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Prologue

11 March

Mia was in hospital for a routine operation on her knee, and everyone said it had gone well. On Thursday morning she was still woozy from the anaesthetic and found that she quite enjoyed the enforced bed rest. Hospital tea was surprisingly nice, and the toast was comforting. She had magazines to read. The ward was quiet. It was fine.

Her boyfriend missed her; they hadn’t been living together long and it was still all honeymoon. She knew she’d be home tomorrow and that he’d help her around on her crutches for a week or two, and then everything would be back to normal.

Mia hadn’t been in danger at all, right up until, all of a sudden, she fell asleep and never woke up. Nobody knew why. Her records showed she’d had the right amount of painkillers at the right times, and nothing had given any cause for alarm.

Her family refused an autopsy because the idea was too upsetting. The consultant produced some paperwork and told them that Mia had probably had a heart condition, that this would have happened at some point, and it was just by chance that it had tragically occurred when she was in hospital. It was nobody’s fault: it was one of those things.

Life had to move on without her.

Mia couldn’t move on, though. She wasn’t ready.
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12 February 2019

‘Wake up.’ He was shaking my shoulder. ‘Get up and get dressed. Time to go. Fresh start.’

I blinked awake and tried to make sense of the words. It was weird for him to be in my room and it was pitch-dark, with just the glow of my clock shining green on his face – 4:52.

I’d been so deeply asleep. Was this a dream? It felt like a dream.

I could smell his cologne, toothpaste and the tea-tree shampoo he used. No, this was real: he really was up and ready to go. And it was 4:52 … 4:53.

My mind caught up. He wasn’t doing this. He couldn’t be.

‘What?’ I said, sitting up. ‘Where?’

‘Don’t worry!’ he said. ‘Everything’s arranged. We’re going, Ariel. I’ll tell you about it in the car.’

I reached for the bedside light, switched it on and looked at him. That manic glint was in his eye. I’d known it would be. He scared me when he was like this. There was no reasoning with him.

‘What about Sasha?’ I asked.

He was wearing a dark blue fleece and his horrible jeans, and there was a bag at his feet. He was serious about this.

‘What about her?’

‘We can’t run away. We –’ I stopped. I knew I wouldn’t be able to say more without crying, and it was a mistake to cry when he was like this. It wound him up.

I’d always managed to avoid these confrontations because Sasha took the heat for me. I swallowed hard as I realized that I was going to have to do a thing I’d never done before. I was going to have to stand up to him.

‘No,’ he said. ‘You’ve got it wrong. We’re not running away. We’re running towards something. A new life. Fresh start. I’ve been wanting to do this for years. You’ve been through enough over the past year, darling. Your sister’s chosen her own path, and that’s up to her. She said she didn’t need us, and that was her call.’

She said she didn’t need you.

I didn’t say that.

She needs me. She needs me very much. She doesn’t have anyone else.

I didn’t say that either. I had never confronted him. That was why I was his favourite.

He saw my paralysis and spoke faster. ‘You need me and I’d never leave you. Never. Sasha’s an adult and she’s made her decision. That has nothing to do with me now. As she said last night, she doesn’t care about my approval and so I don’t care what she does. I’ve got a place to go. A job. A house. A new school for you. We can start again and –’

‘Dad!’ My heart pounded so violently that I thought it was going to knock the house down, but I didn’t speak loudly enough to stop him.

‘– build new lives for ourselves. We deserve to –’

I pulled the duvet up to my chin so he wouldn’t see me trembling. I was so scared of this man. I wasn’t going with him (it was unthinkable) and that meant I needed to do the bravest thing I’d ever done.

He was still speaking, so I summoned every bit of strength and interrupted with as much force as I could manage. ‘Dad, I’m not going with you. Sasha needs me here.’

His eyes were glinting and I had to look away.

‘No,’ he said, trying to duck into my line of sight. When that didn’t work, he took hold of my chin and tilted my head back so I could only look away from him with my eyes. His fingers dug into my skin. ‘It’s all arranged. You can have whatever you want. Clothes. Books. How about a MacBook? You wanted a MacBook, didn’t you?’

Everything inside me longed to concede. This time, though, I couldn’t.

‘I can’t,’ I said, and I swivelled my eyes as far from him as they would go. I saw a spider walking up the wall, its shadow huge in the lamplight.

‘You can.’

‘I can’t leave Sasha. I don’t want to. I’m going to stay here.’

The silence hung there. I forced myself to wait it out. His hand dropped from my chin.

