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PRAISE FOR WHEN WE WERE YOUNG

‘If you’ve ever had a song take you right back to a moment you thought you’d forgotten, When We Were Young is for you. A beautifully bittersweet story about first loves, family secrets, and finding your way back to yourself.’

Alissa DeRogatis, author of Call It What You Want

‘When We Were Young beautifully weaves together parenthood, childhood, the immense power of romantic love, and the self-actualising thrill of creating art. Elaine Hastings’ stunning debut will keep you turning the pages until you close the book and either reach for someone you love or create something!’ 

Jessica Anya Blau, author of Mary Jane

‘When We Were Young draws in the reader with two compelling timelines and a host of characters, whose stories intertwine over the years, but for me it was the musical genius at the heart of the story that makes Elaine Hastings’ lovely debut novel come alive. Will Bailey’s rise to rock and roll stardom feels gritty and real – you’ll find yourself wishing you’d been to one of his early gigs!’

Jane Sanderson, author of Mix Tape

‘When We Were Young is a powerful love story about how our past can stand in the way of our present, but also about how we can overcome anything and find new beginnings. I enjoyed the mother-teenager relationship that centres the novel and watching as Emily finally builds a life for herself away from her role as a mother. The 90s music scene was vividly drawn.’

Ally Zetterberg, author of The Second Chance Bus Stop

‘I was blown away. When We Were Young is devastating yet wonderfully uplifting. I read it in 24 hours. I loved it.’

Emma Steele, author of The Echoes of Us

‘When We Were Young is a simply gorgeous, multi-generational tale of love in all its many forms. Heartwarming, heartbreaking, nostalgic and a must for anyone whose life is moved by music.’

Lucy Nichol, author of The Twenty Seven Club

‘Heartbreakingly beautiful. Daisy Jones & the Six meets The Idea of You. When We Were Young is a sweeping love story with characters you’ll fall in love with. It’s the perfect summer read, and I absolutely loved it!’ 

Natalie Cooper, author of Iris is More than Okay

‘’Wonderful. Draws you in from the very first page!’

Lucy Skeet, music journalist and book blogger @lucy.reads.lots

READERS LOVE WHEN WE WERE YOUNG

‘Will and Emily will break your heart, but you’ll come out the other end as a better person. I loved this book, and I have a feeling it’s going to conquer a lot of hearts.’

Reader Review 

‘A beautiful story of loss and love.’

Reader Review

‘This book broke my heart in places and then stitched it back together at the end. It was a story about coming to terms with your past and forgiving yourself.’

Reader Review 

‘This is perfect for fans of Daisy Jones & the Six. 
A beautiful story of loss and love.’

Reader Review 

‘Pick up this gorgeous hug of a book and get transported to a beautiful place that wraps itself around you like a cosy blanket. It has warmth, charm, laugh-out-loud moments and wistful nostalgia. I absolutely loved it.’ 

Reader Review

‘This was a really beautiful story of love, music, fame, and family. I’ve never read anything exactly like it and I’ll definitely pick up this author’s books again!’

Reader Review

‘Heartfelt, haunting and hopeful. With an ending that 
wraps things up just right.’

Reader Review

‘When We Were Young is a love story for anyone that has fallen in love, got caught up along the way and made mistakes … this book is for all of us!’

Reader Review

‘Bittersweet, evocative and quietly devastating. When We Were Young is a beautifully told story about love, loss, and the enduring grip of the past.’

Reader Review
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Chapter One

March 2016

Emily

‘Cheesecake!’ I yell at Liv. She can’t hear me, so I roll down the window and try again. ‘Cheesecake!’ 

Oblivious, she saunters towards the car, her eyes fixed on her phone, thumbs a blur as she types. She’s got earphones in, for God’s sake. I wait for her to open the car door and get close enough for me to lean over and yank her sleeve.

She jumps out of her skin and glares at me. ‘What?’ she says, pulling out an earphone.

‘I asked you to bring the cheesecake from the fridge.’

She tuts, slams the door, and turns back to the house.

She’s inside for ages. What’s she doing in there? My fingernails dig into the steering wheel. We’ll be late for dinner now, and my mother won’t let me hear the end of it. 

When she finally emerges, I’m surprised at how tall she is, how much older than fifteen she looks. It’s as though she went in that door a child and came out an adult. I get a brief pang of sorrow. I miss my little girl. 

Liv is still texting as she strolls back down the path. She gets in the car, puts the dessert box in the footwell, and fastens her seatbelt, all with her eyes glued to her phone.

‘What?’ she asks when she notices we’re still stationary.

‘How many times have I told you? No headphones when we’re together. It’s anti-social.’

‘But I want to listen to music.’

‘So, play it through the speakers.’ 

As I pull away, she rummages in the glove box for the cable and connects her phone to the car stereo.

‘How was school today?’ I ask.

‘Huh?’

‘How was school?’

‘Fine.’

‘What did you have today?’

‘What?’ 

‘What lessons did you have?’

‘I dunno. The usual. Maths? English?’

I give up. She’s too engrossed in scrolling through her vast music library, the phone lighting up her face. We’ll be there before she chooses a song.

‘Loads of kids from school are going to Beatland in the summer,’ she says out of the blue. 

I know where this is heading. ‘You’re too young for festivals, Olivia.’

‘But everyone’s going.’

‘No way. You’re only fifteen.’

‘I’ll be sixteen by then.’

I raise my eyebrows at her.

‘I’ll ask Dad then,’ she says.

‘He doesn’t make the decisions, Liv. I do.’ 

Sensibly, she changes the subject. ‘I heard the most amazing song today. I’ll play it for you.’

As I flip the indicator and turn left, the car fills with music. Within the first few notes, I recognise the song and it’s like a punch to the solar plexus. I can’t breathe.

‘Turn it off!’ I croak, but my voice is drowned out as she turns up the volume. 

A bird in a cage, 

A butterfly on a pin,

It fills me with rage, 

It’s such a terrible sin––

‘Liv, turn it off! Now!’

The headlights of the oncoming car dazzle me. Through the glare, I see a silhouette stark against the bright lights of a stage. I blink, and the image disappears. The car veers left, a lamppost looming in my line of vision. I throw my left arm across Liv. Brakes screech. My body strains against the seatbelt. Metal crunches. Airbags burst in my face and throw me back in my seat. 

