though, have I? For weeks, we’ve been going round in circles. Social Services said they’d help, but they’ve been useless, and how are we supposed to undo years and years of...” she waved her hand at the newspapers that were still in the hall, “of this.”

      “I don’t know. Maybe when she starts seeing the psychiatrist...”

      “And when will that be? The waiting list is ridiculous.”

      “We could ask Dad—”

      Emma shot her a quizzical look. “You know what he’ll say. He’ll say that he’s happy to pay for you to go to uni or to move out or for you to have therapy. But he won’t pay for Mum. He spent years doing it. She’s not his problem anymore.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense,” Jeanette said, shaking her head. “If he’d pay for me to see a therapist, why not Mum? Helping her is helping me?”

      “Because he knows she won’t stick at it. He knows it won’t make a difference.” Emma looked past her, toward the top of the stairs. “Listen, Jeanette, I’m leaving on Monday. I can’t put it off any longer. I have work and the cat and Greg to get back to. But I don’t want to leave you here like this.”

      “I’ll be fine. We were fine before.” Jeanette looked down at her feet. She’d never say it to her sister, but a tiny part of her was looking forward to it being just her and their mum again.

      Although Em was trying to help, over the past few weeks Jeanette had done nothing but constantly try to keep the peace between her sister and her mother. And she was tired of it.

      No, it wasn’t ideal for their mum to live the way she did. Yes, she needed to get another job and probably some therapy. Yes, Jeanette would like to have a bit more freedom. But was it worth the constant emotional turmoil? She didn’t think so.

      She’d tried rebelling against it once and look what had happened: her mum had ended up in hospital and Emma’d ended up having to leave her lovely life in Southampton to come home and help.

      Almost as soon as Jeanette had told her about the accident, she’d jumped into her car and driven home. After what she’d said about their mum being “toxic”, Jeanette had almost expected her not to come. But she had.

      “When will you hear from Southampton?” Emma gestured for Jeanette to follow her as she headed to the kitchen.

      “Soon. End of May usually.”

      “Great. Okay. Well, as soon as you know whether you’ve got in and as soon as your exams are finished, I’ll come back and get you.” Emma flicked on the kettle and turned to smile at her. “Greg says you can move in with us until you’ve sorted some student accommodation.”

      Jeanette nodded and smiled thinly. “Great. Thanks.”

      “Listen...” She walked over and put both hands firmly on Jeanette’s upper arms. Giving them a little squeeze, she looked purposefully into her eyes. “I know what happened made you feel like you can’t ever leave, but don’t think of it like that. Think of it like...like Mum will never get better if you’re here to cushion her from herself. She needs space to fix herself, and you need space to be a teenager.”

      Jeanette tried to smile, bigger this time, but couldn’t quite manage it.

      “Now, speaking of being a teenager, didn’t you say you had a date?” Emma widened her eyes and pouted her lips.

      “Not a date. A rehearsal.” She folded her arms in front of her chest and tried not to laugh.

      “A rehearsal with Jack.” Emma nudged her playfully in the ribs and picked up a nearby pack of digestives. “Am I ever going to meet him?”

      “He’s just a friend.”

      “A friend who suggested you sing a love song to each other, on stage, in front of a live audience.”

      Jeanette shoved her hands into the pockets of her green cardigan and shrugged. She was blushing, despite there being nothing to blush about. “Jack suggested we sing a Hamilton number together because he knows our voices are a good fit. That’s all. Besides, it’s not a love song. It’s usually two men singing it.”

      “Mmmm-hmmm.” Emma bit into her digestive, then waved it at the door. “Well, go on then. You don’t want to be late.”

      “Are you sure you’ll be—” Jeanette thought of their mum, upstairs, waiting for her cup of tea and wondered whether Emma would take her one or just use the opportunity to get rid of more of their mum’s stuff.

      “We’ll be fine. I’ll be super nice. Go on...” Emma started to push her toward the door. “Off you go.”
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      When she arrived at Jack’s house, Jeanette paused outside and looked up at it. Pale brick, smart, modern, and with one of those fancy camera doorbells, it was at least double the size of her house.

      She counted the cars on the driveway—two—and shivered even though it was warm outside. Ever since Jack had suggested she come over to practice, she’d been praying his mother wouldn’t be there.

      It was hard enough, under normal circumstances, pretending she didn’t know what his mum had done. She didn’t think she’d be able to fake a pleasant greeting if she came face-to-face with the woman.

      She’d almost told Emma about it. She’d almost said, “You think our mum’s bad? Jack’s mum literally stabbed his dad.” But she hadn’t; she couldn’t break his trust like that and, besides, she wasn’t supposed to know anything about it.

      Jack had told Marcia, not Jeanette.

      She was about to quickly check her phone to see whether Jack had messaged Marcia since this morning when the door opened.

      “Hey, I saw you from upstairs. Did you ring?”

      “No. I didn’t.” Jeanette shoved her phone back into her pocket and smiled nervously. “Are your parents home?”

      “Dad is. Mum’s away on a business trip.” His reply was seamless. Whether it was the truth or not, she wasn’t sure. He hadn’t mentioned it to Marcia, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t the case. He and Marcia had talked about a lot of things lately, but every time she’d asked about his mum, he’d steered the conversation toward something else.

      “Your dad doesn’t mind us practicing?”

      Jack shook his head. “Nah. He’s known about choir for a while. Thinks it’s a good idea.”

      “Okay.” Jeanette stepped inside and looked down at her feet, surprised by the bounciness of the cream carpet beneath them.

      “Mind taking your shoes off?” He asked, gesturing to the neat line of shoes beneath the coat rack.

      “Sure.” She bent down, her jeans tightening uncomfortably around her waist, and slipped off her cheap leopard-print pumps. They still had labels on the bottom. £4.99. She put them neatly next to what she presumed were Jack’s dad’s slippers.

      “We can use the kitchen. Dad’s in his study.” Jack padded lazily down the hall and through a doorway on his right. It opened into a large, modern kitchen with a breakfast bar; a big, shiny table; and a small sofa at the other end. “Tea? Coffee? Soda?” He opened the fridge and peered inside.

      Although the two of them had become friendlier since their chance meeting at the hospital, it was strange to see Jack at home. Jeanette always felt that seeing people in their own home was a different experience, as if the versions of themselves that they presented to other people, at school or out in the open, weren’t quite real.

      Here, Jack seemed softer, more relaxed than he did when they were in the performing arts studio. But perhaps that was because the things he’d said to Marcia were floating around her head as she looked at him.

      I really meant it, you know...I love you. He’d said that several times. Each time, Jeanette’s fingers had gotten clammy and started to shake. Each time, she’d replied, You too. And each time she’d told herself it was the last time she was going to lie to him.

      “Jeanette? Drink?” Jack waved a hand in front of her face to catch her attention.

      “Lemonade would be good. Thanks.”

      “You okay?” He handed her a can from the fridge, then walked over to the sofa, where his guitar was already waiting.

      “Fine.”

      “How’s your mum?”

      She sat down, conscious of her stomach looking a little too large because of the top she’d chosen. “Good. Much better.”

      “Cool.” Jack picked up the guitar. “Okay, well, I’ve been practicing.”

      “Are you sure you want to do this?”

      He frowned at her.

      “A duet. With me.”

      “Why wouldn’t I?”

      “It’s just...singing with me, in public. I know it could get you some flak from your friends.” Jeanette cleared her throat and concentrated on looking at the guitar instead of at him.

      “You are my friend,” Jack replied bluntly. “You’ve got a great voice, Jeanette. I’m stoked to sing with you.”

      When she looked up, he was smiling at her. When he smiled like that—a proper smile—it made the scar on his lip look more pronounced. She hadn’t ever asked how he’d got it. “Okay, then.” She breathed in, shoved Marcia out of her head, and reached for the sheet music Miss Humphrey had sent her. “Let’s do this...”
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      Having Jeanette over should probably have felt weird, but it didn’t. Since they’d crossed paths at the hospital, he’d found he looked forward to seeing her at choir practice. They’d started texting. They’d talked in the corridor a few times and had begun eating lunch together if they happened to be in the cafeteria at the same time and she was sitting alone.

      He knew Danny and the others were probably whispering about it behind his back, but somehow it was just easier to be around the choir kids. And right now, he needed easy.

      Plus, Jeanette knew something about him that even Danny—who he’d been friends with for years—wasn’t aware of.

      He’d told her what had happened had been an accident. He hadn’t told her that he’d come downstairs, when the shouting and banging had finally stopped, to find his father wrapping his hand in a tea towel, blood soaking through and dripping onto the floor, his mum sobbing in the corner. But Jeanette knew he’d been at the hospital, which was more than his other friends knew, and something in her face had told him she wasn’t revealing the real reason she was there either.

      She had stuff going on. So did he. After discovering this about each other, being friends had just sort of happened.

      He’d talked to Marcia about it a few days ago, admitting rather sheepishly that he felt a bit embarrassed to call Jeanette his friend. As always, she’d made him feel better about it.

      
        
        JACK: I know it makes me a shitty person.

        MARCIA: You care what people think. That’s normal. Not shitty.

        JACK: It might be normal, but it doesn’t feel good. Jeanette’s nice. Okay, so she’s a bit quirky. But I like that. It’s . . . refreshing. So, why am I too much of a coward to just hang out with her and say “screw you” to anyone who says anything about it?

        MARCIA: It’s not cowardly. It’s hard to change things. It’s hard to let go of people whose friendship you’ve outgrown.

        JACK: I should be paying you for this. You’re like shrink-level insightful.

        MARCIA: My rate’s fifty bucks an hour. Or dinner and drinks when we’ve finished our exams.

        JACK: DEAL.

      

      

      Watching Jeanette gather her things after two solid hours of singing together, Jack said, “I enjoyed today. It was good. We’re going to kick ass at the concert.”

      She looked up at him and blushed. “Yeah. We are.”

      “Are you doing much the rest of the weekend?” It was Saturday afternoon, and there were still too many hours to fill before school on Monday.

      “Studying. Chores.” Jeanette shrugged. “I might watch a movie with my sister.”

      “Same. Not the sister.” Jack laughed. “Okay, well, see you Monday. Unless...”

      “Unless?” She narrowed her eyes at him.

      “If you’re not doing anything tomorrow, we could catch a movie?”

      “Ah. I don’t really...” Jeanette paused and frowned, more at herself than at him then said, “Okay. Sure. Text me a time so I can figure out the buses.”

      “I could pick you up.”

      As she walked toward the front door, she waved her phone at him. “Bus pass,” she called. “Got to...”

      “Get your money’s worth. Yeah, I know.” He followed her to the door and waited as she slipped her feet back into her animal-print shoes. As she stepped outside and adjusted her jacket, which looked a little on the small side, he said, “See you tomorrow, Jeanette.”

      “See you tomorrow, Jack.”

      Watching her walk toward the bus stop opposite the new estate, Jack shoved his hands into his pockets and noticed he was bobbing up and down on the balls of his feet. He felt lighter after he’d been around Jeanette, and it was a feeling that continued to perplex him. He’d been friends with Danny since preschool, and yet, all of a sudden it was as if the two of them had very little in common anymore.

      Perhaps it had been that way for a while. Perhaps he was only noticing it now because he’d quit the football team and because Danny was practically glued to Camilla’s face twenty-four hours a day.

      Taking out his phone, he bit his lower lip and considered sending Danny a text. He was about to type something along the lines of, You busy tonight? Wanna come over? because he didn’t like the idea of becoming distanced from Danny completely, when his dad called, “Jack? Want some lunch, buddy?”

      Leaving the text—for now—he returned to the kitchen. His dad was opening a can of baked beans.

      “Beans on toast again?” Jack laughed and slotted some bread into the toaster in anticipation of his father’s reply.

      “Hey, I’m no cook. That’s your mum’s department.”

      Jack leaned back on the counter and studied his dad’s face. He was smiling. He always smiled when he talked about Jack’s mum, and Jack quite simply didn’t understand it. He didn’t understand how you could love a person who treated you the way his mother treated his father.

      He’d said that to Marcia, not long after he told her the truth about his dad’s injury.

      Do you love your mum? She’d asked.

      Of course, he’d replied. But that’s different. I’m biologically programmed to love her. She gave birth to me. And she’s never stabbed me with a kitchen knife.

      But she’s made you feel unsafe, angry, alone . . . Biology or not, by rights, you should probably hate her, but you don’t because love is complicated, Jack. Sometimes, it defies logic. And it’s not something you can choose to turn on or off.

      She was right, he knew she was, but it didn’t stop him—as he watched his father tip the beans into a microwaveable bowl—from saying, “Do you actually want her to come back?”

      His father stopped, mid-pour. The remaining beans dripped, comically slowly, from the can into the bowl. “Of course I do.”

      Jack tutted and rolled his eyes.

      “What does that mean?” His dad put the can down and folded his arms in front of his stomach. “The tutting. What’s that for?”

      Sighing, he turned back to the toast. “It’s nothing. Forget it.”

      “No, Jack. Tell me.”

      Without turning around, still staring at the little blue light on the toaster which was slowly moving down the dial from five to one, he chewed his lower lip. Eventually, after a long silence, he said, “You never tell me the truth. I know what happened to your hand. I know what she did, but it’s like we’re living in some kind of weird-ass movie where everyone’s just been told stick to the script, stick to the script. She didn’t even come to the hospital with us. She just left.” He stopped and reached out to catch the toast as it finally popped into the air. “And I know she’s not on a work trip.”

      For several seconds, neither of them spoke. Jack felt his dad move away from him and, when he turned, realized he’d moved to the kitchen table. With his fingers laced together, he was staring at his hands. One of them was still bandaged. It had needed seven stitches. Seven.

      “Come sit down, Jack.”

      Jack swallowed forcefully. He hadn’t meant to start a “thing”. The words had just come out, and now he couldn’t put them back.

      “Come on.” His dad gestured to the chair in front of him.

      Leaving the toast to go cold, Jack did as his father asked. They were remarkably similar in appearance. Both slim, both dark haired, except his dad had a neatly trimmed beard and much broader shoulders. “Dad, I didn’t mean to—”

      “Your mother...” His father breathed in deeply and scratched at the edge of the bandage where it met his wrist. “You’re right. She’s not on a business trip. She’s gone to stay with your aunt for a few days. Maybe a few weeks.” He paused and inhaled deeply. “She knows she needs help, Jack.”

      Jack let the information sink in. If this was going to be a real conversation, he was going to ask real, important questions. “Has she done that before? Stayed with Aunt Michelle when she’s said she’s away for work?”

      “A couple of times.”

      “Has she ever gotten help? Seen a shrink or whatever?”

      “Once. A few years ago. She didn’t like him very much. She stopped going.”

      He nodded slowly. “So, what makes you think this time will be different?”

      As his father studied him, Jack noticed his eyes become misty. He wiped at them with the back of his injured hand. “I’m not sure it will be, Jack. I suppose I’m just...hoping it will.”

      Jack picked a thread in the thigh of his jeans. He was finding it hard to look at his dad. Raw, ugly emotion was etched on his father’s face, and Jack didn’t know what to do with it. They barely ever spoke openly to each other, and they had never spoken about his mum.

      Finally, he asked the question he’d been asking in his head—screaming in his head—for years. “Why don’t you just leave her?”

      His dad laughed a hollow sort of a laugh. “Because she wasn’t always like this. Because I want the old Tanya back. Because I keep hoping each time will be the last time.”

      “If it was the other way around. If you were doing this to her...”

      “I know.”