‘Do you mean it?’

I nodded, watching the spider. I heard him exhale in a huge huff. I held my breath. This was where it got dangerous.

Sure enough, he pulled back his fist and punched my bed. Suppressed violence spread through the room. Menace hung static in the air. He could do anything, and we both knew it. He walked over to a wall and punched it hard. Then he strode to the door. He turned at the threshold.

‘Last chance,’ he said, spitting his words so I could almost see them flying towards me. Our eyes met for a few seconds and I looked away.

‘No. I’m staying here,’ I said to the wall, and he left.

I heard him moving around downstairs, and then the door clicked shut and something landed on the doormat with a thud.

I waited for ages for him to come back, but he didn’t. Time stretched on and on, and nothing happened. After a while I put on my dressing gown and fluffy socks and crept downstairs.

He’d left an envelope propped against the kettle with Sasha’s name on the front. There was a note for me next to it, scrawled on a piece of paper from a pad that had To-do List at the top of each page in a stupid font.


A, I expected better of you. You have broken my heart. Call me when you change your mind. If staying you need to call yr school and cancel the email I sent last night. Enjoy life in foster care!!!



The pen had gone through the paper on those last exclamation marks.

I stood at the bay window and pulled back the curtain, my hand making the length of fabric tremble. It was pitch-black out there, with thick clouds covering the stars and the moon, but the street light showed an empty driveway.

He had left. His keys were on the mat, posted back through the letterbox. I pictured him parking round the corner and creeping back to kidnap me.

I turned and screamed.

‘Sorry,’ said my sister, standing blinking in her blue dressing gown, confused. She was holding the envelope that had Sasha written on the front in Dad’s best handwriting (which was still bad, even when he was trying; he was a doctor after all). ‘What’s happening, Mermaid? Why has Dad written me a letter?’ She shook her head. ‘Actually I don’t need to open it. He’s telling me off again about my irresponsible behaviour. Reminding me that I’ll never be a doctor. I’m going to put it straight in the bin.’

I hugged her as tightly as I could. She resisted for a moment and then gave in and hugged me back. I didn’t cry. I didn’t cry. She smelled of Sasha and sleep.

‘What’s up?’ she said. ‘What’s he done?’

‘He’s gone,’ I said into her hair (Sasha was four years older than me and maybe four inches shorter too). ‘It might be one of his mind games, but he said he was leaving. He had a bag. The car’s gone. He …’ I didn’t want to tell her this part, but I knew I had to. ‘This next bit’s awful, OK?’

‘Tell me.’

Sasha followed me into the kitchen. I put the kettle on and got out two mugs.

‘He woke me up about an hour ago. Maybe more? Before five. He was all showered and ready. He said I had to get up and go with him.’ My voice cracked, but I carried on.

‘He said it was a fresh start and he’d buy me a MacBook. He said you didn’t need us. When I told him I wasn’t going, he went all cold and stormed off. And now I think he’s actually gone. Look. He put his keys through the letterbox. He left me this.’ I showed her the note. At this point the tears started coming. ‘Am I going to have to go into foster care, Sasha? Am I?’

That part was just beginning to sink in. I couldn’t do that. I couldn’t.

‘Fuck,’ she said. ‘Oh God, Ariel. No, you’re not. Of course you’re not. You’re staying here with me. I’m sure they won’t take you away.’

When she opened her letter, we found it was more coherent than the note he’d scrawled to me. Coherent but psychotic.


I’ve worked it out. You and I don’t need to have any more contact. I’m disappointed in your life choices. You told me to my face that you wished I was dead. I’m not going to stick around in your life any more to be spoken to like that. Enough is enough, Sasha, and I’ve had enough of your bullying. Ariel doesn’t see it, but I do, and that’s why I need to get her away from you.

Stay in this house. The mortgage is paid off. I’ll transfer some money each month for bills. I have no faith in you to look after yourself, let alone another human, and despite what you think of me no grandson of mine is going to live in poverty. That will be the extent of my involvement. Ariel and I will be starting afresh with no contact. This is best.



‘It’s like a divorce,’ Sasha said, putting a peppermint tea bag in a mug. ‘I literally feel like my dad is divorcing me. Paying me enough child support to keep me quiet.’ She looked up and forced a smile. ‘That makes you the record collection or whatever. He wanted to take you, but he couldn’t get you in the car, so he had to leave you behind. He’s right about one thing, though: I did tell him I wished he’d been the one to die. I knew he’d never forgive me, even while I was saying it, but I don’t care. I meant it. I’d love it if he was dead and Mum was still here. So would you.’