The music stops. The car is silent. I turn to my daughter, wrestle the airbags out of the way, and pray I haven’t killed another person I love.




Chapter 2

April 1994

Sun streamed through the skylights in hazy beams as the first rush-hour train crawled onto the platform, so Will played ‘Here Comes the Sun’. He loved busking in Uxbridge station. The acoustics in the ticket hall were amazing – you didn’t even need an amp – but you had to keep an eye out for the station manager in his orange high-viz vest, otherwise you were out on your ear. Commuters swarmed through the barriers, several making the detour to throw him change, but there was no sign of the girl.

Ali popped out of his barbershop and yelled, ‘Hey boy! Play “Sunny Afternoon”. Then come in here and I’ll give you a haircut!’

‘No chance. I’d lose all my power!’ said Will, but he played it anyway.

The spring sunshine had everyone in good spirits. One or two people even made eye contact, and a guy in a suit walked by but turned back to toss a pound. The station clock said five-fifteen. The next train was due in three minutes, so he played one of his own songs. 

For the passengers of the 17:18, he played ‘Summer Breeze’ and got two nods and a smile, but no cash. Will thought he saw a flash of fluorescent orange out of the corner of his eye, but he was probably being paranoid. 

Then he saw her.

She was carrying an unwieldy portfolio case and a toolbox. Last week, she’d had a canvas gathered up in a bin liner with a brightly daubed corner poking through. The week before, she’d cradled a bundle of driftwood, smiling as she went by, the turquoise smudge on her cheek only adding to her beauty.

What was in that portfolio case today? He pictured loose charcoal sketches, layered collages, vibrant watercolours bleeding into each other on thick, textured paper. 

She struggled at the barriers. The toolbox jammed against the side of the machine as she reached to take her ticket from the slot. The catch caught, and the toolbox erupted. Sticks of charcoal, tubes of paint, brushes and pencils all clattered to the ground while hundreds of wispy yellow feathers danced around her, wafting aimlessly down. 

Commuters piled up behind her as she scrabbled on the floor and the barrier closed, trapping her on the wrong side. No one was helping. 

Will had an idea. ‘Help!’ he sang. ‘She needs somebody. Help, come on, anybody. He-e-help. You know she needs someone…’

He hijacked the Beatles song, changing the odd word to draw attention to the girl. A gaggle of schoolgirls noticed what he was singing and went to help. One of them pointed him out to her. She stood up and looked over, her frown softening into an embarrassed smile. She was as lovely as he remembered. 

He finished on the ‘ooh’ at the end of the song and smiled back, but her expression had changed. She was looking past him, frowning again. Two police officers were striding towards him. Will lifted the strap over his head and dropped the guitar into its case at his feet. He was well-practised at kicking the case shut and scooping it up in one slick move, but he felt a heavy hand on his shoulder before he could do either.

‘You can’t beg here,’ said the more senior officer.

‘I’m not begging, I’m performing.’ Over his shoulder, the girl was deep in conversation with Mr High-Viz.

‘Can we have your full attention, sir?’ barked Senior, his neat white moustache twitching. ‘You’ve been asked to move on several occasions. You’re causing an obstruction.’ 

‘An obstruction?’ said Will. ‘Christ, have you got nothing better to do?’ 

Senior scowled, veins bulging at his temples. ‘I’m arresting you for causing a breach of the peace and for causing an obstruction.’ 

Will stifled a snort of laughter. Senior’s eyes widened. He nodded to Junior, who manhandled Will into a pair of handcuffs. 

‘You’re not seriously arresting me?’ 

The girl was still on the wrong side of the barriers, watching along with everyone else. It was his turn to be embarrassed now.

‘Yes. I. Am,’ said Senior.

Junior pulled Will by the elbow.

‘Hang on, what about my stuff?’

‘Not my problem, son,’ said Junior, which was rich coming from him considering he looked like a kid playing dress-up.

‘You can’t do that!’ 

‘Watch me.’

‘Ah, come on!’ 

Over his shoulder, he looked back at the girl. She was through the barriers now, watching them drag him away. He’d got her attention at last, but for all the wrong reasons. Today of all days. The day when he was finally going to say something.




Chapter 3

March 2016

Liv

What just happened? Through the shattered windscreen, I see a lamppost embedded in the car bonnet. 

Mum is saying Are you okay? over and over as pain seeps across my shoulder and chest. ‘Liv, answer me, please! Are you okay?’

‘Yeah… I think so. What happened?’ 

Blood trickles from her eyebrow in a thick red line. She drops her head into her hands, spreading the blood around, making me feel sick. ‘I don’t know… I got distracted.’ 

‘You’ve cut your head,’ I tell her, but she ignores me.

‘That music… that song… I knew him.’

‘Who? What are you talking about?’

‘I can’t listen to that…’

Steam hisses from under the bonnet. We should get out.

I stumble around the back of the car and help her out, but as soon as we reach the pavement, she sinks to her knees in tears. She’s freaking me out. Maybe she has concussion. 

‘Should I call an ambulance?’ I ask.

She’s crying uncontrollably now. ‘No… I’m okay.’

She’s not okay. 

My hands tremble as I take out my phone and call Grandad. He’s calm. He tells me not to worry, they’ll be here in a minute. 

I find a pack of tissues in my pocket. ‘Here, put some pressure on.’

I sit down beside her and put my arm around her. It’s weird, me taking care of her for a change. My throat aches and I fight the urge to cry. We sit there, me rubbing her back while her shoulders shake in silence.

‘Mum,’ I say after a while, ‘did you say you knew Will Bailey?’

Her face is a mess of tears, snot, and blood. She nods.

I open my mouth to ask the first of a million questions, but my grandparents pull up and I don’t get the chance.





‘That doesn’t look like public health in the Middle Ages,’ Chloe says, sitting down beside me and shoving me with her hip. I shriek and everyone in the library looks over. ‘Sorry! I forgot about your ribs. How are they?’ 

I roll my eyes at her. ‘Sore.’ 