      “You’d probably have been arrested by now. You’d definitely have been forced to move out.”

      His dad drummed his fingers on the table. “I know.”

      “Maybe when I go away to uni, things will change,” Jack offered.

      “Change?”

      He shrugged and looked over to where his guitar still sat, on the sofa, next to the music books Jeanette had lent him. “If I’m away, she’ll be less stressed.” He felt his voice waver and tried to stop it. “Your hand...the argument. It was my fault, wasn’t it? If I had just carried on with football—”

      The scrape of his father’s chair against the hardwood floor made him jump. His dad had stood up and was pacing. “No,” he said loudly. Then, bobbing down in front of Jack and placing his hands firmly on Jack’s knees, he said again, “No, no, no. Jack, listen to me. Nothing that has ever happened between Mum and me has been your fault. She’s not well. She needs help. It is not your fault.”

      Jack looked away. He was starting to cry.

      “When she gets home, I’ll talk to her. I’ll tell her she needs to see someone, regularly. That if things don’t change...” His dad trailed off. He clearly had no idea what he’d do if things didn’t change. Perhaps he wanted to say that he’d leave her, start a new life, take Jack somewhere else as far away as possible. But he didn’t.

      “Okay, Dad. Okay.” Jack leaned forward and wrapped his arms around his father’s neck. “Okay.”

      For a few minutes—Jack had no idea how many—the two of them stayed like that. Hugging. Not speaking. Finally, his dad sat back on his heels, then creakily stood up. “My knees,” he said, laughing. “Not what they used to be.”

      Jack looked over at the toast. “Still hungry?” he asked.

      His dad screwed up his face. “Not for beans.”

      “Fish and chips?”

      His dad looked at the clock. “Not sure they’ll be open yet, bud. It’s only lunchtime.”

      “We could go to the beach?” Jack made the suggestion before he’d really thought it through. His mum hated impromptu outings, and she particularly hated the beach. For Jack, it was the epitome of a good day out—slot machines, ice cream, fish and chips, sand in your shoes—but he couldn’t remember the last time they’d been.

      “Okay.”

      He looked up. His dad was already reaching for the car keys. “You’re driving though.” He waggled his hand. “Invalid gets shotgun and a pint when we get there.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Seriously.”

      “Okay, but if I’m driving, I’m choosing the music.”

      “Wouldn’t have it any other way,” his dad answered. “As long as it’s not a Jack Jones original...”
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        JACK: Sorry, been out with Dad. Just got back.

        MARCIA: Where’d you go?

        JACK: Beach!

        MARCIA: Which beach?!

        JACK: Portsmouth.

        MARCIA: Ah, love it there. Wish I could have come.

        JACK: It was great. We actually hung out. Like, really hung out. As if we were mates or something.

        MARCIA: You’re getting on better with your mum gone?

        JACK: We always get on. We just never really... It sounds lame...

        MARCIA: You can say it. You know I’d never think you’re lame.

        JACK: We never usually connect properly, you know? Like, it’s all just surface stuff. Nothing real. But I asked him about Mum, and he actually talked to me. Told me stuff.

        MARCIA: I’m really pleased, Jack. That’s great.

        JACK: He’s going to make her get therapy.

        MARCIA: You think she will?

        JACK: I don’t know, but I think he’s finally realized that he doesn’t just have to stick around and take it. You know? Anyway, how are things with you? Your mum eased up a bit? I was hoping I might get to finally take you on a date soon?

        MARCIA: Nope. She’s still saying only after the exams.

        JACK: Video date?

        MARCIA: You know I hate looking at myself on video. And I don’t want to ruin it. We’ve waited this long...

        JACK: Selfie, then? Nothing dodgy, obvs.

        MARCIA: Tomorrow? I’m already in PJs.

        JACK: Wouldn’t say no to a PJ shot. But okay, tomorrow :-)

        Marcia: Speaking of...what are your Sunday plans? Writing another hit song?

        JACK: Movies actually. With Jeanette. I hope that’s okay?

        Marcia: Why wouldn’t it be?

        JACK: You know, going out with another girl...

        Marcia: Do I have anything to worry about?

        JACK: Lol. No. Jeanette’s a lot of great things, but Marcia she is not.
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      “Are you sure it’s okay?” Jeanette was lingering in the hallway. It was almost midday. Her bus would be leaving at any second. “I was out yesterday morning.”

      “Please, Jeanette, go.” Emma smiled sincerely and handed Jeanette the denim jacket she’d offered to lend her. “I’ll be fine here, and I certainly wouldn’t want you to pass up a movie date with Jack.”

      “It’s not a date. He’s got a girlfriend.”

      Emma shrugged. “But it’s you he asked to the movie. Not her.”

      “Okay.” Jeanette looked toward the door. “Okay. If Mum freaks out...”

      Emma shook her head. She’d ignored Jeanette’s warnings and ordered a giant skip to be delivered later that day. “She probably won’t even notice it. She hasn’t been out of her room in days.”

      “Don’t throw away the baby clothes. She’s really attached to those. And the wedding photographs.”

      Emma put her hands on her hips. “I’m not that insensitive, Jeanette. Of course I won’t get rid of the baby stuff or the wedding stuff. Okay?”

      She nodded and shrugged herself into Emma’s jacket. It was too tight on her arms, and she didn’t have a hope of doing it up across her chest, but it smelled of Em’s sweet floral perfume and looked good against Jeanette’s navy top. “See you later,” she said, ducking out of the door.

      “See you. Say hi to Jack for me!”

      Boarding the bus, Jeanette tried not to keep smiling to herself; somehow, over the past few weeks, she and Jack had become friends. Real friends, and now he’d asked her to the movies. She knew it wasn’t a thing. Not the way Emma thought it was, but it still made her feel a little bit jittery to think that he’d asked her. He’d asked her. Jeanette Simmons.

      Flicking onto Marcia’s profile, Jeanette nodded purposefully to herself. After Jack had told Marcia about his mum, she’d halted her plan to slowly decrease the contact between them. Jack needed Marcia. He needed someone to be there for him; she couldn’t just take that away given everything he was going through. But if she and Jack got close enough in real life, which she was pretty sure that they would now they were hanging out properly, well then, he wouldn’t need Marcia anymore.

      For a while, she’d felt panicky at the thought of having to continue being Marcia. Especially after Jack had said he loved her. But now, she felt calmer. All she needed to do was show Jack he could trust her, Jeanette, and then Marcia could break up with him, and everything would be okay. Just like she’d planned.

      Going to the movies together was a perfect first step. She might even have Marcia be a little bit jealous about it when she chatted to Jack later, a little bit unreasonable, a little bit less perfect.

      As she got off the bus and spotted Jack in the distance, waiting by the entrance to the movie theater, Jeanette smiled and waved. Today was going to be a good day.
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      “Oh my God, that was the worst movie I’ve ever seen.” Jeanette was laughing so hard her face was turning red, but Jack was too.

      “I’m so sorry. The trailer looked good.” He held out his arms and made a throaty, groaning zombie sound.

      “Stop.” Jeanette held her side. She was getting a stitch from laughing too much. “Seriously. Stop, you’re killing me.”

      “Okay, okay. Sorry.” Jack stopped and threw his arm around her shoulders. The weight of it made her flinch, and she had no idea what to do. Was she supposed to just carry on walking? “Shall we get a burger? I’m starving.”

      “You’re always starving,” she muttered.

      “Is that a yes?”

      Jeanette thought of the money Emma had given her that morning. A crisp twenty-pound note. The movie ticket had cost almost half. She knew she should probably keep the rest, but Emma had given it to her to spend. Not to save. “Okay,” she said, “sure.”

      As Jack unlooped his arm and reached for his wallet, Jeanette stopped.

      “Jack...” She tugged on his sleeve.

      “What? We don’t have to do burgers. There’s a sandwich place—”

      She nodded in the direction of the escalators. Standing in a huddle at the top, staring at Jeanette and Jack as if they were an exhibit in a zoo, were Danny, Camilla, Chris, and Annabelle. Jeanette saw Jack’s smile drop, for a fraction of a second, before he breathed in and marched over to them.

      For a moment, she lingered, completely unsure whether she was supposed to go with him or stay put.

      “Hey.” Jack was raising his arm, waving at them.

      Jeanette wanted the ground to swallow her up. Camilla was standing in front of Danny. He had his arms around her waist. Next to them, Chris and Annabelle were holding hands.

      When Jack approached, however, Chris let go of Annabelle and play-punched Jack on the shoulder. As Jack grimaced, Chris whispered something, then laughed loudly, looking in Jeanette’s direction. Danny laughed too. Camilla shot him a withering look, and Annabelle rolled her eyes.

      “Hey, Jeanette, come over here,” Chris called.

      Jack was shaking his head, but Jeanette couldn’t hear what he was saying. She wanted to run but, for some reason, her feet carried her forward. Stepping up next to Jack, she looped her fingers together behind her back and looked down at her shoes. “Hi, guys,” she said quietly.

      “So, is it love?” Chris asked. Jeanette could feel his eyes on her.

      “Chris, don’t be a jerk,” Annabelle said tightly.

      “I’m just interested,” he replied loudly. “I’m happy for them. I mean, I don’t get it. I don’t get why anyone would go from this”—from the corner of her eyes, Jeanette saw Chris gesturing to Annabelle as if she was a mannequin in a store window—“to that...” He pointed at Jeanette with his thumb. “But whatever floats your boat, man.”

      There was a long, quivering silence. Jeanette could feel the back of her neck burning. The heat was creeping down her arms, into her fingers, up into her face.

      “I’m not surprised.” Jack’s voice seemed to come from nowhere. He didn’t sound angry.

      “Not surprised about what?” Chris was still chuckling at himself.

      “Jack...” Danny warned.

      Jeanette finally looked up. Danny was watching Jack. Annabelle was watching Jack. Both had the same worried expression on their faces, but Chris seemed totally oblivious.

      Jack moved forward. He was a little skinnier than Chris but just as tall, and, contrary to what his voice was betraying, he was angry. Jeanette could see it in the way his muscles had tensed, the way his fists were bunched at his sides, the way his entire body seemed suddenly as if it was a coiled spring ready to jump.

      “Not surprised that you haven’t got the brain power to understand why someone would want a friend who’s...I dunno, interesting? Funny? Nice to be around? Who doesn’t take pleasure in making other people feel small?”

      Chris squared up to Jack and narrowed his eyes at him, but Jack didn’t stop.

      “I mean, you’re dumb enough to cheat on every girl you meet. So yeah, I’m not surprised you’re too dumb to understand basic human friendships.” He turned to Annabelle. “Why’d you take him back, Belle? He’s a jerk—”

      “Okay, guys, come on.” Danny moved away from Camilla and stepped between Jack and Chris.

      As he did, Jeanette tugged Jack’s arm. “Come on, it’s not worth it.”

      His jaw twitched as he stared at Chris.

      “Jack, please...”
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      At the bottom of the escalators, Jack looked up and saw that Annabelle and Chris were yelling at each other.

      “Thanks,” he said to Jeanette as he sat down on a nearby bench. His entire body felt shaky, so he leaned forward onto his knees.

      “What for? I should be thanking you for sticking up for me.”

      “They’re jerks. Especially Chris. I wanted to...” He sucked some air into his lungs and held it for a few extra seconds. Sitting back up, he rested his head on the wall behind the bench and looked at the too-bright lights above them. “I wanted to rip him to shreds,” Jack said. “I was so angry. If I’d started hitting him, I’m not sure I’d have stopped.”

      He glanced at Jeanette; she was watching him with wide eyes. “Yes, you would.”

      “I haven’t felt that angry in a long time.”

      “Well, you’ve had a lot going on. It was probably just the last straw. After...” She trailed off.

      Jack smiled a little. “You’re pretty good at reading people, aren’t you?”

      “Well, I mean...Annabelle broke up with you, you quit football, started choir...and you’re still worrying about the concert. I know you’re concerned your parents might not let you do it. We’ve got exams coming up too. Only a week left until we go on study leave.” She was speaking quickly and still looked pretty shaky, but Jack felt as if there was something else. As if, somehow, she knew there was more going on in his life than just school and football and choir.

      “Let’s ditch the burger idea. I need sugar.” He gestured to the nearby Shake Shack, a place that took pretty much any chocolate bar, whizzed it up with milk and cream, and let you decorate it with a million different toppings.

      “Sure.” Jeanette looked at the escalators. “Unless you just want to go home?”

      Jack stood up and held out his hand. After a long pause, she took it. “Listen,” he said, dragging her toward the Shack, “ignore them. Especially Chris. Like you said, they’re not worth getting upset about. Right?”

      Jeanette nodded but still wasn’t smiling. “Jack?” She’d stopped and was fiddling with the hem of her blouse.

      “Yeah?”

      “Why do you want to be friends with me?”

      “Why?”

      She nodded. Her face was pale, but her neck was blotchy and pink. She looked like she was on the verge of crying.

      He shrugged, trying not to make a big deal of it. “Because we get on, don’t we?”

      “Yeah, but...”

      “You’re like...like the sister I never had. Being around you is easy—and fun. Is that a good enough reason?”

      “A sister?”

      Jack nodded. Something flickered in Jeanette’s eyes, but he wasn’t sure what it was.

      “Okay.”

      “So, can we get shakes now?”

      Finally, she smiled. “Okay.”
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      In the passenger seat of Jack’s car, Jeanette slurped the last dregs of her milkshake and scraped the striped paper straw around the bottom of the cup. They’d tried sitting in Shake Shack, acting as if neither of them was thinking about what had happened at the top of the escalators. But after less than a minute of sitting in silence, Jack had suggested they take their drinks to his car.

      “We can put the radio on,” he’d said, as if that was the reason. “Or I might even play you my latest song.”

      Jeanette had agreed, even though being in someone’s car had always felt to her like a very intimate thing—sitting in such close proximity, sharing the same bubble of air, sealed in, alone.

      “Seriously, don’t let them bother you,” Jack said, glancing at her as he turned off the radio.

      “Don’t let who bother me?” she replied, trying to smile.

      Touching her lightly on the shoulder, he nodded. “Right, then,” he said. “Are you finally going to let me give you a ride home?”

      Jeanette picked at the edge of the plastic lid of her Shake Shack takeout cup. “Really, Jack, there’s no need.”

      “You can’t live that far away—the first time we met was on the bus.” Jack wrinkled his nose as if he’d already given the matter some serious thought.

      “I’m not sure,” she replied. “But honestly, I prefer the bus.”

      As she opened the door and climbed out, she felt Jack watching her and wondered if he’d sensed that something had changed. Could he tell that all she could hear was the word sister going round and round and round in her head? Could he tell she’d felt a rush of pride when he’d stuck up for her, followed by a tsunami of disappointment when she’d realized that he really did just think of her as a friend?

      “Okay,” he called. “I’ll send you the song later, then?”

      “Sure,” Jeanette replied, trying to smile.

      “And I’ll see you tomorrow at choir?”

      “Yes,” she said, her mouth wavering at the corners. “Tomorrow. Bye, Jack.”
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      Before reaching the bus station, Jeanette tossed her empty shake cup into a recycling bin and stopped to catch her breath. The tangle of emotions in her chest was making her feel lightheaded and like she might start crying at any moment.

      Blinking quickly and looking up at the sky, she focused on a large, teapot-shaped cloud and told herself to calm down. She was being ridiculous; she’d known right from the start that Jack would never think of her as anything other than a friend, and she wasn’t even sure she particularly wanted him to. But knowing, for a fact, that the only reason he didn’t was because of the way she looked... Well, that hurt. It hurt more than she’d expected it to.