I couldn’t quite be as harsh as that, and I certainly didn’t feel strong enough to talk about Mum right now, so I just said, ‘Sure you don’t want a coffee?’

‘No.’ She patted her stomach. ‘No coffee until July. I’ll have a herbal tea and a piece of toast. You have coffee.’

‘I will.’

We were silent while I made the drinks and Sasha put as much bread into the toaster as it would take.

‘You’re not the bully,’ I said because I knew she’d be thinking about that part of Dad’s note. ‘He is. He’s only saying it to make himself feel better.’

‘I know. Hey, Ariel? We can do this. Seriously. I’m not sure we even need to tell anyone that Dad’s gone. Do we?’

We looked at each other. Sasha and I were still feeling our way. Our relationship had changed so much lately, and now it was shifting again.

‘If they found out,’ I said, with only a vague idea of who I meant by they, ‘would they make me go into foster care like Dad said? Or a children’s home? Like Tracy Beaker?’

‘No.’ Her voice was more brave than certain. ‘I’m old enough. And so are you. Sixteen-year-olds can live independently. It’s not like you’re a baby. Plus, there’s going to be an actual baby. If I can have one of those, surely I can keep an eye on you while I’m at it.’

I felt my heart calming. It made sense.

‘Though I don’t trust Dad,’ she added.

I handed her the peppermint tea. I didn’t trust him either.

I brushed my hair and put it into a French plait to make myself appear as wholesome as I could, then sprayed it in place. I made sure my uniform was clean and correct. I didn’t even put on a little bit of mascara like I usually did. When I thought I looked like the girl with the most straightforward home life possible, I went to school early and made myself do a ‘no big deal’ smile as I stopped at the reception desk to try and work out how to delete whatever the hell message my dad might have sent them in the night.

The entrance hall was quiet. There was still the faint smell of overnight cleaning. I knew it would soon be overlaid with Lynx and crisps and sweat. I focused. I had to play this right. I’d hoped to find the computer unattended and hackable, but no such luck.

‘It’s really nothing,’ I said to the woman. ‘My dad’s been struggling a bit this year and he sent something he regrets. We’re absolutely fine, so please do delete the email. No need to read it.’

I watched her write a note on a piece of paper.

‘I don’t think anyone’s been through the inbox this morning,’ she said. ‘What’s your dad’s name? I’ll do a search.’

‘Alex Brown.’

‘Of course. You’re Ariel.’

She looked at me in that way that adults always did since Mum.

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘And we’re doing fine. Honestly. Dad’s finding it difficult at times, but Sasha and I are all right. And …’ I paused. It might end up worse if I didn’t flag this up. ‘I think the email might suggest that I’m leaving this school, but I’m not. He didn’t mean it. So please just delete and ignore. He was just a bit confused. Half sleepwalking, you know?’

‘Ooookayyyyy,’ she said in a tone that made me suspect it might not be completely OK. In fact, her OK told me that the very first thing she was going to do when I walked away was search the inbox for my dad’s message, and then she’d probably tell someone else and they would call him.

I texted Izzy:


Where are you? Everything’s gone to shit AGAIN.
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‘Shut up!’

I reach for the alarm with my eyes closed. The beeping of that clock is the worst sound in the world, except for the sound of the silence after you’ve been murdered.

This is the thought that jolts me awake.

I open my eyes and stare at the ceiling. Damp patch. Bigger than it used to be? Maybe. The ceiling is real. Real, real, real.

I turn my head. Yes, this is my bedroom. Clothes on the floor. Books piled on the table. Morning light coming through the blue curtains. My stuff is everywhere. My feet poke out of the end of the bed. I’m at home and this is normal.

I touch my neck. It’s smooth and a bit stubbly. That’s as it should be. I run my fingers through my hair, look at my hands, front and back. Obviously everything’s all right. I am here and alive.

Of course I am.

I’m such a twat.

‘Joe!’

Dad is shouting from downstairs. I sit up and yawn. I poke a leg right out of bed. It’s hairier than it used to be. No shit. Fifteen years old, six feet tall, terrified by a dream. I give myself a shake and try to focus.

‘Joe!’ he yells again. ‘You awake?’

‘Yeah!’ I say, or something like it. I get up and, because I’m only wearing pants, I pull on my dressing gown. Dad insists on seeing us with his own eyes before he goes to work.

I yawn as I open my door, blink at the light and focus on my dad.