At A&E last night, Mum was treated for whiplash and had her eyebrow glued. They told me my ribs and collarbone were bruised from the seatbelt, but it feels way worse than just ‘bruised’.

‘So, what is that?’ Chloe asks, pointing to my laptop. I scroll to the top of the Wikipedia page. ‘Will Bailey? Who’s he?’

‘I was playing one of his songs in the car when we crashed. Mum was crying afterwards. She said she knew him.’

Chloe scrolls to the picture of Bailey.

‘He’s hot. Wait, do you think she was a groupie?’ She giggles. ‘What does he look like now?’

‘He’s dead.’

She grabs my arm. ‘No!’

‘He was twenty-six. Says here “drowning and undetermined factors”. Whatever that means.’

‘That’s so sad… How well did your mum know him?’

A sixth-form girl at the end of our table glares at us, so I lower my voice. ‘I don’t know. After the crash, she said she knew him and later, she said she didn’t know what I was talking about.’

‘She hit her head, didn’t she? Maybe she was confused?’ 

‘I asked my grandparents about him. They gave each other this look, then said they’d never heard of him.’

‘What’s the big secret?’

‘I don’t know.’ I tell her. ‘But I want to find out.’

Chloe reads the Wikipedia entry: ‘William Oscar Bailey (25th November 1972–29th July 1999) was an English singer, songwriter, and guitarist. In 1996, Bailey released what would be his only album, Fragments. It reached number one in the UK and number three in the US.’

‘Can you imagine my mum hanging out with someone like Will Bailey? Not likely.’

We tap away at our laptops for half an hour, and I’ve just found out what trepanning is when Chloe nudges me.

‘Look at this,’ she says.

My screen’s filled with historical engravings of people having holes drilled into their heads, but Chloe is on YouTube with her earphones in. We must have slipped into an alternate reality where our roles are reversed. She hands me one of her earphones and plays the video.

‘Is that the Pyramid Stage?’ I ask, recognising its iconic shape. ‘Will Bailey played Glastonbury?’

‘Yeah, in 1997. It’s daytime, though, he’s not headlining or anything.’

The camera pans across the vast undulating ocean of people stretching as far as the horizon. It zooms in on the singer’s face, his eyes gleaming as he looks out at the scene before him. He pauses before strumming his guitar and the crowd roars. 

When Bailey sings, his voice is as incredible live as it is on the recorded tracks. The camera angle switches to the side of the stage, showing a group of people watching from the wings. 

‘There!’ Chloe points to a girl dancing, her arms raised over her head. 

Bailey launches into the chorus, serenading the dancing girl. She beams at him. I feel a goofy smile form on my face, but it’s removed by a sudden slap of recognition.

‘Oh my God!’ I gasp. ‘That’s my mum!’

‘I knew it!’

The girl remains in shot for a full five seconds before the focus switches to Bailey’s fingers on his plectrum.

‘Do they show her again?’ I ask.

‘No, that’s it, but he keeps looking her way. It’s her, right?’ Chloe scrolls backwards, finds the shot and pauses.

‘I think so.’ I’ve never seen her look like that, happy and carefree. She’s beautiful. I’ve never thought of my mum as beautiful before. And I can’t imagine her ever going to a festival, let alone dancing in the wings of the Pyramid Stage. It can’t be her. My mind’s spinning.

‘Will you ask her?’

‘She’d say it’s not her. And the way my grandparents reacted… they were covering something up. Why would she say she knew him one minute and deny it the next?’ 

Chloe plays the video again. 

Bailey closes his eyes and sings:

Here she comes in a cloud of yellow feathers

Can we ever be together?

There’s always something in the way.

Here she comes, all around her yellow feathers

It’s an image that I’ll treasure

And now they’re dragging me away.




Chapter 4

May 1994

It was Will’s round, and he was trying to remember what his mate, Matty, was drinking when the girl behind the bar asked, ‘What can I get you?’

He did a double take. There, standing before him with raised eyebrows, was the arty girl from the station.

It had been weeks since he’d had to stop busking there, and he’d given up on ever seeing her again.

‘Two bottles of Bud, please,’ came a voice from his left. He was too late; she went off to fetch the drinks and by the time she came back, her colleague had already taken his order.

She caught him looking at her and asked, ‘Are you being served?’

‘Er, yes, thanks.’ 

She nodded and moved on. Shit. He watched her back as she scooped ice into a glass, reached up to the optics and poured a shot. She turned and stood right in front of him, topping it up with the soda gun. A strand of dark, wavy hair escaped from her ponytail and dangled onto her cheek. She was close enough for him to see a smattering of freckles on the bridge of her nose. He should say something now he had the chance: tell her he’d seen her at the station, ask about her art. But every sentence he constructed in his head made him sound like a stalker. Even when all eight drinks were paid for and sitting on a tray in front of him, he still had nothing. Absolutely nothing.

He took the tray back to his friends’ table and handed out the drinks. They were only three rounds in, but they were already getting loud, all talking over each other. Will didn’t sit back in the same seat; he chose one with a view of the bar instead. He took a sip of beer to swallow his frustration and vowed to go back up there when he had something less creepy to say. 

‘Guys, did I tell you my little brother here got arrested?’ said Aidan, pulling him close and grinding his knuckles into Will’s head.

‘No! What did you do, Will?’ asked Rob. 

Aidan butted in before he could answer, ‘What do you reckon? Drug dealing? Stealing cars?’

Will gave his brother a sarcastic smile.

‘Well, what was it?’ asked Rob.

‘Busking!’ Aidan was practically incontinent with laughter. ‘Can you believe it? They held him at the police station for six hours.’

‘Ah mate, that’s rough,’ said Rob, while the others jeered.

Will stole another look at the girl. She was making her way back behind the bar, having collected a tower of dirty pint glasses. Aidan leant in to see what Will was looking at, then eyed him with a knowing smile.

Suddenly, Aidan was on his feet. ‘Will, you’re so tight. Why didn’t you get any crisps? Anyone want crisps?’

Everyone wanted crisps except Will, who watched his handsome, charming, older brother stalk confidently to the bar. She didn’t stand a chance.

‘Have you contacted any record companies yet?’ asked Rob.

‘What? No!’

‘Why not?’