      Jack found Marcia enchanting. Captivating. Beautiful. He’d fallen in love with her. He’d told her his deepest darkest secrets. And the only difference between Marcia and Jeanette was their outward appearance.

      As her thoughts spiraled, Jeanette tried to force them back into their box. Usually, the box where she kept her complicated feelings was watertight. She could lock things up there, after a good pillow-scream, and forget about them. Since her mum’s accident, it was becoming harder.

      Checking her phone for the time, she saw she’d gotten three texts from Emma and that Marcia had a message from Jack. She didn’t read any of them. Instead, she shoved the phone back into the depths of her bag and decided to walk home. It would take well over an hour, but it might give her time to recalibrate.

      She was at the top of Minnow Road, near the bus stop, when she noticed that her front door was wide open and that some neighbors were standing in their front gardens, pointing and talking with wide, excited eyes.

      The skip Emma had ordered was sitting on the road. They’d had to apply for a permit for it, and Emma was paying a stupid amount of money to keep it there for a week. As Jeanette walked slowly closer, she heard shouting. Whether it was Emma or their mum, she couldn’t be sure.

      Ignoring the neighbors, who stared at her as she passed their gardens, she braced herself for the impact of the argument she’d been anticipating ever since Emma had announced she was ordering a skip to “make things quicker and easier”.

      She peered briefly into the skip. It was empty except for one black garbage bag, and as she turned to the house, she realized why: their small front lawn was littered with torn-open bags.

      Scattered up the path were objects she recognized from various rooms in the house, bits of clothing, old food cartons. From inside, she heard Emma yell, “Mum, you can’t do this!”

      Jeanette put down her handbag and walked slowly up to the house. “Mum? Emma?” She was about to step inside when her sister and her mother came into view. At the end of the hallway, past the newspaper towers, near the kitchen, their mum was shoving Emma hard with her good hand, pushing her backward in the direction of the front door.

      “Get out!” When her mum shouted, her chin and cheeks wobbled. They were red. Dark red. Her hair was wild, and she was wearing nothing but a flimsy, too-small nightdress.

      “Mum, stop!” Emma tried to dodge out of the way but there was nowhere to go, and their mum had hold of her upper arms.

      “I want you out of this house. You’re causing trouble. Making things worse. I can cope on my own.”

      “Mum. I’m sorry if I pushed too hard. We can take it slower.”

      They had reached the small, crowded space in front of the door, the space loaded with shoes, coats and boxes. When their mum spotted Jeanette, she stopped and loosened her grip on Emma.

      Seizing the opportunity, Emma ducked free.

      “Mum? What’s happened?” Jeanette tried to soften her voice and held out her hands as if she was trying to coax a wild animal out of a trap. But her mother simply shook her head, turned, and retreated into the house.

      Emma slipped her hand into Jeanette’s. Giving it a squeeze, she said, “She freaked out when I started putting stuff into the skip. I went to make coffee, and she started unloading it all. She was ripping into bags on the front lawn...totally hysterical.” Emma scraped her fingers through her hair and leaned back on the door frame. She looked exhausted. “I can’t do this.” She shook her head and gestured to the mess surrounding them. “I just can’t, Jeanette. She might say she wants to change, but she can’t.”

      “Don’t say that.” Jeanette bent down and starting picking things up, tucking them under her arms. “She just needs time. She can’t change everything overnight, Em.”

      Emma opened her mouth to reply but stopped and looked back into the hall. “Mum?”

      Their mother was waddling toward them. Her broken wrist was still in a sling, and she winced with every step. In her functioning hand, she was holding Emma’s suitcase. “I want you to leave,” she said, tossing it to Emma’s feet. “Go back to Southampton. I don’t want you here.”

      “Mum, don’t—” Jeanette started to protest, but her mother walked, grunting, back into the house. As Jeanette and Emma stood, speechless, watching, she heaved herself upstairs.

      “Emma, don’t go. She’ll be all right in a few hours. She’s just having a wobble.”

      Em looked at Jeanette, then down at her case. In that exact moment, Jeanette saw the fight leave her. She’d tried and failed. And now she was done. “Jeanette, I—”

      “It’s okay. You should go. You were leaving tomorrow anyway...” Jeanette inhaled deeply through her nose, sucking her sadness into herself and slamming it into its box.

      Lid on. Deal with it later.

      “Honestly, Em. You’ve tried, but you and Mum have always been...similar.” Jeanette tried to smile. “You’re both feisty. You both like things done your own way. No wonder you argue.” She glanced at the skip, then back at her sister. “I’ll get the skip filled and finish sorting the house. It might take me longer, but I’ll get there.”

      “You can’t do this alone, Jeanette.”

      “Sure, I can.” She smiled again, broader this time. “Go on, before I change my mind. I’ll text you later when things have calmed down.”

      Emma lingered, but then she nodded, grabbed her keys, and—as if a weight had already been lifted from her shoulders—practically jogged down the path. Her car was parked behind the skip. A small, dark-blue Fiesta that she shared with her boyfriend Greg.

      As she slid into the driver’s seat, she waved at Jeanette and blew her a kiss. “Love you,” she mouthed.

      “Love you too.” Jeanette kept smiling until Emma’s car was out of sight. Then she turned back to the house. A moment ago, the sun had been peeking through a gap in the clouds. Now, all of a sudden, it seemed like a shadow had fallen over their front garden. Jeanette was picking up the open garbage bags when she heard the front door close.

      She looked up. Another case was on the doorstep, but it wasn’t Emma’s.
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      Jeanette sat outside on the front step, until the sun went down. Through the letterbox, she had called “Mum” until her voice had grown hoarse—not caring that the nosy neighbors had probably still been listening.

      Eventually, her mother had replied, “I’m no good for you, Jeanie. Go to Southampton with your sister—you’ll have a better life.”

      “Mum, Emma’s gone. She already left. I have nowhere to—”

      “Call her. She’ll come back for you.”

      And that was the last thing her mother had said. Now, several hours later, Jeanette was starting to shiver. Opening the suitcase, she saw that her mum had packed almost all of her clothes into it. Except for her coat.

      She was still wearing Emma’s jacket, but it was too small to fasten across her chest, so she took her large orange sweater from her case and pulled it on over the top.

      Taking out her phone, she stared at it. Another message from Jack. Two more from Emma. She was probably home by now, having a nice cup of tea and telling Greg just how awful the past few weeks had been.

      Jeanette could have called her. Her mum was right—Emma would have almost certainly come back for her and whisked her back to Southampton. But Jeanette had already abandoned her mother once; she wasn’t going to do it again.

      Close to midnight, her phone died. Pushing aside the cold metal of the letterbox, she called—for perhaps the hundredth time—“Mum, please let me in. It’s freezing out here.”

      But there was no reply.

      Sometime later, she couldn’t be sure when, she finally stood up and started to walk. As she trudged across the park, she remembered something Freddie had said in the documentary he’d done; that, when he’d been living on the streets, he would spend most of his time simply walking to keep warm or to stave off boredom or because it made him feel normal.

      Freddie.

      Jeanette had no way of knowing what time it was, but she knew it was Sunday. Freddie had told her he volunteered every other night at the youth shelter; if she hurried, she might make it before it closed.
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      It was almost one a.m. when Jack gave up waiting for Marcia to reply to one of the four messages he’d sent her that day.

      Chewing his lower lip, he sent one last one: Hope all is okay. You’re not mad about me going to the movies with Jeanette, are you? She’s just a friend—you know that, right? I’d much rather have been there with you. In the back row...

      He was about to give in to the urge to send one more—just one more—when Danny’s name flashed up on his screen.

      
        
        DANNY: You okay?

        JACK: Fine.

        DANNY: Sorry for being a dick. We went too far.

        JACK: I just feel like we should be past that stuff now. We’re going to uni in September. Do we still need to be making peoples’ lives miserable just cos they’re different.

        DANNY: Sorry, bro. Seriously. Chris is sorry too.

        JACK: Yeah right.

        DANNY: He is. He said we should all go out. You know, before the exams start?

        DANNY: Girls too. You could bring Marcia.

        JACK: I’ll think about it.

        DANNY: We’re doing the beer festival next Friday. Chris’s brother already bought a load of tokens, so we can get as much booze as we like. No ID needed . . .

        JACK: Like I said, I’ll think about it.

      

      

      Jack tossed his phone onto his bedside table and buried his head in his pillow. He already knew he wouldn’t sleep. There was a knotted-up, sinking feeling in his stomach, a feeling telling him that something bad was going to happen tomorrow and that there was nothing he could do to stop it. Whether it was to do with Marcia or Chris or the fact his mother was due to come home any day now, he couldn’t be sure.

      He just knew it was there, and he had no idea how to get rid of it.
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      “Hello. Is Freddie working tonight?” Jeanette put down her case and blinked at the girl standing in the doorway of the shelter. She looked a similar age to Jeanette but a lot tougher.

      “Who’s asking?” she said, folding her arms and eyeing up Jeanette’s case.

      “Jeanette. I’m a friend. Well, sort of a friend. I mean, I’m not really his friend. I’m Violet’s friend. I—”

      “Wait there.” The girl closed the door, and it clunked loudly as it locked in place.

      “There’s no more spaces.” A voice from nearby made her jump. When she turned, she saw that it came from a boy not much older than her, who was huddled in a sleeping bag on the floor. “But they’ll give you a sleeping bag and a hot drink.” He smiled tentatively at her. His eyes were wide and didn’t seem to be able to focus on her face.

      “Oh,” she said quietly. “That’s kind.” As she looked around, she realized there were more people like him. All a similar age. All with blue sleeping bags and drink flasks that were puffing out little wisps of steam. How had she not noticed them before?

      “Jeanette?”

      The door clunked back open, and Freddie stepped outside, rubbing his arms against the chill of the air.

      “What’s going on? Are you okay?” He glanced at her suitcase and offered a joking smile. “Another late-night camping trip?”

      Jeanette tried to smile back, but before she could stop it, the smile turned into a sob.

      “Okay.” Freddie wrapped his arm around her. “Okay, come inside for a minute.” He ushered her inside, and she followed him down a sticky-floored corridor lined with colorful artwork. At the end of the corridor was a pair of big double doors and two smaller ones on either side. Freddie opened the one on the left.

      Inside, he gestured for her to sit down at a small square table. There were inside what appeared to be a staff room with a brown sofa, a table, and a kitchenette.

      “Coffee or tea?”

      “Tea, please.”

      Freddie nodded, flicked on the kettle, and took two mugs from the cupboard. A few moments later, he handed her one and sat down opposite her.

      She wrapped her fingers around the mug. “Thank you.”

      “Jeanette, you don’t have to tell me what’s going on. But this is the second time you’ve been wandering the streets in the middle of the night, and I’m getting worried. For a long time, I suffered, and I didn’t tell anyone. I didn’t reach out for help. So, I’m asking you, straight out, do you need help, Jeanette?” As he spoke, he met her eyes and held them.

      “I...I don’t know...” Her reply came out in a series of breathy stutters, and she started to cry again.

      Freddie squeezed her hand but didn’t look away.

      Eventually, as she wiped her eyes with the fuzzy sleeve of her jumper, Jeanette said quietly, “I think my mum threw me out.”

      He nodded. “When was this?”

      “Tonight.”

      “And the other week...before you went camping?”

      Jeanette shook her head. “That was different. I snuck out early because she wouldn’t have let me go.” She looked down and scratched at a splinter of wood in the tabletop, then, before she could stop it, it all came tumbling out... “She doesn’t leave the house. She gets scared when she’s alone, and she gets scared at the thought of going anywhere. She hoards things. So many things. The house is full of stuff. Old stuff. New stuff. She spends every penny she has shopping online, and now she’s lost her job too.” Jeanette paused for breath. Glancing up at Freddie, she said, “Violet told you what happened when we went camping?”

      “She told me your mum had an accident, yes.”

      “My sister Emma came back home from Southampton when Mum was discharged. The hospital called Social Services. They said she needed to get help. Make the house safe. See someone about her problems. Emma was helping. She rented a skip to get rid of stuff, but Mum freaked out. She sent Emma home, and then she...” Jeanette nudged her suitcase with the toe of her boot.

      “Then she told you to leave?”

      “She put my case on the step and locked the door. I waited for hours, but she wouldn’t let me back in.” Jeanette took a long sip of tea and tried to focus on its warmth as it trickled down into her stomach. Quietly, she added, “I didn’t know where else to go. I couldn’t call Violet. Not so late...” She trailed off, wondering whether Freddie knew that she’d barely spoken to Violet since the camping trip.

      He nodded slowly and smiled at her. “You did the right thing. My shift finishes at two. You can come crash on my couch tonight, and we’ll figure out a plan of action in the morning.”

      “Really?” Jeanette wasn’t sure what she’d been expecting Freddie to say, but she certainly hadn’t expected him to offer her his sofa.

      “Really.” He tapped the table with his knuckles. “Wait here. I’ll be back.”
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      Jeanette woke at seven. By the time they’d arrived back at Freddie’s, it had been just past two in the morning. He’d offered her his room, but she’d insisted on the sofa. After years of having no bed of his own, she was hardly going to make him give it up for her.

      Now, propping herself up, she wondered whether she’d made the wrong decision; there was a dull throb at the base of her skull, where she’d slept at an odd angle, and her lower back was aching.

      “Morning...”

      She looked up to see Freddie emerging, sleepy eyed, from his room.

      “Is your flatmate here?” Jeanette asked nervously. She’d forgotten about Tamar until sometime in the early hours, when she’d sat bolt upright because she’d thought she’d heard a noise coming from the kitchen.

      Freddie yawned and shook his head. “He’s gone to Italy with his girlfriend.”

      Jeanette was relieved. She must’ve looked like something the cat had dragged in—and definitely wasn’t in the mood for being polite to strangers. As she adjusted the blanket that was covering her legs, she watched Freddie walk through to the kitchen.

      “Coffee?” he called. “I need coffee.”

      “Thanks.”

      Jeanette reached for her large green jumper and pulled it on top of her pajamas. “Is it okay if I use the bathroom?”

      “Of course.” Freddie reemerged with the coffee. “Help yourself.”

      When Jeanette returned, slightly fresher but still in pajamas and her green jumper, Freddie was slouched in the armchair next to the sofa, sipping his coffee. His phone was on the arm of the chair.

      Glancing at it, Jeanette asked tentatively, “Freddie, are you going to tell Violet I’m here?”

      He tilted his head at her and smiled softly. “Are you?”

      She picked up her coffee mug and stared into it. A ring of tiny bubbles were hugging the sides of the mug, forming a perfect ring on the surface of the hot, dark liquid. “I’ve been avoiding her. Since the camping trip.”

      The expression on Freddie’s face told her he already knew this.

      Almost whispering, Jeanette added, “She’s seen inside my house. She’s seen what it’s like. No one else has ever...”

      He sat forward and rested his elbows on his knees. “She thinks you’re mad at her,” he said quietly.

      “Mad at her?”

      “For making you go camping so that you weren’t there when your mum was hurt.”

      Jeanette’s mouth opened and closed. “No. God, no. It’s not Violet’s fault.”

      Freddie sipped his drink and looked at Jeanette over the top of it. “Can I make a suggestion?”

      She nodded.

      “Talk to her. She’s your best friend. She’ll want to help.”
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      At lunch, after spending the entire morning working up the nerve, Jeanette finally went to find Violet. She was in the art room working on a huge acrylic painting of a jungle with big green leaves and toucans in the branches.