He’s standing on the stairs, wearing his jeans and the polo shirt with the name of the nursery embroidered on his chest: BOUNCERS. Yes, he is a male nursery worker, at the age of forty-nine. He’s been doing it for so long that he’s in charge of the place, but really he just goes to work so he can play. I don’t know how he does it, looking after snotty little kids all day, but the thing with Dad is that he’s always happy.

Weirdo.

‘Bye,’ he says, coming up to the landing and patting my shoulder. ‘Have a good day. I finish at five, so I’ll be home at twenty past. I’ll run you back up to school at sevenish and wave you off.’

‘Shit!’

‘Joseph!’

He goes down the stairs. I follow. Dad hates anything that could be seen as ‘bad language’, however mild. It’s one of the rules. Gus and I aren’t allowed to swear because if we did ‘that would make it feel normal, and then I’d start doing it at work and I’d be fired, and we’d have to get our food out of bins’. It’s a legitimate reason. All the same …

‘Shit is hardly swearing,’ I say, jumping down the last three stairs in one go. ‘But sorry. I forgot about tonight. That’s all.’

Gus laughs at me from the landing.

‘You forgot about your French exchange?’ He points a finger. ‘Not credible! You’ve been obsessing about it for, like, a year. You can’t have forgotten it now because you’re going today.’

I point back. ‘I just woke up! I had a weird dream and I forgot. So shoot me.’

He makes his fingers into a gun and fires it at me. I clutch my chest and pretend to die, but it feels all wrong. My dream echoes round the house. I fall to the floor and expire dramatically, more to distract myself than anything else.

‘You two!’ Dad is putting his shoes on and checking he has his lanyard. ‘You’re worse than the toddlers. Yet I seem to be trusting you to get yourselves to school. Bye, babies!’

Gus and I look at each other after the door clicks shut.

‘Where’s Mum?’ I didn’t plan to say that, but those seem to be the words that come out. Where’s Mum? Jesus. I walk into the living room. Gus follows.

‘Mum?’ He laughs. ‘Hello? Gone to learn how to be a yoga teacher? As you know perfectly well. Do you need your mummy?’

My mind is foggy. I knew that. I just haven’t woken up properly.

‘Fine. Well, you’ve got to help me not go on the French exchange.’

I pace round the room. I don’t know why I feel like this. I pick up the little clown that Dad won, sixteen years ago, at some circus awards. I look at its creepy face, then put it down facing away from me. It can stare out of the window instead. Our house is full of weird shit like that.

‘How?’ says Gus. ‘Hide you under my bed? Stay there a week and I’ll pass you a Twix when I remember.’

‘I’d take that,’ I say. ‘Right now I’d do it. A week under your bed with your stinky socks and whatever else. And a Twix.’

He smiles, and I force a smile back. I don’t know why I’m feeling like this. I am not the sort of person who freaks out. I’m going away for less than a week and yet I seem to have lost the plot. I’m going to have to fake it to get through the day. Do an impression of myself.

‘It’ll be OK,’ Gus says. ‘The moment you leave, you’ll be on a countdown to coming back. Once you get going, it’ll go quickly. Also he might be cool. Your “pen pal”.’ He makes quote marks in the air to demonstrate how incredibly uncool this concept actually is. ‘Enzo. You know he’s probably dreading it as much as you are?’

‘Yeah. He’ll hate me coming to stay. Thanks, bro.’

Gus softens. ‘He does sound nice in his letters, to be fair.’

‘He likes going to the cinema and riding his bike. Same as me.’

‘J’aime faire des promenades à velo avec mon frère?’

‘Sans mon frère,’ I say. Without my brother.

I head for the shower. Gus doesn’t fight me for it because he’s at sixth form and he seems to go to college whenever he fancies it. Gus never had to go on a stupid French exchange because he managed not to take a language for GCSE because he’s dyslexic. Some people are so lucky.

I have Troy’s house-football trophy in my schoolbag and when I remember it makes me hot with shame. What’s wrong with me? It’s a little metal football with a boot kicking it. He won it yesterday: I thought it was going to be me, and so did everybody else. I took it from his bag when he wasn’t looking because I was jealous. What a knob.

I shake my head, shove the trophy to the bottom of the bag and dash out of the house. I’ll give it back to him later and say sorry. I’m a shit friend.

Troy is late. Maybe he’s not meeting me because of the trophy, because he realized it was missing and knew it was me. I stand on the corner and wait. The woman from the next street lets her dog do a poo in the middle of the pavement. She doesn’t pick it up and pretends not to hear me saying, ‘Gross!’ as she speed-walks away, her head down.