‘We don’t have any decent songs for a start.’ Will shifted to his right to get a better view of Aidan chatting to the girl.

‘“Random Anthem” is brilliant, so is “Wandering” and everybody loves “Fever”,’ said Rob. ‘Have you recorded anything yet?’

‘We did a crappy demo of “Wandering” ages ago.’ 

Matty slipped into the seat Aidan had vacated. ‘It wasn’t crappy!’ 

‘You need to get a demo recorded and send it out to record companies,’ said Rob.

‘That’s exactly what I’ve been saying!’ Matty’s eyelids were heavy. He was getting pissed.

Will sighed. ‘Demos cost money, Matty.’ 

‘Good job you’ve got some travelling money left…’ Matty clinked his pint glass to Will’s with a wink. 

‘Not much…’ The girl was tipping her head back in laughter at whatever Aidan was saying. 

‘Listen,’ said Matty. ‘I’ll ask my mum to lend me money and we’ll see what we can get off Mitch––’

‘You must be joking!’ cried Will. Their drummer was tight as arseholes.

‘Hear me out.’ Matty sat forward in his seat, excited now. ‘Let’s record those three songs, I’ll send out some tapes, make a few calls, get us some decent gigs. What do you say?’

Will thought for a moment. ‘Could we get the Mean Fiddler?’

‘You want the Mean Fiddler? I’ll get you the Mean Fiddler!’ Matty slammed his hand on the table. ‘But only with a decent demo.’

‘Okay – let’s do it.’

Aidan returned from the bar then, dropping an armful of crisp packets onto the table. ‘Look what I’ve got.’ He waved a strip of paper in Will’s face, with a smug grin. Will snatched it and looked closer. It was a till receipt and written on the back in neat handwriting was the word ‘Emily’ and a telephone number. 




Chapter 5

March 2016

Liv

I’m at the bus stop after school listening to the Will Bailey album for the hundredth time when I get a tap on the shoulder. I turn to see our school tie and crest at eye-level. There’s only one kid that tall and as I lift my chin to confirm it, my whole head ignites with embarrassment.

It’s Nathan Hall.

He hasn’t spoken to me since primary school, and even then, it was only to tell me to move out of the way. I pull out an earphone.

‘What are you listening to?’ he asks.

They’re the most confusing five words I’ve ever heard, and I gawp at him until I come to my senses. ‘Will Bailey. Have you heard of him?’ He shakes his gorgeous blond head. ‘This song’s on the trailer for Nostalgia. It’s all over the TV.’ God, I’m such a nerd.

He points to my dangling earphone, so I hand it to him and skip back to the start, then immediately regret it – this track is six minutes long. Hyperventilating, I stand rigid beside Nathan for the entire song. I don’t dare look at him but I’m dying to know if the hairs on the back of his neck are sparking too. 

By the time it’s over, I’m about to pass out.

‘Have you heard the new Liars song?’ he asks. When I tell him no, he gestures for my phone. He types something into Spotify and the Liars track rumbles in my ear. 

‘It’s good,’ I say, raising my voice over the jangly guitars.

‘If you like this, I’ve got a playlist you might like. We should swap numbers.’

I stop hyperventilating – now I can’t breathe at all. 

With The Liars harmonising in our ears, we exchange numbers then stand awkwardly waiting for the song to finish.

Nathan interrupts the middle eight. ‘Here’s my bus.’ He pulls out my earphone and hands it back. ‘You’re coming to Beatland, right?’ 

‘Huh?’

‘Beatland. Festival. Everyone’s going.’ He jumps on the bus.

My insides are doing somersaults. ‘Er…’

‘Come.’ He flashes a grin as the doors close. 

As the bus pulls away, I deflate like a popped balloon. 

Because that’s never going to happen.





Dad is waiting for me at our usual spot, leaning against a pillar of the old market building. He’s always early. Sensing me coming, he looks up and beams.

‘Hi Dad.’

‘Hiya, Livster.’ When he wraps his arms around me, he smells of soap and freshly washed clothes. He plants a million kisses on the top of my head with embarrassing sound effects.

‘You’ll ruin my hair,’ I complain.

‘I can’t ruin your hair – it’s perfect.’ He takes my rucksack. ‘Bloody hell, what’ve you got in here? It weighs a ton.’

‘Homework.’

‘Ugh!’ He holds it at arm’s length, like it’s contaminated, then swings it onto his back as we head towards the cinema complex.

‘How are your ribs?’ he asks.

‘Still painful. The doctor said it could last up to six weeks. It’s worse when I laugh, so no comedies tonight.’

‘Okay. Pizza first?’

‘I fancy noodles.’

‘Noodles it is.’

At the restaurant, a waiter takes us to a table near the window and we slide across the long benches opposite each other.

‘How’s your mum?’ he asks, while studying the menu.

‘Her face is healing, and the physio exercises are helping her neck, but she’s been acting weird since the crash.’

He looks up from his menu. ‘Weird how?’

‘I don’t know – distracted? Not herself.’

He considers this. ‘Well, it was a traumatic experience – you’ll both need time to get over it. Keep an eye on her and let me know if you’re still worried.’

‘Okay.’

I take a breath and go to ask him about Will Bailey, but he catches me off guard with: ‘So, how’s your love life?’ 

He’s not being entirely serious but my cheeks flash with heat as Nathan pops into my head. ‘Non-existent. How’s yours? Are you still seeing Katya?’ 

‘Sort of.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘It means sometimes I see Katya, and sometimes I see Lily, or Gretchen, or Camilla.’

He’s making up these names, but he has had a lot of girlfriends. Katya’s the first one to leave a toothbrush in his bathroom, though. 

The waiter takes our order and when he’s gone, I ask, ‘Don’t you like Katya anymore?’ 

‘Honestly? She’s a bit high-maintenance.’

I don’t know what he means but I nod anyway. I’ve only met her a few times – she’s usually leaving when I’m arriving. Everything about her is glamorous – her clothes, hair, and make-up. 

‘How old is she again?’ I tease. 

‘I’m not sure.’ She’s twenty-eight – Dad is forty.

The food arrives, and we shut up and eat. Well, I do. Dad keeps dropping little clumps of rice before they reach his mouth. I’m a chopsticks expert – Chloe’s dad is Chinese, and I eat at hers all the time. His food is so good.