      “Hey.” Jeanette stood in the door and tapped on it as she spoke.

      When Violet looked up, she paused with her paintbrush between her thumb and index finger. “Hi,” she said, clearly surprised to see Jeanette after four weeks of her doing anything she could not to be in the same room as Violet for more than two seconds.

      “Have you spoken to Freddie?” Jeanette stepped inside and perched on a nearby tabletop.

      Violet’s forehead creased. “Not this morning, no. Why? Is he okay?”

      “He’s fine,” she replied quickly. “He just...he helped me. Last night.” Jeanette breathed in deeply, then forced herself to say it. “Mum kicked me out. It was late. I didn’t know where to go, so I went to the shelter and asked for Freddie. He let me crash on his sofa.”

      Violet’s eyebrows twitched. She put down her paintbrush and wiped her hands on the apron that was tied around her waist. Spinning on her stool so she was facing Jeanette, she said, “Why didn’t you call me? You could have come to mine.”

      Jeanette pressed her top lip against her bottom lip, then nibbled at the inside of her cheek. “I was embarrassed, Vi. That’s why I’ve been avoiding you. I’m embarrassed that my life is such a mess.”

      For a moment, Violet didn’t speak, but then she smiled. Laughing, she said, “No wonder you and Freddie get on. You’re both as bad as each other.”

      “I—”

      “You can talk to me, Jeanette. What do you think I’m going to do? Ditch you because your mum has issues? Friends stick with each other. Friends help each other.”

      “I know, but—”

      “No ‘buts’. That’s how it is.” Violet stood up and marched over, then wrapped her arms around Jeanette’s neck and squeezed. When she let go, she put her hands on her hips and said, “If I buy us a huge bag of chocolate brownies, would you please tell me what’s going on?”

      Jeanette had expected to feel tearful, but as she looked at Violet, she smiled. “Okay,” she said. “But it has to be a really big bag.”
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      At lunch, Jack swallowed his nerves and headed down to the football pitch. Danny and Chris were messing about with a ball—not practicing, just showing off. On a nearby bench, Annabelle and Camilla were watching them. Seeing Jack, Annabelle stood up. Camilla tugged her hand, probably telling her not to speak to him, but Annabelle ignored her and walked over anyway.

      “Jack... are you okay?” She glanced over her shoulder at Chris, who still hadn’t spotted him.

      “Yeah. I came to...I dunno. Apologize, I guess.”

      Annabelle scrunched up her lips, as she always did when she was trying to decide whether or not to say something. Before she could, a football came whizzing past their ankles and Chris yelled, “Sorry!”

      As Chris jogged over to them, Jack tried to figure out what he was going to say; he didn’t really want to apologize. But he did want to smooth things over. He’d been feeling good lately. Choir and his mum being away and Marcia...it was all good. What had happened on Sunday had tainted it and, knowing what Chris was like, he didn’t want things to escalate.

      “Chris,” he said purposefully, sticking out his arm to offer a handshake. “Let’s put Sunday behind us, yeah?”

      Chris looked quizzically at Jack’s outstretched hand. For a moment, Jack thought he was going to say no or walk away, but then he smiled. “Sure,” he said, ignoring the handshake and, instead, patting Jack firmly on the shoulder. “Call it forgotten.” Stepping back and slinging his heavy arm around Annabelle’s shoulders, Chris smiled. “So, beer festival? Friday?” As Danny joined them, Chris nodded at him. “Dan said he’d asked you about it?”

      “Yeah, he did.”

      “Well?” Danny asked as he scooped up the football and tucked it under his arm. “You up for it?”

      “I dunno.” A few months ago, Jack wouldn’t have hesitated; he’d have said yes, gone along, and spent the whole evening pretending he didn’t feel out of place. Actually, a few months ago, he’d have had Annabelle to distract him. As the thought crossed his mind, he looked away from her and hoped his cheeks weren’t beginning to blush. “Okay,” he said. “I’ll ask Marcia. Yeah?”

      Danny’s lips spread into a grin. “Heck yeah! I was beginning to think you made her up.”

      Jack laughed and, as the bell rang to signal the start of afternoon lessons, gestured back to the school. “Text me a time, yeah?” He started to jog back across the pitch.

      “Since when are you so keen to get to class?” Danny called after him.

      “Mock exam in Business!” Jack yelled back, but as soon as he was out of sight, he stopped and took out his phone. He really did have a mock exam to sit through, the last one before they broke up for study leave at the end of the week, but he knew if he didn’t message Marcia right now—this minute—he’d spend the whole exam thinking about what to say to her instead of how to answer the questions.

      
        
        Hey, hope all is good. A bunch of us are going out Friday to celebrate start of study leave. Just the beer festival, but should be good. Wondered if you wanted to come? We could meet first, just the two of us? Dinner or something? Let me know what you think. xx

      

      

      As soon as he pressed Send, he almost literally kicked himself...Let me know what you think... It sounded like something a forty-year-old would write at the end of an email. And he’d hardly made the evening sound enticing. A beer festival. Dinner “or something”. Jack released a small, gruff growling noise.

      He hadn’t heard from Marcia since Saturday, and now he’d hit her with a long, clumsy invite to a not-date with a group of people she didn’t even know. What a great first meeting that would be.

      Breaking into a run, because the second end-of-lunch bell had rung and he was almost certainly going to be late, Jack was about to send a follow up text when he realized Marcia had replied. He stopped and held his breath as he read her message:

      
        
        Sure, I’d love to come. Dinner first sounds great. Let me know a time. xx

      

      

      Jack’s heart almost clean flipped over in his chest. She’d said yes. She’d actually said yes!
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      “Where should I take her? She goes to Briar Ridge, for God’s sake.” Jack was panicking. His ploy to message Marcia so it didn’t distract him from his mock exam had failed; he’d spent the entire hour and thirty minutes trying to figure out where the heck he should suggest they go for dinner that wouldn’t make him seem a) cheap or b) totally uncultured. Now, standing in the middle of the performing arts studio with Jeanette and Suzanne staring at him, he felt so nervous about it he was on the verge of texting Marcia and telling her to forget the whole thing.

      “Calm down,” Jeanette said flippantly. “She likes you. She loves you. She won’t care where you take her.”

      “Of course she will. It’ll be our first date.”

      “And you think introducing her to Chris Parker, who’s an idiot, and Annabelle Tanner, who’s your ex, on a first date is a good idea?” From anyone else, the question would have seemed snarky. From Suzanne, it was soft and genuine, which actually made it worse.

      “Oh God. What have I done?” Jack groaned and put his head in his hands.

      “You don’t have to go through with it. Tell Chris you’ve changed your mind. Just take Marcia out,” Suzanne offered.

      Jack looked at Jeanette to see if she agreed. She nodded. “I can’t.” He pushed his fingers through his hair. His temples were throbbing.

      “Why not? You don’t owe Chris anything. I don’t know why you want to go out with him anyway after...” Jeanette trailed off and looked away.

      Suzanne looked from Jeanette to Jack. “After what?”

      “Jack and I went to the movies on Sunday. We bumped into Chris and Danny. They were jerks.” Jeanette summarized the events of Sunday afternoon, shrugging like it was no big deal.

      As if she’d read between the lines and knew otherwise, Suzanne squeezed Jeanette’s upper arm and gave her a sympathetic smile then, turning to Jack, asked, “Why are you going out with them if they were idiots to you?”

      He sighed. A throb of frustration building up in his chest. “I don’t know,” he said, a little too loudly. “I guess I figured we’ve been friends for so long it’d be a shame to leave school on a bad note. You know, not speaking.”

      “But if you don’t actually like them anymore...” Jeanette said, raising her eyebrows at him. “Chris did steal your girlfriend from you.”

      Jack closed his eyes and tried to order his thoughts. She was right; he had every right not to want to be anywhere near Chris and Annabelle. He could easily cancel—tell Danny he was just going out with Marcia instead, take her somewhere nice. But maybe he liked the idea of showing her off? Maybe he liked the idea of Chris and Danny—and Annabelle—seeing just how amazing Marcia was.

      When he opened his eyes, Jeanette and Suzanne were still looking at him. Jeanette gestured to the door. “Miss Humphrey is here. We’re supposed to be performing the duet. Are you okay to do it?”

      “Yeah, sure. Of course.” Jack tried to shake himself out of his own thoughts.

      “And you’re still okay to come to the concert?” She was watching him carefully, as if she knew he’d been having second thoughts about it. “Because if you’re not...we’re relying on you for certain parts. Especially the duet. So...”

      “Jeanette,” he met her eyes and nodded firmly at her. “I said I’m coming.”

      “Okay. Good.” Her face brightened. “Come on, then, let’s get into position.”

      “What? Now?”

      “Might as well!” As she trotted up to Miss Humphrey and loudly announced that they were ready to show everyone the duet, Jack swallowed hard. He was looking forward to the concert. He had been ever since he’d started singing in the choir. But in a few days’ time, his mum was due to arrive home, and he had no idea how the next few weeks would play out.

      When she’d left, she’d been livid that he’d quit football. She was supposed to have been working on her “anger issues”, but as much as his dad was optimistic, Jack wasn’t. As much as he hoped otherwise, he knew there was an awfully long stretch of time between now and the concert at the end of July. A stretch of time in which anything could happen.

      “Jack? Are you ready?” Jeanette was waving at him.

      “Yeah. Ready.” He took a deep breath and tried to put his mum and Marcia and the beer festival to the back of his mind. For the next hour, all he needed to think about was singing. Just singing. Nothing else.
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      Jeanette had been sleeping on Freddie’s sofa for three days. Each day, she’d gone back home and tried to persuade her mum to open the door. Each day, her mum had refused.

      On Thursday, when the school day ended, Violet volunteered to go with her.

      “Vi, no. I can manage.”

      “Jeanette, come on. It’s a horrible thing to do alone. Maybe she’ll listen if there’s two of us there.”

      Jeanette raised her eyebrows and scoffed. “Not likely.”

      “Okay, maybe not. But at least you’ll have company on the bus.” Violet’s pale-purple hair looked even paler in the bright afternoon sun. Dropping her sunglasses down onto the bridge of her nose, she nodded firmly. “Come on, let’s go.”

      “Actually...” Jeanette stopped and put her hands on her hips. “Let’s not.”

      Violet frowned at her.

      “Let’s just forget about it for a few days. Maybe if I don’t go round there, she’ll realize she can’t treat people this way and expect them to hang around.”

      “Are you sure?”

      She shrugged and tried not to sigh. “Begging her isn’t helping, is it? Maybe cutting off contact for a few days will.” As she spoke, she sounded much stronger than she felt, and Violet almost looked impressed.

      “Okay...” she hesitated as she looped her arm through Jeanette’s. “Have you thought about calling Social Services too? Wasn’t there someone you were talking to at the hospital?”

      “There was, but...” Jeanette bit her lower lip. “What if they...remove me from the house or something? Take me away from her? Send me to children’s services?”

      “I don’t think they can do that when you’re seventeen, can they?” Violet asked, already reaching for her phone to Google it.

      Jeanette put her hand over Violet’s screen and shook her head. “Let’s just give it a few days, yeah? I want to enjoy the last day of school tomorrow without thinking about everything else.”

      Violet smiled at her. “Good point. To be honest, Freddie’s is probably a better place for you while the exams are going on anyway. He said his flatmate’s staying away a little longer, so it’ll be nice and quiet in the day. You can revise. Focus...” Violet paused as they crossed the busy road in front of the school and headed toward the bus stop. “Have you heard from Southampton? I haven’t heard anything from Reading. I’m starting to freak out a bit.”

      Jeanette felt herself wince as Violet asked the question. She’d promised her no more secrets... “Actually,” she said quickly, “I never applied to Southampton. I didn’t apply anywhere. I think I’m just going to stay here. Get a job. Maybe do university later.”

      Violet stopped dead in her tracks. “What? Jeanette? You didn’t apply?” Her mouth dropped open, as if she honestly couldn’t comprehend what Jeanette was saying.

      “I didn’t see the point.”

      “The point?”

      “At the time, I didn’t think I could leave Mum.”

      “And now?” Violet was watching her carefully.

      Jeanette chewed the inside of her cheek. “Now?” She tried to laugh. “Well, I guess now that she doesn’t want me around, I feel like a bit of an idiot.”

      They had reached the bus stop, and Violet was leaning back against the short brick wall behind it. “Jeanette,” she said firmly, “do you want to go to Southampton? Or anywhere? Forget about your mum and money and everything else... Do you want to go?”

      “Yes,” she said, without even thinking about it. “I do. The musical theatre course looks...” she almost sighed, “amazing.”

      “Right. Then it’s not too late. If you get the forms in now, you might not have to go through clearing. We’ll do it tonight.”

      “Tonight?”

      Violet nodded and waved her phone at Jeanette. “I’ll text Mum and tell her I’m going to Freddie’s to help you with your application.”

      “Vi, you don’t have to...”

      She held up her index finger as she finished typing her message. “Done,” she said, looking up and smiling. “Listen, let’s just get the application in, yeah? If you get a place, we can deal with it when it happens. But if you don’t at least try...”

      Jeanette smiled. “You sound like my sister.”

      “Well, then your sister must be very wise.”
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      When Freddie returned from work, covered in wood dust from a day fitting kitchen cabinets, Jeanette and Violet were still sitting at his kitchen table peering at the university submissions portal on Jeanette’s phone.

      “Can we borrow your laptop?” Violet asked as Freddie bent his head to give her a kiss on the cheek.

      “Hi to you too,” he said, smiling. “Sure. Am I allowed to ask what for?”

      “Jeanette’s applying for the musical theatre course at Southampton. We need to get the forms filled in before she changes her mind.” Violet offered Jeanette a knowing smile, and Jeanette put down her phone. She wasn’t sure whether her head was hurting because she’d been peering at her tiny phone screen for over an hour or because the thought of pressing Submit on the application was making her feel unimaginably stressed.

      As Freddie put the laptop down in front of them and excused himself to go shower, Jeanette caught Violet watching him.

      “Aren’t you worried about going away to uni?” Jeanette asked quietly. “About leaving Freddie?”

      A smile flittered across Violet’s face. “I’m worried about missing him. I’m worried about spending the whole of my first year pining for him and wanting to get the bus back every single weekend.” She laughed and tucked her hair behind her ear, then breathed in slowly. “But I’m not worried about us. We’re for keeps.”

      Jeanette smiled and glanced at her phone. For keeps... That was a phrase Jack had used. Seriously, Marcia, we’re for keeps.

      “What about you and Jack?”

      “Me and Jack?” She squinted at the screen and pretended she was concentrating on typing.

      Violet nudged her in the ribs. “He asked you to the movies. He almost knocked out Chris Parker on your behalf. Funny kind of friendship if you ask me.”

      “I’m not sure I did ask you, did I?” Jeanette replied quickly, smiling with the corner of her mouth. “I told you before, Jack has a girlfriend. He met her online. He’s written songs about her. And besides...” she paused as she remembered what he’d said to her last Sunday, “he thinks of me as a sister. He said so himself.”

      “But do you think of him as a brother?” Violet asked, sitting back in her chair and folding her arms in front of her chest.

      Jeanette pushed the laptop away and nibbled her lower lip. “Honestly?”

      “We’re practicing being honest, remember?”

      “I don’t know... When we met, I thought he was good looking, but...” Jeanette patted her hair, which she’d scraped into too-tight ponytail that morning.

      “But?”

      “How do you know if you like someone the way you like a boyfriend or if you just like them as a friend?”