Mr Armstrong, the sad man who lives next door, ambles past and says, ‘Ah, hello, Joseph. Just getting my paper.’

I have to make an effort with him. Dad says that since his wife died it might be the only interaction he has all day.

‘Hello, Mr Armstrong,’ I say.

‘Everything all right at your house?’ he says.

‘Yeah,’ I say. ‘I’m going away later. French exchange trip.’

‘Are you? Oh gosh,’ he says. ‘I used to love France. Bernadette and I went every year. Are you taking the ferry?’

‘We are, yeah. We’re going on the coach, and then the night ferry to Roscoff, and then the coach all the way down France.’ I shiver. ‘I don’t want to go,’ I add. Might as well give Mr A the facts. I feel tears pricking at the back of my eyes. What the hell?

‘You’ll have a marvellous time!’ he counters. ‘Do you have any francs? I have a few coins somewhere. I could give them to you.’

‘Don’t worry, Mr Armstrong,’ I say, smiling at the thought of his old holiday money. ‘Cheers for the offer, though!’

I smile and wave goodbye as Troy turns up after all. It’s easy to see him coming because he’s much taller than everyone else and has bright red hair. I always grin at the sight of him. He said once that he knows he looks like an illustration of a cheeky boy from a children’s book, and he does a bit, but that doesn’t keep model-agency people from stopping him in the street. He’s a quarter Dutch, and reckons that’s why he’s so tall.

‘Wazzup?’ he says. ‘And what are you doing chatting to that old perv?’ I’m so glad Troy isn’t pissed off that I laugh a bit too hysterically.

‘He is not a perv!’ I manage to say. ‘He’s a nice old man. He was married for years. I bet he’d only perv at girls.’

‘Yeah?’

‘He wanted to give me his French money.’

‘Old man offers teenager money on a street corner?’

I know I should give him back that trophy right now. I want to do it, but maybe he hasn’t even noticed it’s gone, and then he starts talking French, so I go with that instead. Troy is brilliant at French. He’ll be fine with his host family. He can’t wait to go.

It takes about fifteen minutes to get to school. Troy makes me laugh all the way. We talk about France, and wonder whether we’ll have to eat frogs’ legs. I feel myself coming back.

‘Remember when we caught that frog on the playing field?’ he asks. ‘At primary school?’

‘We tried to use it to scare the girls,’ I say, remembering. ‘But they thought it was cute.’

‘They made it a hat out of a leaf and called it Froggykins.’

We gather more hangers-on as we walk, like people in a musical, but without the part where we burst into song and dance. By the time we get to school our crowd has dissolved into the tide of teens going into the building.

Lucas comes over to me, as usual. He was new last year, and he tries so hard to be my friend that I can’t help taking the piss. I’m tall, and Troy’s taller, but Lucas is massive. There was a story a while ago about a thirty-year-old who went back to school, pretending to be sixteen, and got away with it for ages: that feels like Lucas to me. Troy and I are kind of skinny, but Lucas is built like a shed. He doesn’t look like a teenager. He makes me feel uncomfortable.

‘All right?’ I say.

‘Yeah.’

‘Shame you’re not coming on the French trip,’ I say, laughing as I speak because he knows as well as I do that I don’t think that.

‘Yeah,’ he says again. ‘Too expensive. Dommage.’

I roll my eyes and walk off. Then I turn back and say, ‘Thank fuck,’ in a way that’s just quiet enough for him to wonder whether he heard properly, and then I burrow into the crowd. Lucas isn’t in any of my Thursday classes, so I probably won’t see him again today, and that means I’ll be spared his company until I come back from France.
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We would have been able to keep Dad’s departure secret for much longer if he hadn’t written that email. As it was we didn’t even make it through the first day. During my last lesson (physics) two students came in. One of them handed a piece of paper to Mr Dean and the other sat down and joined the lesson. I was trying really hard to concentrate on atomic structure. I was proving (to myself, to Sasha, to the world) that I would manage in a household of two teenagers and a foetus. I had to show them that I wouldn’t, wouldn’t, wouldn’t be better off in care. Right now that meant mastering isotopes.

Someone left the room. I looked up to see a boy from Year Nine going out of the door. The other one, a girl I didn’t know, was just sitting there reading a book. It was strange that Mr Dean hadn’t spoken to her or introduced her as new to the class.