‘You’re embarrassing me,’ he whispers, giving up and using his fork. 

I can’t think of a way to bring up the subject of Will Bailey, so I come right out with it while his mouth is full. ‘Dad, have you heard of Will Bailey?’

He splutters and swallows. ‘Sorry?’ 

‘Have you heard of Will Bailey?’ I repeat, but I said it clearly the first time. 

‘What, the singer?’ He keeps his eyes on his food. ‘Yeah, magnificent voice.’

‘Did you know Mum knew him?’

His eyes dart up and bore into me. ‘How do you know that?’ 

I knew it! ‘Something she said. Did you know him?’

‘Listen.’ He wipes his mouth with a napkin, places it on the table. ‘Your mum wouldn’t want me talking about this.’

‘Why not?’

‘Well, he died, she was upset – she doesn’t like talking about it.’

‘Was she a groupie?’

‘A groupie?’ He scrunches his nose. ‘No!’

‘Were they boyfriend and girlfriend?’

‘They were friends.’ He blows upwards to cool his sweaty forehead. ‘Wow, this is spicy.’ Then he changes the subject. ‘Have you thought any more about work experience?’ 

‘Not really.’ That’s not exactly true – I’ve been stressing about it because I can’t decide what to do. Chloe’s doing hers with her dad because she’s always wanted to be a solicitor like her parents, but I think they’ve brainwashed her. 

I almost wish my parents were pushy like Chloe’s; at least then I’d have a plan. All I know is I don’t want a boring job in a school like Mum, and I can’t even draw a decent stick man so being a designer like Dad is out. 

‘Remember, Tom offered for you to do it at Luminaire.’ 

Dad’s friend Tom works at Luminaire magazine. He says they play table football all day and everyone gets free pizza on Fridays. It sounds cool but what do I know about magazines? And what’s a lifestyle magazine anyway?

‘Come on, you’ll love it,’ says Dad. ‘It’s only a fortnight.’

I sigh. ‘Oh, all right then.’ I wish it was a music magazine. Now that would be cool. 

‘I’ll text him now.’ Dad taps away at his phone then puts it on the table. We go back to shovelling food in our mouths.

I’m trying to think of a way to steer the conversation back to Will Bailey, when Dad’s phone buzzes.

‘Tom says he’d be delighted to have you for work experience. There you go, all sorted.’

Oh God, what have I let myself in for? I’m rubbish at table football. 

Dad checks his watch. ‘We’d better get going, or we’ll miss the trailers.’

He pays the bill, and we head out into the cinema complex. 

Inside the auditorium, the lights go down as we take our seats. He takes a handful of Maltesers and passes me the bag. 

I lean in and whisper, ‘Do you know how Will Bailey died?’ 

Dad shifts in his seat. ‘I know he took his own life, but I don’t know the details.’ 

A chill ripples through me. ‘He took his own life?’

‘Yeah… such a waste…’ 

‘But why?’

The trailers start, music blaring. In the flickering light, Dad pops a Malteser into his mouth and shrugs.




Chapter 6

July 1994

Will’s mum gave him a stern look as he took his seat. Aidan and his dad were already tucking in to the steaming pot of chilli at the centre of the dining table. 

‘What kept you?’ she scolded. 

‘I just got off the phone with Matty,’ said Will. ‘He’s got us a gig at the Mean Fiddler.’

Having pooled their savings and recorded a demo, Matty had delivered on his promise within two months. Who’d have thought Matty would be good at that shit? 

‘What’s the Mean Fiddler?’ she asked.

‘It’s a music venue in North London. The Pixies have played there, and Radiohead, and The Underdogs.’

‘Never heard of them,’ said his dad, piling more chilli onto his rice. 

‘How can you not have heard of them?’ asked Will, incredulous. ‘You’ve got the Underdogs album!’

‘He only got it because he fancies Christie Blackmore,’ said Aidan through a mouthful of food.

‘Is that what her band’s called?’ asked Dad. ‘She’s a beautiful voice, that one.’ 

‘So, when are you getting a job, Will?’ said Aidan. ‘If you’re well enough to play gigs, you’re well enough to work.’

‘What’s it to you?’ asked Dad.

‘Because it’s not fair. I’m giving Mum money and Will’s not. I’m paying for him to sit at home playing guitar all day. How come Golden Boy doesn’t have to pay rent?’

‘Firstly, the money you give me barely keeps us in toilet paper,’ said Mum. ‘You’d hardly call it “rent”. And secondly, Will can’t get a job yet – he’s still recovering.’

‘Not this again. He had the holiday trots – everyone gets it.’

She flicked Aidan with a tea towel. ‘He was in hospital for four days!’

‘He’s better now!’

Will was sick of listening to them talking about him as if he wasn’t there. His chair squeaked against the lino as he stood. ‘I’m not hungry.’ 

‘Is it your stomach? I shouldn’t have made chilli––’

‘Don’t worry, Mum. I’ll have some toast later.’

As he left the room, Aidan was saying something about Will’s stomach only hurting when you reminded him about it. 

What a fucking stirrer. 

Will stormed through the kitchen to the garage.

He’d planned to spend the summer island-hopping around Greece with Matty, playing covers in the tavernas for beer money. They’d been working hard to save up, but Matty spent money faster than he could earn it, so it soon became clear Will would be going on his own. Will jacked in his supermarket and pizza restaurant jobs and flew out to Corfu earlier in the year. With only a little spending money, he needed to get plenty of gigs if he was to stay the whole season. He played one gig in a tiny beachside bar before coming down with an awful stomach bug. He felt so dreadful he couldn’t get out of bed. Luckily, two guys he befriended on the first day noticed he hadn’t come out of his room at the hostel. He woke in hospital on a drip. The doctors said he had a viral infection and severe dehydration. It was another week before he was well enough to travel home. It had knocked him for six and he was only just starting to feel normal three months later. 