      “Well, that’s easy...” Freddie’s deep voice filtered in from the doorway. “Do you think about seeing him naked?”

      “Freddie!” Violet swotted her hands at him. “Girls aren’t like boys—we’re deeper than that. We care about more than just looks.”

      “So, you didn’t think about seeing me naked when we first met?” He wiggled his eyebrows at her and shimmied his hips in an exaggerated hula-hoop motion.

      “No... Well, maybe.” Violet giggled. “But mainly I thought about kissing you.”

      “Okay, then,” Freddie said as he flopped down in a chair opposite them and leaned forward onto his elbows. “Do you think about kissing him?”

      “I’m done talking about this with you two.” Jeanette laughed and pulled the laptop back toward her. “I need to focus.”

      “Oh, now she’s keen to fill out the forms,” Freddie chuckled, standing up to walk over to the fridge.

      As Violet joined him, asking what he was planning to cook for dinner and making fun of the sparse contents of his fridge, Jeanette glanced at her phone. Marcia had four unread messages from Jack.

      Marcia liked Jack. Marcia thought about kissing Jack. But Jeanette? She simply wasn’t sure anymore.

      In the beginning, she and Marcia had been one in the same; Marcia’s words had been her words. Marcia’s thoughts had been her thoughts. But as the weeks had rolled on, somehow, Marcia had become her own person—a creation Jeanette didn’t quite have control over. A character in a movie script that Jeanette was writing, but one she had absolutely no idea how to get rid of.
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      Three hours later, after devouring a large portion of Freddie’s Special Stir Fry and finally pressing Submit on her application, Jeanette sat down on the sofa and stretched out her legs. She was holding a large mug of hot chocolate and knew she’d have at least an hour to herself while Freddie accompanied Violet back home on the bus, then made the return journey back to his apartment.

      Although Violet joked about needing to brighten up the place, Jeanette found Freddie’s apartment soothingly quiet. Okay, so it wasn’t decorated with posters and throw pillows and rugs. But it was calm. Really calm.

      She glanced toward the kitchen, where her phone was sitting on the table. She’d told herself she would ignore it—at least until Freddie got back. But as she looked at it, the screen lit up, telling her she’d received a message.

      She looked away and picked up the TV remote, but as she flicked through the channels, she saw her phone light up a second time.

      Marcia still hadn’t replied to Jack’s messages, and what if it was her mum trying to contact her? After all, she’d failed to show up after school and spend an hour knocking on the door. Perhaps it had worked. Perhaps her mum was worried and had realized she wanted Jeanette to come home.

      Looking down at her hot chocolate, Jeanette shrugged to herself. She needed to top it up with hot water; it had gone cold while she’d been channel hopping. She figured she might as well check her phone at the same time.

      In the kitchen, she switched on the kettle and picked up the phone. But it wasn’t another message from Jack to Marcia. It was a message from Suzanne.

      
        
        SUZANNE: Hi, Jeanette, I was wondering if you’re busy tomorrow after choir?

        Jeanette’s throat twitched as she thought of what Marcia should have been doing tomorrow.

        JEANETTE: No plans. Why’d you ask?

        SUZANNE: I was just thinking . . . I got a digital download of Hamilton. The stage show? I didn’t know whether you’d like to come over and watch it? My dad’s away for the weekend, so . . .

        JEANETTE: Jeanette’s heart almost flipped over in her chest; she’d seen clips of the stage show but never the whole thing. OMG yes! I’d love to!

        SUZANNE: Great! I can cook us something too? Do you like lasagna?

        JEANETTE: I like pretty much anything lol

        SUZANNE: Okay. Great. Sorry, I already said great. Just excited.

        JEANETTE: Me too. Can’t wait. See you tomorrow.

        SUZANNE: Yes. Tomorrow. Good night, Jeanette.

        JEANETTE: Night, Suzanne.

      

      

      For a long moment, Jeanette stared at Suzanne’s message, then, finally, she switched profiles and opened up the thread between Marcia and Jack.

      Jack was still online. The little green dot next to his picture told her so. She’d barely finished reading the messages he’d sent—each one with a different suggestion for where they should have dinner the following night—when another appeared.

      
        
        JACK: Sorry for the obsessive messaging. I’ve decided. Signiorelli’s. Is that okay?

        MARCIA: Sure. Sounds great.

        JACK: I’ll apologize in advance . . .

        MARCIA: What for?

        JACK: For being a total nervous wreck tomorrow and probably totally embarrassing myself.

        MARCIA: Why so nervous?

        JACK: Uhhh, because I’ve been desperate to finally meet you in person for, like, WEEKS. Because you’re the most amazing girl I’ve ever met. Because I’m head over heels in love with you. Because you’re gorgeous, and I’m worried you’ll take one look at me and think nahhhh . . . Need I continue?

      

      

      Jeanette closed her eyes. She felt nauseous and her knees had gone wobbly.

      
        
        MARCIA: It’s going to be great. Don’t be nervous.

        JACK: Okay but, just so you know, because I won’t have the guts to tell you face-to-face . . . I don’t think I’d have got through the last few months without you. You’re the best thing that ever happened to me, Marcia.

      

      

      Jeanette’s head was swimming. She felt like she was being held down under water.

      
        
        MARCIA: Ditto.

      

      

      She sent the message, turned off her phone, and tossed it onto the kitchen counter at the same moment the kettle began to boil.

      For such a long time, she’d just seen Jack and Marcia as a bit of fun. Harmless. Easy. An escape from real life, but now... What had she done? What the hell had she done?

      As she replayed Jack’s words, she began to cry. Sliding down to the floor, she tucked her knees up under her chin and rested her forehead on top of them. She didn’t stop sobbing until she heard Freddie’s key in the lock.
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      Jack practically bounced out of the performing arts studio. Behind him, Suzanne was telling Jeanette that she’d gotten up at six that morning to prepare a lasagna, so they could put it in the oven as soon as they got to her house.

      Jeanette was oddly quiet, but Jack didn’t have the mental capacity to question why; all he could think about was Marcia, and he’d felt chilled with anticipation all day.

      Suzanne stopped at the edge of the car park and put her hands on her hips. “Does it feel weird?” she asked, looking from Jack to Jeanette. “Your last full day as students. Over. Just like that.”

      It was six-thirty in the evening. The crowds of Year Thirteens who’d been hanging around signing one another’s shirts and yearbooks after school had long since disappeared, and Arnhurst looked just as it always had done. Except, from today onward, Jack and Jeanette would not be attending lessons. They were now on study leave. After their exams finished in June, they’d be free. They’d have a glorious, school-free summer, and then they’d head off to whichever universities or colleges they’d chosen. Ready to start their new lives...

      Somehow, it felt completely right that today was the day he’d finally meet Marcia.

      “Yeah, it does a bit,” Jack replied, looking at his car, alone in the car park.

      “Well, at least we’ll still have choir twice a week. Until we break up for summer anyway.” Suzanne smiled at Jeanette, but Jeanette seemed to be on another planet.

      “You two want a ride?” Jack gestured to the car. He asked them every week, Monday and Friday, without fail. But they never said yes.

      “Actually, that would be good,” Suzanne answered for both of them. “My dad’s away, so he’s not picking me up today. Jeanette’s coming over to watch Hamilton. Not sure I can stand for ages waiting for the bus.” As she spoke, she looked down at her feet and lowered her voice.

      Jack had picked up on the fact she’d had a lot of time off, but he’d never felt as if they knew each other well enough for him to ask what was wrong with her.

      He’d always assumed Jeanette knew, but perhaps not.

      “You’re sure?” Jeanette asked. “I have a bus pass.”

      Suzanne began to stutter. “I just...I get, um, tired if I...” She trailed off, looking as if she might die from embarrassment.

      “It’s no problem. Come on.” Jack waved his thumb at the car and started walking. As Jeanette stepped up beside him, he whispered, “Read the mood, Jeanette. I don’t think she’s feeling too good.”

      Jeanette looked at him with a horrified expression on her face, as if she couldn’t believe she hadn’t realized. Nodding, she pressed her lips together. Something was going on, but he’d have to talk to her about it another time. Tonight, he had bigger things on his mind...
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      After dropping Suzanne and Jeanette at Suzanne’s large, old house on the edge of town, Jack drove home as quickly as he dared. Pulling into his estate, he listed the things he needed to do once he got inside. He’d only have about fifteen minutes before having to be back out again, on the way to town. On the way to Marcia...

      Shower. Eat something small, enough to see him through to dinner at seven-thirty without feeling woozy from low blood sugar. Get dressed. But how casual? If it were just the beer festival, he wouldn’t even be thinking about it...

      He was mentally picturing the contents of his wardrobe when he realized that his dad’s wasn’t the only car on their driveway. Next to it was his mother’s black Mercedes.

      His heart plummeted to the bottom of his rib cage. As he pulled up beside it and opened his door, he genuinely thought he might vomit onto the ground. He got out of the car and walked up to the door. The video doorbell, which had been turned off ever since his mother had left, was once again blinking at him.

      He stopped, his hand shaking as he inched his key toward the lock. Then he turned around, jogged back to the car, revved the engine, and sped back out of the estate.

      Not tonight. He wasn’t going to deal with her tonight.

      Tonight, was all about Marcia, and it didn’t matter that he was wearing the clothes he’d been in all day. It didn’t matter that he hadn’t had chance to spritz himself with aftershave or that he’d have to leave his car overnight and collect it tomorrow instead of getting a cab. All that mattered was her.

      He’d pulled up outside the restaurant, an hour early, when his phone lit up on the seat beside him. His heart did a somersault. She was probably getting ready. Feeling nervous. Texting to check he was still coming.

      
        
        MARCIA: Jack, I’m so sorry, I can’t make it tonight.

      

      

      As he read the words, his eyes blurred, and he had to blink them back into focus.

      
        
        MARCIA: I can’t explain why. Just please know it’s nothing to do with you. Have fun at the beer festival with your friends. x

      

      

      Jack’s fingers loosened their grip, and his phone dropped into the footwell in front of him. He felt numb. Every muscle was simply...numb. He looked out of the window at the soft, glowing fairy lights which decorated Signiorelli’s riverside patio. He’d asked for a table near the firepit. He’d asked for champagne, even though he couldn’t afford it.

      Embarrassment surged through his limbs. He wanted to go home. Crawl into bed. Scream into his pillow. But he couldn’t; his mum was there.

      So, shaking from head to foot, skin itching with disappointment, he picked his phone back up and texted Danny.

      
        
        JACK: Where are you guys?

        DANNY: Finished dinner already?

        JACK: She’s not coming. Don’t ask.

        DANNY: Shit. Sorry, bro. We’re in the first tent on the left when you enter the festival. Come find us. I’ll have a drink waiting for you.

        JACK: K. Be there soon.

      

      

      Shoving the keys back into the ignition, Jack revved the engine. The festival was on the other side of town, and suddenly, he couldn’t get there quickly enough.
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      “Sit down—make yourself comfy. I’ll put the lasagna in. If you’re hungry? Are you hungry? We could always wait a bit. Watch the film first. I’m not sure when you usually like to eat?” Suzanne was speaking quickly, flitting around her stone-floored kitchen like a tiny, little bird.

      Jeanette slid onto the bench beside the large wooden table, which looked like it belonged in a farmhouse, and watched curiously as Suzanne turned on an oven that looked like an old-fashioned stove but seemed to be electric.

      “Freddie’s hungry as soon as he gets in from work, so we eat quite early,” she said, glancing at the clock.

      Over by the oven, Suzanne clattered something loudly against the countertop and turned around. “Freddie? Is he...?”

      “I’m staying at his apartment for a while.” Jeanette couldn’t remember whether she’d mentioned at choir that her mum had thrown her out. Probably, she hadn’t. Even to Jack.

      “Oh, I see. I didn’t even know you had a boyfriend.” Suzanne laughed and tucked her hair behind her ear. Her laugh was small and bright, like the tinkle of a bell above a shop door.

      “Boyfriend?” Jeanette frowned at her, then realized what had happened. “Oh, no. Freddie’s Violet’s boyfriend. He’s just doing me a favor.” She paused, remembering what Suzanne had said about her own mother. “Mum and I had an argument. So, I’m not staying at home right now.”

      “Oh!” Suzanne’s face brightened. “I see. Sorry. I just assumed... Okay.” She smiled and shook her hair loose. Jeanette liked it when it was loose. It was long and shiny, and whenever she stood next to Suzanne, she found herself thinking how nice it smelled.

      “So,” Suzanne continued, “I’ll put the lasagna in now, then?”

      Jeanette nodded and stood up. “Now is great. Can I do anything to help?” As she walked over to the wooden countertop, Suzanne smiled at her.

      “You can do the salad while I get the plates out?” She gestured to the fridge. “The bits are in there.”

      “Salad. I can do that.” As she took lettuce, tomatoes, and onions from Suzanne’s oversized fridge, Jeanette tried to push thoughts of Jack and Marcia and the beer festival from her mind and focus on having a nice evening; after all, there was nothing she could do now. Marcia had told Jack she couldn’t make it. He’d be disappointed, but he’d still have a good time.

      Even though Jeanette didn’t see why he wanted to be friends with Danny or Chris, she’d understood when he said he didn’t want to leave school on a bad note. Not after being friends with them for years. Without Marcia there, he could concentrate on just having fun. It was probably better for him, actually.

      “Jeanette?” Suzanne nudged her arm. “I asked if you’d like something to drink. I bought pretend sparkling stuff...” She opened up what looked like a wine cooler and presented a bottle with a long thin neck. “So we can celebrate...”

      “Celebrate?”

      “Well, you’ve finished school, haven’t you? I know you have to take your exams, but it feels like a big moment. A special occasion.”

      “Okay, sure. Why not?” Jeanette took the bottle and unscrewed the top as Suzanne reached for some fancy wine glasses.

      When she’d poured them each a glass, Suzanne held up her drink. “Cheers,” she said, clinking it with Jeanette’s. “To Jeanette...you’ve survived Year Thirteen, and you’ll soon be on to bigger and better things.”

      Jeanette felt her cheeks flush a little as Suzanne caught her eyes. “Thank you,” she said. “This is really lovely.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Three hours later, having devoured the incredible lasagna Suzanne had made and having literally had her mind blown by watching Hamilton from start to finish, Jeanette stood up and waved her arms in the air. “That was amazing! Literally so amazing!”

      Suzanne was sitting on her large leather sofa, legs crossed, smiling as she watched Jeanette. “I know,” she said. “So good.”

      “Can you imagine if we could see it live, on stage?”

      “Maybe we could,” Suzanne said, standing up and gathering their plates from the coffee table. “In the summer or something.”

      “Are they doing it in London?”

      “I think so.” Suzanne walked toward the kitchen, and Jeanette followed her.

      “That would be amazing. But tickets will cost an arm and a leg.”

      “Dad sometimes gets good deals from work. I’ll ask.” Suzanne deposited the plates in the sink and turned around. Glancing at the clock, she said, “Is there a time you have to get back by? For the bus or...?”

      Jeanette blinked at her. In all the excitement, she’d forgotten about the bus. She took out her phone. “Crap. Yes. There’s one in fifteen minutes, or I’ll have to wait another hour and a half.”

      “I don’t mind if you have to wait,” Suzanne said. “We could have dessert. I bought those fancy chocolate things with gooey stuff in the middle.”

      Five messages were flashing on her home screen. All from Jack to Marcia. For the first time since before they’d watched the movie, her stomach tightened. “I’d better not,” she said. “Don’t want to disturb Freddie by coming in late.”