Will flicked on the lights in the garage as the door slammed behind him. Matty and Will had been friends since primary school. As teenagers they’d started a band. Will’s parents had agreed to let them practise in their garage on the condition they clear it out themselves. It was hard work, and it took the first two weeks of the summer holidays when they were fourteen, but they did it and the garage hadn’t changed much since. They still had the shabby leather sofa they’d rescued from a skip, the same hideous Persian rugs still covered the bare floor, but back then he only had one guitar. Now he had three, all standing to attention on their stands. He chose the Strat, took it to the sofa, and sat picking out the melody that had been haunting him lately. 

They had trouble with drummers. Their current drummer, Mitch, had been with them on and off forever. He was like the girlfriend you keep getting back with, even though you know she’s no good for you. Mitch never practised. He was always late for rehearsals and gigs, and he was tight. Getting him to pitch in for anything was impossible. But he had a van. And they needed a van. 

Will made a mental note to give Mitch a false deadline for the Mean Fiddler gig. There was no way he’d let Mitch mess this up. 

Will grabbed his headphones and a beer from the mini fridge. He’d feel better when things got loud.





On Sunday night, Matty picked up Will for rehearsal. They rented a unit on an industrial estate once a week. It was deserted at weekends so they could play as loud as they wanted. It stank of sweat and stale beer and the toilet was god-awful, but it was what Will lived through the week for.

A figure was squatting by the studio door as they pulled up.

‘Who’s that? That can’t be Mitch already,’ said Will.

‘It’s that skinny kid that hangs around after gigs. He helped carry the gear to the van last time.’

‘Oh yeah, I said he could come along to a rehearsal. Reuben? Yeah, that’s it, Reu.’

Reu jumped up, went to the boot, and started lugging out the gear. For someone so skinny, he was handy at lifting heavy amps. He said little as they unloaded the car. All they got out of him was he was almost sixteen and he’d travelled there by bus, and even that was like getting blood from a stone.

As they waited for Mitch, Reu began assembling the shabby drum kit that was scattered in pieces around the rehearsal room. 

‘I wouldn’t bother with that, mate,’ said Matty. ‘Mitch brings his own kit.’

But Reu carried on fiddling and had set it up in no time. 

As Will played the intro to ‘Wandering’, Reu joined in with the bass drum. 

‘That’s great, Reu,’ said Will. ‘If you can keep time for us, we can get started.’ 

After a few bars, Reu began playing the rest of the kit. 

‘You’ve got sticks?’ asked Will. 

Reu nodded.

‘You play drums?’ asked Matty, laughing.

‘A bit…’

They played three songs before Mitch arrived and Reu jumped up to unload his kit.

‘Who said he could come?’ whispered Mitch while Reu was at the van.

‘I did. Why?’ said Will.

‘He drove me mad at the last gig. He must have asked a million questions.’

‘Give him a break. He’s helping you, isn’t he?’ 

Every rehearsal after that, Reu arrived first and helped them set up. He sat cross-legged in the corner, tapping away on his knees, his presence a barometer for how a session was going. The more he bobbed his head and slapped his knees, the better the song. Each week, he played drums until Mitch arrived, and every time, he revealed more of what he could do.




Chapter 7

March 2016

Emily

A pile of Post-it-covered papers is waiting on my desk. Mrs Taylor, the head teacher, looms in the doorway. ‘Ah, there you are. The email for the Year Three trip needs to go out this morning – it should have gone yesterday. Good Lord, Emily,’ she adds, ‘couldn’t you have put make-up on? You’ll frighten the children.’

And she’s gone without so much as a ‘how are you?’

She’s right though, an inky purple stain has formed at the outer corner of my right eye and the eyebrow looks like one of the reception kids glued it. 

I head to the kitchen. I’ve been working for that witch for a decade, and if I’ve learned one thing, it’s my day will go much better if I make her a drink. Just thinking about spitting in it gives me enough pleasure to make it unnecessary.

‘I made coffee,’ I say, entering her office. I do an odd little curtsey to place the drink on her desk with my stiff neck.

‘Glad you’re feeling well enough to join us.’ She keeps her eyes on her computer screen. 

I’m taken aback. ‘Thank you.’

‘Don’t forget to give Diane your doctor’s note.’

‘Oh, I didn’t think I’d needed a doctor’s note – I was off for less than a week.’ 

‘Speak to Diane. You’ll have to fill out a form.’

‘Fine,’ I mutter and leave before I say something I’ll regret. 

Back in the office, Kay is draping her jacket on the back of her chair. She grimaces at the sight of my face. ‘How are you feeling?’ 

‘Whiplash is a pain in the neck,’ I joke, but her concerned look cuts right through it. 

‘What happened?’

I tell her Liv distracted me by fiddling with the car stereo, that I took my eye off the road. It’s not exactly true, but it’s what I’ve been telling people. 

The doorbell chimes. I go to turn my head but stop short with a yelp. 

Kay looks over the counter separating our little office from the reception area. ‘It’s your boyfriend,’ she says with a wink.

I rotate the whole chair around on its wheels to see Florence Harding’s dad waiting at the glass door. I groan and buzz him in. Since Kay found out he’s divorced, she’s been trying to set us up. I’ve told her I’m not interested, but she won’t listen.

‘I’ll go – you look horrendous,’ she says, standing, but I get to the counter before her, to prove how uninterested I am. 

‘Morning,’ I say, brightly.

‘Oh my God, what happened to your face?’ he blurts.

‘Oh – I was in a minor car accident. It looks worse than it feels.’

‘Sorry. How rude am I? It doesn’t look that bad. You hardly even notice it.’ He stops jabbering and takes a breath. ‘Apparently, I’m supposed to hand in this form about the maths workshop.’

‘I can take that for you.’

‘Great. Well, I hope you’re okay. Get well soon.’ He flashes an awkward smile and ducks out.

Kay sighs as the door swings shut behind him. ‘He’ll never ask you out now. He probably thinks you’re a cage fighter.’

‘Ha. He’d never ask me out anyway.’

‘Why do you think he comes in here every Friday afternoon?’

I place his form in my in-tray. ‘To pick his daughter up from her guitar lesson.’

‘Why do you think he gets here fifteen minutes early every Friday afternoon?’

I stifle a smile as I sit back at my desk. ‘Because he’s punctual?’

‘Because he fancies you.’

‘Rubbish.’