      Suzanne’s smile faltered. “Sure. Of course. I can save them, then. For another time?” She had laced her fingers together and was swaying a little from one foot to the other.

      “That would be good,” Jeanette replied. “Shall I help wash up?” She pointed to the sink.

      “Oh, no. No.” Suzanne shook her head. “I’ll do that. Don’t be late for your bus.” She walked toward the hall. When they reached the front door, she took Jeanette’s jacket from the hook behind it and held it out for her. “Here, put this on. It’ll be chilly out there now.”

      Jeanette smiled and shrugged her arms into the too-tight sleeves of Emma’s coat. “Thanks.”

      Suzanne was shorter than her. Willowy with dark hair and freckles on the bridge of her nose. She’d done something different with her eyes tonight. A dark kind of liner that made them seem more green than usual. “I had a really nice time tonight,” she said, looking down at her bare feet.

      “Me too.” Jeanette always felt like she shouldn’t give in to the urge to hug people, like she was too familiar too soon, but Suzanne had never seemed to mind. So, she ignored the nerves in her belly and pulled her in for a hug. For a moment, Suzanne stood stiffly in front of her and didn’t move, but then she put her arms around Jeanette’s waist and hugged her back.

      Jeanette waited for the feeling to come that told her the hug was over. But it didn’t.

      Suzanne’s hair smelled lovely. The same as always. She was warm, and her hands were resting in the small of Jeanette’s back.

      Finally, Suzanne moved back a little but, before Jeanette realized what was happening, instead of stepping away, Suzanne raised her chin and brushed Jeanette’s lips with her own. Jeanette almost pulled away, but then she didn’t. She closed her eyes and, for the first time in her entire life, let herself be kissed.
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      When Freddie returned home from his shift at the shelter, at two-thirty in the morning, Jeanette was still sitting on the sofa staring at Suzanne’s profile.

      As soon as he saw her, Freddie narrowed his eyes. “What’s going on? You have a weird look. Is it Jack? Did you two finally...?” He leaned on the back of the sofa and narrowed his eyes at her. “I thought you were at your friend’s tonight? Suzie?”

      “Suzanne.” As Jeanette spoke, a smile fluttered across her lips. She looked away from Freddie, concentrating on a loose thread in one of the sofa cushions she was hugging to her chest. “She kissed me.” She said it before she’d even had a chance to think about whether she wanted to.

      Freddie raised his eyebrows. “Suzanne?” He swung his legs over the back of the sofa and landed with a thud beside her. “I thought you liked Jack?”

      “It’s complicated.”

      “How do you feel about Suzanne?”

      “I don’t know. I mean...” She groaned and lowered her head into her hands. Peeking up from behind her fingers, she said, “How do I know who I like if I feel like I like both of them?”

      Freddie sat back and folded his arms. “Well, there’s an easy answer to that...”

      Jeanette raised her head.

      “Who do you want to see naked?”
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      Freddie had finally stopped grilling her about Suzanne, and the pair of them were getting ready for bed when Jeanette’s phone started ringing.

      “Is that her?” Freddie asked, wide eyed.

      Jeanette stared at it. “No. It’s Jack.”

      He laughed. “Bloody hell. You’re in demand tonight... You’d better answer it.”

      Turning away from him, Jeanette lifted the phone to her ear. “Hello?”

      Silence.

      “Hello? Jack? Are you okay?”

      “Jeanette?” Jack’s voice sounded slurred and quiet.

      “Jack?” She turned to Freddie and gave him a worried look. “Where are you? Are you all right?”

      “I had a bit to drink, Jeanette, and I got in the car. I think I crashed.”

      “Crashed?” Jeanette’s heart began to pound-pound-pound in her chest. When she looked up, Freddie was already grabbing his shoes.

      “Where is he?” he asked.

      “Where are you?” Jeanette repeated.

      “Don’t call the cops. I’m okay. I just can’t... I’m just not sure what to do next.” He sounded like he was about to either throw up or pass out.

      “Where are you?”

      “Lacey’s Lane.”

      “Okay, I’m coming—it’s not far. Wait there. Don’t drive.”

      It took only ten minutes to get from Freddie’s apartment to Lacey’s Lane. Instantly, they spotted Jack’s car up ahead. Parked diagonally half up the curb, half in the road, with its hazard lights flashing.

      “Jesus. I’m surprised no one’s reported him.” Freddie broke into a run, and Jeanette followed him.

      In the front of the car, Jack had moved over to the passenger seat and was holding his head in his hands. A small trickle of blood was coming from his temple.

      “Hiya, Jack. I’m Freddie. A friend of Jeanette’s...” Freddie climbed into the driver’s side and gestured for Jeanette to get in the back. “Okay if I drive your car back to mine for tonight?”

      Jack looked at Freddie, his eyes rolling with the swill of alcohol. “Go for it.” When he looked over his shoulder and spotted Jeanette, he grinned at her. “Jeanie, my friend Jeanie. I knew you’d rescue me.”

      Jeanette winced at the use of her nickname, but before she could reply, Jack had passed out.
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      Freddie parked Jack’s car outside his apartment, and between them, they heaved him up the stairs and into Freddie’s room.

      “I’ll crash in Tamar’s room,” he said as he fetched a bowl and propped it next to Jack, pulling him onto his side in case he started to vomit.

      “Should I stay and watch him?” Jeanette asked, feeling like she might vomit herself at any moment.

      “Leave the door open and keep an ear out.” Freddie stuffed a line of pillows behind Jack’s back to keep him on his side.

      Back in the living room, Jeanette sat down hard on the sofa and shakily looked at her phone. The messages from Jack to Marcia still sat there, unread. As Freddie moved about in the kitchen, she opened them.

      
        
        JACK: Did I do something to upset you?

        JACK:  Was I coming on too strong with all the “love” stuff? Because I can tone it down. I got carried away, but we can dial it back.

        JACK:  Is everything okay? I’m a bit worried. You seemed so excited to meet.

        JACK:  Marcie, please don’t ignore me. Whatever’s going on, I can handle it. Just don’t shut me out. I need you.

      

      

      When she read the final message, Jeanette let out an audible sob and began to cry. Almost instantly, Freddie was in the room, kneeling in front of her. “Hey,” he said, putting an arm around her, “it’s okay. He’s going to be fine.”

      As Jeanette thought of Jack getting blind drunk with Danny and the others, trying to drive himself home, trusting her as the one he called when he was in trouble, the crying got worse. Soon, she was letting out huge, gasping sobs. Sobs that wracked her entire body and made her shake.

      “Jeanette, hey, Jeanette.” Freddie removed his arm and took hold of her elbows, ducking to meet her eyes. “Calm down. Breathe.” He got up and went to the kitchen. When he returned, he was holding a paper bag and told her to breathe into it.

      Feeling both stupid and terrified, Jeanette did as he instructed. After a minute or so, the tightness in her chest began to melt.

      “I’m...sorry...” she whispered.

      “Don’t be sorry—just tell me what’s going on.” Freddie fixed his eyes on her.

      Jeanette closed her eyes and handed Freddie her phone. When she opened them, he was scrolling through Jack and Marcia’s message thread with a confused look on his face.

      “I don’t understand,” he said, passing it back to her. “You have a copy of Jack’s messages?”

      Jeanette bit down on her tongue and shook her head. “No,” she said quietly. “They’re not a copy. They’re mine. I sent them.” She handed him back the phone and pulled up Marcia’s profile.

      As Freddie looked at it, she watched him scanning the pictures. “These are pictures of Aisla...” He’d met Violet’s old Briar Ridge friends when he and Violet had first started dating. Aisla wasn’t the sort of girl you forgot in a hurry.

      He shook his head, then stopped. His eyes widened, and he let out a loud whoosh of a sigh. “Christ. Jeanette...that’s you? Marcia? You made this? With Aisla’s photos?”

      Jeanette began to tremble but, this time, no tears came. “Yes,” she said, her shoulders dropping as if all the air had been sucked out of her body.

      “Why?” Freddie looked from her to the phone and back again. Then he glanced back toward his bedroom, where Jack was sleeping.

      “I think because...” Jeanette wiped her nose with her sleeve and sniffed. “Because I thought Jack wouldn’t want to even talk to me if I was just me.”

      “But he did...he does. He’s your friend. You guys hang out, and you’re still...”

      Jeanette wrapped her arms around herself and squeezed. Her stomach hurt. Her head hurt. She wanted to lie down in a dark room and never come out of it.

      “I’m not judging you,” Freddie said softly, patting her leg. “I’m just trying to understand.”

      “How can you?” Jeanette asked. “How can you understand it when I don’t understand it myself?”

      His eyes were full of pity. It made Jeanette look away from him. “Please don’t tell Violet.”

      “No,” he said. “I won’t.”

      “Will you tell Jack?” Jeanette blinked hard. Her eyes felt raw and tired.

      “Will you?”
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      FIVE WEEKS LATER

      

      “Thinking about your girlfriend?” Suzanne asked, nudging Jack in the ribs.

      “Huh? Sorry.” He’d been dipping his pizza into the same dollop of ketchup for at least twenty seconds and looked up as she spoke.

      Next to him, Jeanette took a large slurp of Coke and pretended to be interested in something happening at a nearby table.

      “You still haven’t actually met her yet?” Suzanne was staring at him over the rim of her glass.

      “She’s under major pressure with her exams. She’s taking six subjects.”

      “Wow. That’s excessive,” Suzanne replied.

      “Briar Ridge,” Jack added, rolling his eyes.

      “So, she can’t see you because of the exams?”

      He sighed. “Pretty much.”

      “Are we going to celebrate?” Jeanette interrupted them, unable to listen to Jack still talking about Marcia as if she were his girlfriend when they’d barely spoken in the past month.

      “Celebrate?” Suzanne smiled at her. Her lips looked very pink today and looking at them made Jeanette blush.

      “We all have our last exam tomorrow, don’t we? We could go out. Do something.” Jeanette looked at Jack.

      “Sure.” He took a bite of pizza. “Why not? Although it’s not like you to suggest ‘going out’. You’ve been a hermit the past few weeks.”

      “She’s been studying hard,” Suzanne answered in Jeanette’s defense.

      “Yeah, I know. But you’ve missed choir practice twice, and we haven’t done nearly enough on the duet.” Jack nudged her playfully in the ribs and tried to make her smile, but Jeanette felt her muscles stiffen and edged away from him.

      They were sitting in a local diner, Jack and Jeanette on one side of the table, sharing a red leather bench, and Suzanne on the other.

      “Sorry,” Jeanette said quietly. “I just really need good grades if I’m going to get into Southampton.”

      “You haven’t heard from them yet?” Suzanne asked.

      She shook her head.

      “Jack heard from Keele ages ago.”

      “Yeah, but Jack got his application in on time. Mine was late, so I won’t know until the end of June, at least.”

      “Are you excited about Keele?” Suzanne had become remarkably chatty lately, which was good because ever since the night of the beer festival, Jeanette had felt herself becoming more and more withdrawn. It was as if every waking moment was eaten up with the thoughts looping around her brain—you have to tell Jack, you have to tell Jack, you have to tell Jack—so there was little room left for anything else, no space to think about her mum, or where things stood with Suzanne.

      It didn’t help that Freddie kept looking at her the way he did. She could tell he was having to stop himself from asking about it. Once or twice, in the days immediately after she’d confessed everything, he’d mentioned it. But when she’d finally snapped and shouted at him to leave her alone and let her deal with it, he’d stopped.

      “Yeah, I am.” Jack stuffed a final handful of fries into his mouth and added, with his mouth full, “Even if it is miles away from where Marcia will be.” Looking at Jeanette, he patted her shoulder. “The two of you really should meet up before September. You’re both going to Southampton. You’ll have a head start on everyone else. A friend before you get there.”

      “Maybe you should meet her first,” Jeanette quipped sarcastically.

      Jack blinked and his smile faltered. “Yeah. I probably should.”

      For a moment, he stared at his plate, but then he stood up, put down some cash for the bill, and said, “Right, I’m going to head off. Last-minute revision for tomorrow. Let me know what the plan is.” He was about to walk toward the door when he added, “Maybe I’ll invite Marcia?”

      “Ooh, yes. Do.” Suzanne nodded enthusiastically.

      “Yes. Do.” Jeanette nodded too, even though the effort of it made her headache.

      With Jack gone, Suzanne moved around to Jeanette’s side of the table. She was close. Very close, and it made Jeanette’s skin start to prickle.

      Suzanne put her hand palm down on the table, near Jeanette’s. Her fingers twitched as if they were about to try to touch hers.

      “I better go too.” Jeanette reached for her bag, took out her debit card, and waved for the waiter.

      “Of course. Let me know about tomorrow, then? I mean, if you don’t mind me tagging along?” She met Jeanette’s gaze and held it.

      Jeanette swallowed hard. She wanted to slip her hand around Suzanne’s waist, let their fingertips touch, just to see how it felt. But it had been five weeks, and neither of them had spoken about the kiss. At first, Jeanette had been too wrapped up in what was going on between Marcia and Jack. She’d felt physically sick about it for days. So many times, she’d almost told him the truth, and then she’d chickened out.

      
        
        MARCIA: I’m sorry, Jack. I’m just scared of us falling for each other when we’re going to different universities in September. It doesn’t feel like a good idea. Maybe we should cool things off for a while, see what happens?

      

      

      Jack had replied, less than an hour later, Of course. I understand. Let’s just go back to friends for a while. If that’s what you want? which had eased the twitchiness in Jeanette’s chest for a while. But by the time she’d come out of her Jack-induced fog, three weeks had passed since her and Suzanne’s kiss and she had no idea how to bring it up—or what she would say when she did.

      “Of course I don’t mind you tagging along.” Jeanette smiled sincerely at her. “I mean, I want you to come. Please.”

      Suzanne’s lips spread into a grin. “Okay,” she said. “It’s a date.”
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        JACK: Hi.

        MARCIA: Hi.

        JACK: How’s things?

        MARCIA: Good.

        JACK: You haven’t been online much lately. Exams going okay?

        MARCIA: Yeah. Stressful. Hard work. Probably the same for you, right?

        JACK: Right.

        MARCIA: Is your mum back yet? Still at your aunt’s?

        JACK: She came back the night we were supposed to meet. I saw her car, but the next day she was gone again. Now I don’t know what’s going on.

        MARCIA: Has your dad heard from her?

        JACK: Maybe.

        MARCIA: I feel like you’re still mad at me about not showing up that night.

        JACK: No. I understand why you didn’t.

        MARCIA: You sure?

        JACK: Yeah . . . I know it’s been weird between us lately. But I’d rather we be friends than nothing.

        MARCIA: I’m sorry, Jack.

        JACK: Don’t be sorry. Listen, some of us from choir are going out tomorrow to celebrate our last exams. You should come. Jeanette’s going to Southampton too. She’s like the total opposite of you but weirdly similar . . . if that makes any sense!

        MARCIA: Not really.

        JACK: So, do you fancy it?

        MARCIA: I don’t think it’s a good idea.

        JACK: ... ... ...

        MARCIA: Are you angry?

        JACK: No.

        MARCIA: You seem angry.

        JACK: I haven’t even said anything.

        MARCIA: I can tell from what you’re not saying.

        JACK: Not angry. Just confused. We get on so well. We both said we felt the same way. My feelings haven’t changed. Have yours?

        MARCIA: I told you. We’re going to different unis. It’s not a good idea to get attached.

        JACK: People do long distance. Jeanette’s friend Violet has a super-serious boyfriend. They’re not breaking up just cos she’s going to uni. They’ve got it all planned. He’s going to move to Reading when she starts second year . . .

        MARCIA: But we’re not super serious, Jack. We’ve never even met.

        JACK: So, come tomorrow. Meet me. See if you can resist my charm face-to-face ;-)

        MARCIA: I said no. Just leave it.

        JACK: ... ... ...

        JACK: Fine. Then let’s just leave the whole thing, shall we?

        MARCIA: What do you mean?

        JACK: I mean, what’s the point in talking endlessly? Flirting? Sharing secrets? What’s it all for? I’ve got enough friends, Marcia. I don’t need another. Especially one I can’t even see in real life.

        MARCIA: Okay.

        JACK: That’s it? Okay?

        MARCIA: I care about you, Jack. And I’m sorry if I hurt you. Goodbye.

        JACK: Marcia?

        JACK: Are you still there?

        JACK: Marcia . . . come on. Wait. Don’t end it like this.

        JACK: Marcia, please?

        JACK: Marcia

        JACK: MARCIA!
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      “So, Jack, we finally meet properly.” Violet offered Jack a brief but friendly hug and smiled at him. “But I hear Freddie made your acquaintance a few weeks ago?” She glanced at Freddie as he walked over and shook Jack’s hand.

      “He was a life saver. Rescued me and my car.”

      “I helped,” Jeanette reminded him.

      “Yeah but, no offense, I wouldn’t have trusted you to drive my car.”

      Violet laughed. “Definitely a good instinct. Jeanette refuses to learn to drive.”

      “I don’t need to drive. I have a—”

      “Bus pass?” Violet and Jack spoke in unison, and as Jeanette rolled her eyes at them, they both cackled at her.

      “Is Suzanne joining us?” Freddie asked, interrupting Violet and Jack’s let’s bond by mocking Jeanette moment and raising his eyebrows at her.

      “She is.”

      Violet caught the look and frowned, but Jeanette ignored her.

      “Ah, there she is.” Jeanette waved, her heart fluttering a little inside her chest as she spotted Suzanne, wearing an emerald-green top, skinny jeans, and yellow sandals, walking toward them.

      They’d chosen a popular pub down by the river for their celebrations. Jeanette and Suzanne would be on soft drinks but Freddie, Violet, and Jack—who were old enough to drink—were already keen to get cocktails in.

      “You could have a mocktail?” Violet said, running her finger down the drinks menu.

      “Hi.” Suzanne smiled around the group as she joined them. “Congratulations.” She looked at Jack, Jeanette, and Violet. “You’re free.”

      “We are!” Violet grinned. “Suzanne, you’ll have a mocktail, won’t you?”

      “Um. Sure.” She peered at the menu over Violet’s shoulder. “The peach one sounds good. Jeanette?”

      Jeanette nodded. She felt unbelievably happy. Lighter than she had in months. Freer than she had in months. Marcia was gone. Jack seemed okay. The exams were over. And she was out in town with her friends.

      “I’ll get these,” Jack said, patting the back pocket that contained his wallet.

      “No, Jack,” Jeanette tutted at him.

      “Don’t worry, you can pay for the next round,” he said, winking at her.

      “I’ll give you a hand,” Suzanne offered.

      “And I need to find the bathroom,” Freddie said.

      As Suzanne walked past, she let her hand brush against Jeanette’s. “Back in a minute.”

      “Okay.” Jeanette watched her leave, patting her hair and smoothing down her royal-blue top.

      “Well, well, well...” Violet was smiling at her and had a glint in her eyes.

      “What?” She blushed.

      “Am I seeing correctly? Are you and Suzanne a thing? I—” Mid-sentence, Violet stopped talking and looked past Jeanette at someone else.

      She followed her gaze and instantly went cold.

      “Aisla, hey. What are you doing here?” Violet smiled tightly and put her hands on her hips.

      A wave of hot vicious nausea washed over Jeanette. She felt the color drain from her face and desperately looked for somewhere to escape to.

      Too late—Aisla Buchanan waltzed into view and announced, “Vi, I wondered if you’d be here. We heard a bunch of Arnhurst kids were finishing their exams today, so came to see if anything interesting is going on.” Aisla flicked her hair over her shoulder, not even looking at Jeanette. “Turns out it is. Lucky us.”

      The “us” Aisla was talking about was two girls Jeanette vaguely recognized from Aisla’s posts. Although she hadn’t taken the time to remember their names, they’d made regular appearances in Marcia’s profile. In Marcia’s world, they were called Hannah and Becky.

      “Have you met Jeanette?” Violet asked, tucking her arm through Jeanette’s.

      “No,” Aisla said casually. “I don’t think I have.”

      “You know what…” Jeanette unlooped her arm and gestured toward the bar. “I’ll go help Jack and Freddie.”

      “No need.” Violet pointed over Jeanette’s shoulder. “There they are.”

      She turned, feeling as if she was stuck in thick mud, moving in slow motion. Jack and Suzanne were chattering easily to each other, each holding two large cocktails.

      As Jeanette felt her skin turn in on itself, Jack stopped. His eyes were locked on Aisla. “Marcia?” His entire face lit up. Rushing over, he shoved the glasses he’d been holding into Jeanette’s hands. He was grinning from ear to ear. “I can’t believe it. It’s so good to see you. How did you know I was here? You know, all that stuff we said...”

      Nervously, Aisla moved back a couple of steps. As if she was torn between laughing and frowning, she said loudly, “Okaaaay. And you are...?” She looked at Violet and said in a loud whisper, “Vi, who’s this?”

      “It’s okay,” Jack said softly. “They know all about you. And please, honestly, just forget what we said yesterday. We can sort it all out.” Shaking his head, he added, “Thank you. Thanks for coming.”

      “Is this a joke?” Aisla looked at Violet.

      “I’ve no idea...Jack?” Violet stepped in front of Jack. He looked almost drunk. His eyes were wide and soft, and he was looking at Aisla as if he wanted to marry her right there on the spot.

      At that moment, just as Jeanette was about to try to slink away into the shadows, Freddie appeared. As he spotted Aisla, his eyes widened, narrowed, then widened again. Shit, he mouthed, catching Jeanette’s shaky gaze.

      She managed to nod at him.

      “Hey, Jack.” Freddie stepped forward, dumping his glass of cider on a nearby table so he could take Jack’s arm. “Can I have a word?”

      As Jack looked from Freddie to Aisla, his smile faltered. “What’s going on here?” he asked, frowning at Aisla.

      “You tell me,” she replied, putting her hands on her hips. “Why do you keep calling me Marcia? My name’s Aisla.”

      At first, Jack laughed, but when Aisla’s face remained stony, he shook his head and muttered, “No...you’re Marcia.” With shaking fingers, he took his phone from his pocket and handed it to her. “This is you,” he whispered. “We’ve been talking for weeks. We’re...”

      Aisla looked at the phone, took in the name and the pictures, then simply shrugged and handed it back. “Sorry, dude. You’ve been catfished.”

      Jack’s mouth opened, but no sound came out. “This isn’t you?” He looked like he was going to cry.

      “Jack, come on,” Freddie tugged at Jack’s arm. “Let’s leave it. Yeah?”

      “Freddie? What’s going on? Do you know something about this?” Violet tilted her head at Freddie, and he offered her a look that said, Trust me, I’ll tell you later.

      “Jeanette? Are you okay?” Suzanne’s small voice made Jeanette jump.

      “Fine. I’m fine. Freddie’s right. Let’s go, Jack. Nice to see you, Aisla.”

      “Let me see that.” Violet had taken hold of Jack’s phone. In an instant, she got it. “Marcia Simon,” she said quietly. Then, looking up, “Oh my God, Jeanette.”

      “Jeanette?” Jack snatched back the phone. “Jeanette knows nothing about this. She’s—”

      “It was me!” The words left Jeanette’s mouth before she could even think about whether or not she should say them out loud.

      Freddie winced. Violet whispered, “Oh, Jeanette...” and Aisla laughed.

      “You did this?” Aisla looked her up and down. “You stole my pictures and pretended to be me?” She looked more amused than angry.

      “No, I didn’t pretend to be you. I was me.” Turning to Jack, her words tumbled over one another in their hurry to escape and to make him understand what had happened, even though she didn’t really understand it herself. “Jack, I’m sorry. It was me. I was me. Everything I said. I wasn’t pretending. I just looked different. That’s all.”

      Jack’s expression was completely unreadable. It was as if his brain had gone somewhere else because it simply couldn’t process what she was saying. Finally, as Aisla stomped off with not-Becky and not-Hannah, still laughing, he managed to croakily say, “All this time, it was you? Why?”

      Freddie put his hand on Jack’s shoulder. Looking around the bar, he said, “Come on, Jack. Let’s do this somewhere else, yeah?”

      “You knew?” Jack jerked himself away from Freddie, then whirled around to look at Violet and Suzanne. “Did you? Both of you? Were you all in on it? One big joke?”

      “I had no idea.” Violet shook her head.

      “I didn’t know,” Suzanne whispered, unable to meet Jeanette’s eyes.

      “Just let her explain.” Freddie tried again, but Jack pushed him this time. Hard. With both hands. “Screw you. All of you!” he yelled, before bolting for the door.

      As Freddie ran after Jack, Violet lingered. “Jeanette...”

      “Go check he’s okay,” she said, choking back tears. “Tell him I’m sorry, Vi.”

      Violet exchanged a look with Suzanne, then nodded and hurried after Freddie. For a moment, Jeanette didn’t move. She just closed her eyes and tried to focus on not falling to her knees. When she opened them, she expected Suzanne to be reaching out to steady her or offering a sympathetic smile. But she wasn’t.

      “You pretended to be someone else to get Jack to like you?”

      “Yes. No. It wasn’t to get him to like me. Well, maybe it was to start with, but then it was just...” She inhaled sharply. “I don’t know.”

      “He thought you were his girlfriend.”

      “Yes.”

      “He loves you.”

      “He loves Marcia.”

      “Do you love him?”

      “No.”

      “Does Marcia love him?”

      “I...”

      Suzanne looked away. She was pressing her lips together and, at her side, was flicking her thumb with the nail of her index finger. “You pretended to be someone else to get Jack to like you, but the whole time I’ve been right here.” She turned her head and met Jeanette’s eyes. “I’ve been right here in front of you, and I like you just the way you are.”

      “But I had no idea, Suzanne. Not until you kissed me. And then you didn’t bring it up again. You didn’t say anything. We just carried on as normal...”

      “Because I thought you felt weird about it,” Suzanne said, in probably the loudest voice Jeanette had ever heard her use. As she waited for Jeanette to reply, tears sprang to her eyes, and she wiped them away with the back of her hand. “Enjoy the rest of your night, Jeanette. Have fun in Southampton.”

      Jeanette opened her mouth to speak. Nothing came out.

      But as Suzanne walked away, she found herself whispering, “I didn’t feel weird about it. I liked it...I like you.”
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      “Dad? I need you to come get me.” Jack was pacing up and down the road opposite the pub. “I can’t explain. Just come? Please?”

      “Okay, Jack. Text me the address. I’ll come now.” His dad hung up, and as the phone went silent, Jack let out a huge, bone-rattling scream.

      Up and down the road, people stopped and stared at him, but he didn’t care. Red-hot rage was coursing through him, and he had no idea how he was going to stop it from erupting.

      “Jack?” Freddie and Violet ran over to him, but he turned away from them.

      “Leave me alone. Both of you. Leave me.”

      “Jack, she didn’t mean to hurt you.” Freddie grabbed hold of Jack’s arm, then stepped back, hands raised.

      Jack began to quiver. When he turned around, he squared up to Freddie, jutting out his chest and waving his arms in the air. “Who the hell are you to tell me what she meant and what she didn’t? We’re not friends. I barely even know you. You have no idea what she’s done. No idea!” He launched himself at Freddie. Violet shouted. But Jack’s eyes were closed and his fists were clenched, swinging, punching.

      Then another voice, one he recognized.

      “Jack...stop. Jack...”

      As Freddie scrabbled away and Violet pulled him into her arms, Jack looked up. “Mum?”

      “It’s okay.” She nodded at Freddie and Violet. “I’ll handle this. I’m sorry.”

      Jack stumbled back into the wall behind him and sunk down to the ground. His mum bobbed down in front of him.

      “Breathe,” she whispered, putting her hands on his shoulders. “Just breathe.”

      At first, Jack wanted with every fiber in his body to push her away from him. But as his rage turned to tears, he fell into her shoulder and let her shield him from the world.

      By the time his dad arrived, he’d stopped crying.

      His mum helped him up and guided him to the car. When she opened the door, she stood back and let Jack climb in.

      “Tanya?” His dad looked shell-shocked. “Did Jack call you?”

      “No,” she said, a little sheepishly. “I’m staying in a B&B in town. I was just passing...”

      “A B&B? You told me you were at Michelle’s...”

      Glancing at Jack, his mum shook her head. “We can talk about it another time. Jack needs to get home.”

      His dad nodded slowly. “Okay, but I’ll text you. We’ll meet? Yes?”

      His mum smiled. She looked different. Softer around the edges. “Yes. Bye, Jim.”

      As they drove back through town, neither of them spoke. His dad was driving slowly, as if he were afraid going too fast would cause Jack to splinter into a million pieces.

      Jack was holding his phone close to his chest. He couldn’t bear to look at it. Just thinking about the messages he’d sent Marcia made him feel dizzy with embarrassment. How had he been so naive? How had he let himself be tricked like that? How had he let himself fall for a girl who didn’t even exist?

      He pressed his forehead on the cool glass of the window. It was starting to rain. He picked a raindrop and followed it.
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        Dear Mum, I hope you are well. I am writing to let you know . . .

      

      

      Jeanette stopped typing and pushed Freddie’s laptop away from her. “This is pointless,” she said, looking at Violet. “She won’t read it. I’ve slipped a letter through the door every week since she threw me out. She hasn’t replied to any of them.”

      “She might reply to this one,” Violet said, tapping the corner of the laptop screen. “It’s worth a try. You have big news.”

      “Big news she won’t want to hear.”

      “Have you told Emma?”

      Jeanette nodded. “She’s asked Dad about money. He said he’ll pay for my accommodation, but I’ll need a loan for the tuition fees.”

      Violet smiled and put her arms around Jeanette’s neck. “I’m so proud of you,” she said, kissing Jeanette’s cheek and making a loud smacking sound. “Seriously proud.”

      “It’s only an offer—I still need to get the grades.”

      “You will.” Violet nodded and stood up to put the kettle on.

      “I’m not so sure. There was a lot going on...” Jeanette trailed off. It was now the middle of July. Long, hot summer days. Bright skies. Hardly any rain. A few weeks ago, Freddie’s roommate, Tamer, had announced he wasn’t returning from Italy. So, Jeanette had moved into Tamer’s room.

      “I can’t pay you anything,” she’d said.

      But Freddie had shrugged. “It’s fine. I can manage until you head off to Southampton.”

      As Violet spooned instant coffee into two large purple mugs, Jeanette closed the laptop lid. “I’ll go round there,” she said. “Even if I have to yell through the letterbox again, at least I’ll know she heard me.”

      “Will you let me come this time?”

      Jeanette picked at a flaky bit of skin on her thumb. “I don’t think so. I need to make a couple of other house calls.”

      Violet reached for the sugar and looked expectantly at her, waiting for her to elaborate.

      “Suzanne,” she said quietly. “And Jack.”