After lunch, a boy from Year One is brought to the office looking peaky. Before I have time to call his mum, he projectile-vomits up the filing cabinet and it takes half an hour to clean up the mess. 

The rest of the day drags. I stare out of the window. A gust of wind whips up a crisp packet and carries it across the playground. I used to love watching Liv playing out there when she was little. I took this job so I could spend the school holidays with her, but seeing her from my desk, knowing she was safe, was the best part. Christ knows why I’m still here, Liv left for secondary school four years ago. 

I’ve been doodling teardrop shapes all over the page of my notebook. Large ones, small ones, some with scalloped edges, others filled with ever-decreasing duplicates. A nagging feeling tugs at my attention, then I remember. Cold dread washes over me. My limbs are heavy, weighing me down, and I fight to suppress the sob rising in my throat.

I know what to do. This used to happen all the time. Breathe, just breathe. I drag myself up and somehow make it to the ladies’ loo. Locking myself in a cubicle, I sit and cover my face with my hands, but in the darkness his face emerges, and it’s excruciating. I count my breaths like they taught us in yoga class. When I reach a hundred, the panic fades, but I count to a hundred again to be sure. As I open the door, I glimpse the woman in the mirror and wonder if she has the strength to do this again.





Thursday is parents’ evening – my least favourite day of the year. I sound like a broken record saying Hello, what class are you here for? every five minutes. My voice was chirpy earlier this afternoon, but it’s becoming more of a squawk as the evening wears on. 

Figures gather at the glass door. Florence Harding’s dad is among them with his ex. He holds the door open for a group of parents while his ex comes over to check in. She doesn’t make eye contact the whole time we speak and strides off to greet a friend without saying ‘thank you’.

Mr Harding hangs back until everyone is signed in, then clears his throat and steps forward. ‘Hi.’

‘Hello. You’re a bit early. Miss White has got one more before you.’

He nods but stays put. ‘Your eye’s healing nicely. You can hardly see it now,’ he says. ‘I’m still mortified by what I said the other day.’

‘Oh, don’t worry. That was nothing compared to what the children said.’

‘Can I buy you a coffee sometime? To say sorry.’

Heat flashes to my cheeks. ‘Oh, I––’

‘Miss Lawrence!’ barks Mrs Taylor, suddenly at my side. ‘Sorry to interrupt but I need your help with something.’

‘Now?’

‘No, no. Pop to my office when everyone’s gone.’

‘At seven-thirty?’

‘Shouldn’t take long. You’re such a whiz at PowerPoint.’ She turns and heads back to her office. 

Mr Harding arches an eyebrow. Either he’s surprised at my PowerPoint genius or he’s waiting for me to answer his question. ‘Mizz Lawrence,’ he says, imitating Mrs T. ‘I can see now isn’t a good time. Have a think about it. I’ll pop back and see you after this.’ He smiles. He has nice teeth. 

There are more parents coming in behind him. ‘Hello, what class are you here for?’

I deal with a flurry of arrivals and before I know it, the bell rings and the parents from Mr Harding’s time slot are filing out of the hall. I haven’t worked out what I’m going to say yet. Florence’s mum sashays towards the exit. She stops in front of me and waits for him to catch up.

‘So, you’re picking her up at six tomorrow. Don’t be late,’ she says and strides off.

Out of the corner of his mouth he tells me, ‘I’m never late.’

I laugh. 

‘So, coffee?’ he asks. 

‘Well…’ I begin, ‘sorry, I don’t even know your name…’

‘Harding, Will Harding,’ he says in a James Bond voice. ‘And your name’s Emily, right?’

His name is Will. 

I lose my train of thought. He’s waiting for me to confirm my name, which makes me look crazy. ‘Yes, Emily. How did you––’

‘Your colleague in the office told me.’

I squirm in my seat. ‘Right.’

‘And it’s at the bottom of the emails you send out.’

‘Of course…’

‘So, coffee Emily?’

I was almost going to say yes. What was I thinking? ‘Thanks for the offer,’ I say. ‘But I’m with someone actually…’

His eyebrows slide towards each other. He’s confused or annoyed. ‘Oh? Your colleague told me you were single.’

‘I am, well I was. It’s just… it wouldn’t be a good idea. You know, not very… professional.’

‘O-kaaay.’ He’s annoyed, definitely annoyed. 

‘I’m flattered,’ I say. ‘It’s just difficult at the moment—’

‘You don’t need to explain.’ He smiles, but this time it’s gone in an instant. ‘See you around.’





The house is dark and silent when I arrive home.

‘Li-iv!’ I sing.

I take off my jacket and hang it on a peg by the door.

‘Liv?’ 

No answer.

I check my phone. No messages, no missed calls.

I dial her number; it goes to voicemail.

I send her a text: Where are you? Call me.

I open the fridge. The food I left for her is still there. I open the cupboard. The packet of caramel wafers is still unopened – a sure sign she hasn’t been home. My heart rate accelerates.

I call Chloe but she hasn’t seen her.

I call Scott, but he’s not heard from our daughter either. ‘Don’t panic,’ he says. ‘She’s probably at a friend’s and lost track of time.’

My phone pings. ‘Wait, I’ve got a text…’

I put him on speaker and read the message aloud, ‘“At a friend’s – leaving now”. Scott, I’ll call you back.’

I cut him off and dial Liv. It goes to voicemail again. 

‘Call me now!’ I shout at the phone.

Liv: Reception is terrible. I’m in Surbiton, around the corner from the dentist. I’ll get the bus, there’s one every 11 minutes. See you soon x.

Me: DO NOT get the bus! Send me the address. I’ll come and get you.

By the time she replies, I’m already driving towards the dentist in the company car Scott lent me after the crash. I pull over to read it.

Liv: 27 Windsor Ave





Windsor Avenue is a smart row of Victorian houses lined with beech trees. Number 27 has little lollipop-shaped bay trees on either side of the front door. I text to tell Liv I’m outside. 

The door opens. Liv comes out and waves. She turns and says something to her friend, a boy so tall he fills the entire doorway. What the hell? He looks about twenty. He raises his hand in farewell and shuts the door as Liv skips down the stairs and over to the car.

She gets in, shoving her rucksack into the footwell. ‘I thought you were going for a drink with Kay after parents’ evening?’ 

‘Who was that?’

‘Oh, that’s Nathan. We were working on a biology project.’

That old chestnut. ‘How old is he?’

‘Same age as me. He’s in my science class.’

‘What’s going on, Olivia? You can’t go off without telling me.’ 

She shrugs. ‘It was a last-minute decision. You were working late and then out with Kay, so I knew you wouldn’t worry.’

‘It’s not about me worrying, it’s about you being safe. I don’t want you getting the bus at this hour on your own.’ My neck smarts as I check over my shoulder before driving off.

‘It’s not that dark yet. It’s no different to me getting the bus after school.’

‘There are fewer people around. And don’t argue with me,’ I say, heat creeping into my voice. ‘The rules are: you tell me where you’re going, and you answer the phone when I ring.’

‘I told you the reception was––’

‘For God’s sake, Liv! Stop answering back!’ I’m exhausted and hungry. 

Liv stares out of the window, giving me the silent treatment the whole way home.




Chapter 8

September 1994

Despite giving Mitch a false deadline for the Mean Fiddler gig, he was still late picking them up in his van. When they couldn’t wait any longer, they got going in Matty’s mum’s car. It was a twenty-minute game of Tetris getting both guitars and amps in the back and Reu had to go ahead on the tube. They got caught in traffic, then got lost trying to bypass it and arrived forty minutes late for their sound check. 

Reu was waiting in the loading area looking sheepish when they parked.

‘What’s the matter?’ asked Will.

‘They wouldn’t let me in.’

‘Why not?’

 ‘I don’t have ID.’

Matty sniggered. ‘Okay, don’t worry, we’ll smuggle you in the back way with the gear. Keep your head down.’

Reu carried both guitars, while Matty and Will hefted the amps. They dumped their gear near the stage where a band was doing their sound check. The singer’s voice was a grating screech. 

‘Wait here,’ said Will and headed for the sound desk.

He loitered by the sound engineer until there was a break in the racket and said, ‘Sorry we’re late. We’re on first.’

The guy didn’t even look up from the knobs and sliders. ‘You missed your slot, mate.’ 

Will’s heart sank. ‘Ah, man – come on, we’re only a few minutes late.’

The band struck up again putting an end to the conversation.

What the hell were they going to do? He’d always dreamed of playing this venue and now they were here they might have to turn around and go home again. 

Will scanned the place for inspiration, spotted the bar, and had an idea. 

‘Do you know what the sound guy drinks?’ he asked the barman.

‘Andy? He drinks Guinness.’

‘Pint of Guinness, then please.’

Will took the pint and waved it in front of Andy. ‘Andy, can you squeeze us in? Please?’ 

Andy hesitated then accepted the drink. ‘I’ll try to fit you in after this lot, but I’m not promising anything.’ 

Will waited until Andy had taken a sip. ‘I don’t suppose you have a house drum kit, do you?’

Andy choked mid-swallow. ‘You don’t have a drum kit?’ he asked, wiping his chin.

‘We do, it’s just… delayed.’

‘No, we don’t have a fucking house kit. You’ll have to ask these guys if you can borrow theirs.’

On stage, two band members were locked in a vicious argument. Will didn’t fancy his chances of getting them to share.

The doors from the loading area swung open and the headline band dragged in their gear. Will gave them a minute, then sidled up to the one who looked most like a drummer. ‘You’re Space Pirates, aren’t you?’

‘Space Junkies, actually.’ 

‘You’re the drummer,’ Will ventured. 

‘Yeah.’ 

One out of two – not bad. ‘Any chance we can borrow your kit?’

‘Fuck off!’ 

Will slumped into a seat at the table where Matty and Reu were waiting. ‘The Space Junkies won’t let us borrow their kit.’ 

‘Let me try,’ said Reu. 

Reu walked up to the drummer and started talking. Whatever Reu was saying made him nod and smile. Then they high-fived. Matty and Will exchanged looks.

Reu returned a few minutes later, grinning. ‘He’s gonna let us use it.’ 

‘How come?’ asked Will. 

‘I’ve been to a few of their gigs. I remembered stuff about his kit and the rolls he does. And I flattered him a bit.’

‘Reu, you genius!’ Matty gave Reu a playful punch on the arm. ‘Ah, look, there’s Mitch.’

Mitch was marching towards them, brow creased. ‘Where the fuck were you?’ he spat.

‘Where the fuck were you?’ replied Will.

‘I went to your house – no one was there!’

‘You were meant to be there at four – we waited ages for you.’

‘You don’t need that long to get here. It’s only twelve miles!’ Mitch noticed Reu standing beside Will. ‘What’s he doing here? Were you going to get him to play instead of me?’

‘No. Reu helped with the gear, but he’d have played if we needed him to.’

‘You back-stabbing bastards…’ 

‘If we’d waited for you, we’d be off the bill,’ said Matty.

‘It’s always you two against me. I’m fucking sick of it! Let him play, see how that goes. I hope you bomb tonight – at your precious Mean Fiddler. Shame there’s no one here to see it.’ He knocked into Reu on his way to the door.

‘Looks like you’re up, Reu,’ said Matty.

All the colour drained from Reu’s face.



Considering their new line-up, Will shortened the set list and put the songs Reu was most comfortable with first – they’d have to wing the rest. Andy didn’t give them long to sound check and it sounded rubbish, and despite rushing to get there, they still had to wait a full hour before performing. They sat there hardly talking, nervous energy buzzing in the air between them. 

‘I just spoke to one of the Space Junkies,’ said Matty after a trip to the gents. ‘He told me they’ve got an A&R man from Island Records coming tonight,’ 

‘Wow,’ said Will. ‘They must be good.’

‘What’s an A&R man?’ asked Reu.

‘Artists and repertoire,’ explained Will. ‘They’re basically scouts for record companies.’

‘Let’s hope they come early enough to see us play, eh?’ Matty rubbed his hands together. 

Reu stood, clamped his hand over his mouth, and ran off to the gents.



Will’s heart kicked hard against his ribs as he climbed onto the stage. He laid the set list down next to his pedals, straightened up, and squinted through the lights. People were still arriving, greeting friends, ordering drinks. He hated being the first act.

Reu was still a
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