      “You haven’t seen them since...” Violet trailed off, unsure how to refer to what Jeanette thought of as the worst night of her life.

      “Since they realized I was a fake and a liar?” Jeanette tried to offer a bitter smile but didn’t quite manage it. “No. I haven’t. Neither of them have showed up at choir. Miss Humphrey said if they don’t come today, then they’ve lost their places in the concert.”

      “Your and Jack’s duet?”

      She laughed. “Not going to happen.”

      Violet finished making the coffee and handed one to her. “You know, I think it’s the right thing to go speak to him, but...” She hesitated as she leaned back against the countertop.

      “But?” Jeanette tilted her head.

      “But maybe you need to be prepared for him to just not be able to forgive you. It was a big thing, Jeanette.” Violet was watching her carefully. She wasn’t judging. She was just speaking the truth.

      “I know.” Jeanette sipped her coffee. “But I have to at least try to apologize.”

      Violet nodded and raised her mug in a cheers to that gesture. “Good luck.”

      “I’ll need it.”
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      A few hours later, as Violet headed out for a picnic with Freddie, Jeanette boarded the bus to Minnow Lane. When she reached the house, she stopped and stared at it for a moment. She’d been away for weeks. She expected it to look different, but it didn’t.

      The skip was gone. The bags Emma had tried to throw away had been taken back inside and the grass looked a little browner, but the house itself was just as it always had been: thin, dark, shabby.

      “Mum?” Jeanette knocked on the door and bent down to push the letterbox so she could talk through it. She could hear movement inside. “I spoke to Emma. She said you’ve gotten a job. That’s really great. And that the social worker’s been helping you?” Jeanette knew she was speaking loud enough for the neighbors to hear but, for once, didn’t particularly care. “I’m not mad, Mum. About you locking me out or not replying to my letters. I don’t even mind that you’ve been talking to Emma and not me.” She slid down so she was sitting on the doorstep. “Because I think maybe you did it to help me. I think maybe you let me go...” Jeanette inhaled sharply and felt her voice wobble. “And that you couldn’t talk to me because it hurt too much.”

      More movement from inside. Perhaps her mum was sitting on the other side of the door, doing exactly what Jeanette was doing, resting her head against it and listening.

      “Anyway, I just came to say...it worked. I’m doing good. The exams went well. I’ve been staying with Violet’s boyfriend, Freddie. But I think Emma told you that. I applied to Southampton. She told you that too. And she probably told you they made me an offer? I need an A in Music and two Bs.” Jeanette pushed the letterbox open a little farther and moved her lips closer to it. “Mum? I want to see you over the summer. I don’t want to leave with us not speaking. I’m singing in the end-of-term concert on Friday. Emma’s coming up for it. Maybe we could come by after?” She sighed and brushed down her skirt. “I’ll get Emma to call you about it. I love you, Mum. Bye.”

      When she stood up, she was surprised that she wasn’t crying. For so long, she’d felt a crushing, overwhelming kind of guilt whenever she thought about leaving her mother. Now, after weeks living away from home, that feeling was gone. She just hoped that, on the other side of the door, her mum wasn’t crying either. And, just maybe, she was doing some growing of her own.
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      From Minnow Lane, Jeanette took a cab to Suzanne’s house. She’d started working in her pet store job a few weeks ago and had been saving every penny she could to contribute to food at Freddie’s, but she’d decided to allow herself some spending money for the summer too.

      Suzanne’s dad’s car was not in the driveway, which wasn’t surprising seeing as it was midweek and, according to Suzanne, he was barely ever able to take time off. She could hear music coming from inside. Loud music. Hamilton.

      Jeanette smiled and straightened her denim skirt. She’d found it in a charity shop over the weekend and had bought it to wear with Emma’s jacket. Beneath the jacket, she’d tucked her pink shirt into the skirt’s waistband, and she’d even attempted to de-frizz her hair with one of Violet’s fancy serums.

      As she rang the bell, her stomach lurched up into her throat. She had texted Suzanne straight after The Worst Night, but Suzanne hadn’t replied. She’d tried again a few days later. Again, no reply. But she felt sure that if Suzanne saw her, she’d at least have to speak to her.

      “Jeanette?” Suzanne blinked into the light as she opened the door. She was wearing a long, gray cardigan and pajamas and looked like she’d been hibernating.

      “Hi.” Jeanette smiled her best smile. “I’m sorry to turn up unannounced, but I wasn’t sure how else to...”

      Suzanne leaned on the doorframe. She looked as if she felt a little woozy.

      “Are you all right?”

      Ignoring Jeanette’s question, Suzanne stepped back into the hall. “Do you want to come in?”

      “Yes, please.”

      Jeanette expected Suzanne to show her through to the living room or the kitchen. Instead, she simply closed the front door and lingered in the hallway. “What is it you wanted?” she asked, folding her arms in front of her stomach.

      “I just...” Jeanette cleared her throat. “I wanted to apologize to you. What happened with Jack is complicated. I wish I could explain it to you, but I think I owe it to Jack to talk to him about it first.”

      Suzanne was resting her back against the wall. “I see.”

      “I’m not sure you do.” Jeanette stepped closer. She wanted to take Suzanne’s hands in hers and squeeze them. She wanted Suzanne to smile at her and shake her hair loose from behind her ears. “What happened with me and Jack—and Marcia—it had nothing to do with what might be going on with me and you. It’s a separate thing. I know I hurt your feelings, but I didn’t mean to. I was trying to get rid of Marcia. Especially after the night we kissed. I… ” Jeanette trailed off and sighed at herself. “I’m not explaining this very well, am I?”

      A flicker of a smile crossed Suzanne’s face. “No, you’re not.”

      “Well, maybe after choir tonight we can talk properly?” she asked hopefully.

      Suzanne looked away and shuffled uncomfortably. “I’m not sure I can make it.”

      “Miss Humphrey said if you’re not there tonight—”

      “I know.” Suzanne nodded, then met Jeanette’s eyes. “I’ll try. Okay?” She moved back to the door and opened it. “Thanks for coming.”

      Jeanette bit her lower lip. She wasn’t sure what she’d expected, but she hadn’t expected her visit to be so brief.
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      “What do you think?” His dad was halfway through putting up a new shelf in his study and had paused to study Jack’s reaction.

      “I don’t know. Mum seems...better. The best she has in a long time.” Jack was sitting on his dad’s desk. As his dad reached for another nail, Jack glanced at the pictures hanging on the wall opposite. In each of them, his mum was smiling. In each of them, she looked normal. Which was exactly how she’d looked the past few weeks. “But she’s not living at home right now, is she? So, maybe that’s why?”

      “Maybe.”

      Hopping down from the desk, Jack walked over and helped straighten the shelf while his dad fixed it in place. “I think...” He stopped, unsure whether his father really wanted him to be honest.

      His dad nodded for him to continue.

      “I think it’s probably for the best.”

      Jack watched as his father’s shoulders drooped a little. “You wouldn’t be upset about it?”

      “Plenty of kids’ parents get divorced. Besides, like I said, she seems better now that she’s not at home.” He reached out to touch his dad’s elbow. “I’m not saying it was you or me making her act the way she did. But maybe... I don’t know, maybe she just needs to be alone. Maybe that’s what’s best for her and for us.”

      His dad pursed his lips. “Okay, then.”

      “But it’s your decision, Dad. It’s not mine.”

      “I know, buddy, I know.” His dad smiled and put down his tools, then pulled Jack in for a hug. “I just wanted to check in with you, make sure you feel okay about it.”

      Jack was about to reply when the doorbell rang. “I’ll get it,” he said.

      He’d barely opened the door before he almost closed it again.

      “Jack?” Jeanette’s wide, pale face was staring at him. It made him feel both angry and sad at the same time.

      “Not today, Jeanette.”

      “Then when?” To his surprise, she put her foot in the door to stop him closing it and looked up at him. “I really need to talk to you.”

      “I don’t think I care what you need.” He saw her flinch as he spoke but didn’t allow himself to feel bad about it.

      “I deserved that,” she said quietly. Then she breathed in sharply, as if she’d been rehearsing what she wanted to say. “I’ll make this quick. First up, it’s the last choir practice before the concert tonight, and Miss Humphrey says if you don’t come, you’re out of the concert. I told her we won’t be doing the duet, but I think it would be a shame if you missed it completely. You’ve worked really hard on your singing this year, and you’re an asset to the choir.” She stopped and took a long shaky breath in before continuing. “Secondly, I apologize. I know that’s not even nearly enough. But I do.” Her voice had started to crack, but she pressed on, looking him straight in the eyes. “I wish I could say something that would make you understand. But I don’t really understand it myself yet. The most I can say is that to start with, I created Marcia...” She looked away as she said Marcia’s name. So did Jack. “I created her because I didn’t think you’d want to be friends with me in real life. And I liked you. I thought I liked you as a boyfriend, but now I think maybe I got that wrong.” She shook her head at herself. “Sorry, I’m going off track... That was how it started, but that wasn’t why I kept doing it.”

      “Why did you?” Jack was surprised to hear his own voice.

      Jeanette looked surprised too and blinked at him for a moment. “Well, I suppose because I felt like I was helping you. Giving you someone to talk to. I thought it was harmless. I didn’t think you’d fall for her.”

      He laughed ironically and scraped his fingers through his hair. “Well, I did.”

      “I know.” She looked down at her feet. “And I’m so sorry, Jack. I kept thinking I could phase Marcia out, make it stop, but it all got so complicated. I didn’t want to hurt you.”

      Jack looked away. Memories of Marcia were burning through his head. Marrying the things he and Marcia had said to each other with Jeanette was still proving impossible, even after weeks of trying. “Okay,” he said. “Is that it?”

      Jeanette took her foot away from the door and straightened her skirt. “Yes,” she said quietly. “That’s it. Thank you for listening.”

      “I won’t be at practice, and I’m not doing the concert. I’m done.”

      She opened her mouth to speak, but Jack closed the door before she had the chance.
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      ONE WEEK LATER

      “Okay, everyone, places, please.” Miss Humphrey clapped her hands together and gestured for the choir to gather around in front of her.

      Jeanette looked at Suzanne and studied her face. “Are you nervous?” she asked.

      “A little. I wish hadn’t missed so many rehearsals.”

      “You’ll be fine.” Jeanette smiled at her. “Just stick with me.”

      Suzanne smiled back.

      As the curtains opened and the audience came into view, Jeanette’s legs trembled. A sea of faces stretched out in front of her in the school’s giant auditorium. She scanned them, searching for Violet and Freddie, who’d said they would be in the front row.

      Suzanne nudged her and nodded toward the right of the stage. Violet was grinning. Freddie nodded at her. Jeanette released her breath, then scouted for Emma, who’d sworn blind she wouldn’t miss the start even though it would be tight to make it straight after work. She found her at the back, near the doors. When she realized who was sitting to Emma’s right, a wave of hot prickles washed over her.

      “My mum,” she whispered to Suzanne, not caring that Miss Humphrey was glowering at her. “My mum’s here...”

      Next to Emma, her mum raised a shaky hand and waved. She looked nervous and wide eyed, as if she might bolt at any moment. But she was there. Jeanette had literally no idea how Emma had gotten her to come. But she had. She’d come.

      Jeanette couldn’t help but think that her mum’s presence tonight might open the door for them to begin talking through their issues. And that their time apart, while she is away at uni, might be the best thing for them both.

      “Where is she?” Suzanne followed Jeanette’s gaze, but before Jeanette could point out her mother’s stocky frame, a commotion broke out backstage.

      As they turned around, the curtain obscuring the back of the stage started to move.

      “I’m sorry I’m late!”

      Jeanette gasped and put her hands over her mouth as Jack hurtled through the gap and into the middle of the group.

      “Sorry, really sorry.” Jack offered a salute to the audience, most of whom giggled.

      Miss Humphrey cleared her throat and narrowed her eyes at him. “Better late than never, Jack,” she said loudly.

      More giggling. Including from the choir.

      “If you’d take your place?”

      Jack looked around, spotted Niall and Craig, then jogged over and squeezed in between them. Looking in Jeanette’s direction, he met her eyes and offered the smallest nod. Then a smile. And then the music started.
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      An hour later, as they stepped off stage to raucous applause from the audience, Jack walked slowly over to Jeanette.

      “I didn’t think you’d come,” she said, struggling to look at him.

      “Neither did I,” he replied, then lowered his voice. “But I couldn’t let you down.”

      Tears sprang to Jeanette’s eyes, but she didn’t bother trying to blink them away. “Does this mean we’re...?”

      Instead of answering her, Jack thrust out his hand. “Hi,” he said. “I’m Jack from the bus. I play guitar and write songs, and I’m terrible at noticing a truly good friend when I come across one.”

      Jeanette glanced at Suzanne, who was watching them, then laughed. “I’m Jeanette.” She clasped Jack’s hand in hers and shook it. “I’m overly familiar with people I don’t know, I ask too many questions, and I’m so insecure I feel like I have to be someone else to get people to like me.”

      “Nice to meet you, Jeanette.” Jack stopped shaking her hand and pulled her into a hug. “I think we’re going to get on great.”

      “I think so too.”
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            Group Chat: Jeanette’s 18th Birthday Bonanza

          

        

      

    

    




      Violet, Freddie, Jeanette, Jack, Suzanne

      
        
        VIOLET: It's going to be sunnnyyyyyyyy.

        FREDDIE: Nah. Don’t trust it. I’m bringing thermals.

        JACK: Same.

        JEANETTE: It’s always sunny on my birthday. Literally. It has NEVER rained on August 8th. Not in eighteen whole years. So, I’m with Vi.

        JACK: Okay, well don’t come crying to the boys’ tent when you’re freezing your butts off.

        SUZANNE: Since when are we doing girls vs. boys tents?

        JACK: Isn’t that what happens on camping trips?

        FREDDIE: When you’re ten years old, maybe.

        VIOLET: Sorry, Jack, Freddie’s mine. You’ll have to find someone else to buddy up with.

        JACK: Ladies . . . ? *wiggles eyebrows*

        Suzanne: Don’t look at us. Jeanette’s with me.

        JEANETTE: *blushing face* It’s nice to be in demand. But yeah, sorry, Jack. Looks like you’re on your own!

        JACK: Seriously? Okay, remind me why I said yes to this trip if you’re going to ignore me all weekend?

        JEANETTE: We won’t ignore you. We just don’t want to sleep with you.

        FREDDIE: Haha!

        VIOLET: #allbymyself

        SUZANNE: You’re coming because it’s Jeanette’s birthday and she wants you to come. PLUS, it’s our last chance to hang out before the three of you go away to uni.

        JACK: Ahh. The end of an era.

        JEANETTE: Southampton’s not that far . . . and you’ll all come visit, right?

        FREDDIE: Don’t worry, Violet’s already made me promise to drive her down from Reading at least every other weekend.

        SUZANNE: And I’m going to get my driver’s license soon.

        JACK: Anyone coming to visit me? No? Keele’s got a lot going on, you know . . .

        FREDDIE: *tumbleweed*

        VIOLET: #awk

        JEANETTE: Aw, Jack. We love you, really.

        JACK: Whatever.

        SUZANNE: He loves us too.

        VIOLET: Yeah he does.

        FREDDIE: Sooooo much.

        JACK: *rolls eyes*

        JACK: Okay, fine. I love you all. So, can I borrow a tent?
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      Thank you for taking the time to read The Girl Who Wasn’t. If you enjoyed it, please consider telling your friends or posting a short review. Word of mouth is an author's best friend and much appreciated.

      Thank you.

      Cara Thurlbourn
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