I turned back to the isotopes but it was hard to concentrate. My mind wandered. We had no parents left at home. Sasha was my anchor and I had to be hers. We both had the baby, but that felt like a lot of pressure to put on someone who was only half gestated; who was, we’d only just discovered, a tiny little boy.

I thought I could tether myself with mass numbers, but I kept thinking of Mum, and of how excited she would have been about her grandson, and how furious with Dad. I was wondering whether I could will her back to life with the power of my longing, because I needed her so much, when Mr Dean said, ‘Ariel? Could you pop along to the office?’ He checked the clock. ‘You may as well take your things.’

He put the piece of paper down on his table and gave me a sympathetic look. Everyone knew that Ariel has been through a hard time this year.

I glanced at Izzy and she patted my leg. I stopped caring about electrons. I needed to speak to Sasha right now to check whether school had called her. We had to get our stories straight.

‘Thanks,’ I said, and Mr Dean started walking around talking about atoms while everyone except the new girl (who just carried on reading) watched me gathering my things together. There were fifteen minutes until the end of the lesson and I could sense a lot of people with no real problems wishing they were the ones leaving early. I wanted them to stop looking. My hands were shaking as I picked everything up. I almost kicked my chair over, but Izzy caught it and put it upright.

Mr Dean walked over to Aisha, and sat down next to her to look at something in her book. He had sat down where the new girl was and she suddenly wasn’t there any more. I didn’t know where she’d gone. Aisha turned to stare at me, ignoring Mr Dean and her book, and I wanted to ask what had happened to the girl who’d been beside her, but I didn’t.

What was going on? I refused to lose my mind as well as everything else.

I looked at the boys instead, silently begging one of them to do something stupid and take the attention away from me. I focused on Jack, with his messy dark hair and sharp cheekbones. Go on, I thought. Do something. Do it for me. Drop your book. Throw something. Fight with someone. I wasn’t being sexist: it was almost always boys that arsed around in lessons and, although Jack and I broke up when Mum got ill, we’d never stopped being friends. He would have done it if he’d realized I needed it.

As it was, though, no one did anything. I made it to the door. Jack said, ‘Bye, Ariel!’ as I left, and when I looked round the whole class was waving stupidly at me, and Izzy was mouthing, ‘Good luck.’

I’d always had friends, but everyone except Izzy had melted into the background since Mum got ill. I knew I’d changed, and everyone else had carried on without me, but Izzy had been there, at the end of a phone, or right next to me, throughout. She had her own stuff going on, but she’d always drop it when I needed her.

I’d needed her a lot.

I texted her as I walked slowly through the silent school: You’re literally the best person in the world.

Then I called Sasha and slowed my pace still further.

‘Mermaid!’ said Sasha. She and Mum were the only people who were allowed to call me that. I hated it if anyone else tried. The baby could do it, though, if he wanted to. ‘Thank God. So I had a call from school wanting to talk to Dad, and I told them he was at work. Have they spoken to you?’

‘On my way. They just pulled me out of physics to go to the office.’ I quickly hung up and shoved my phone away.

‘Ariel,’ said the woman I’d spoken to that morning at reception, and she walked me straight to the head’s office and deposited me inside.

Mr Morrow was in his forties, and one of those teachers who thinks he’s cool and everyone’s best mate. He said, ‘Ariel! Great to see you. Grab a pew. So, what’s going on at home?’

He leaned forward and started the meaningful eye contact. I looked away first. No way could I stare him out right now.

‘Well, my mum died,’ I said, just to make him uncomfortable.

He nodded in that I’m listening way. ‘And what’s happened in the past few days?’

‘Nothing,’ I said. ‘I know my dad sent a weird message, but he didn’t mean anything by it. He’s been upset lately. It’s like, you’d be sad if your wife died, right?’

Mr Morrow didn’t flinch. ‘I would,’ he said.

‘And my sister, Sasha. She’s nearly twenty. So, even if Dad finds things hard, I still have her. She’s an adult.’

‘I can’t argue with that either,’ said Mr Morrow. ‘However, in light of the email your father sent, and in spite of both your and your sister’s insistence that everything’s fine, we decided to call him at work just to check in. And so we were surprised to learn that he’s left his job and taken up a new one in Inverness. Which would explain why he wrote that he was taking you out of school and moving away to start afresh. Ariel, you and Sasha need to begin telling us the truth. Has your father relocated to Scotland without you?’

Busted on day one.

‘I guess,’ I told the top of his desk.

Shit, shit, shit. I waited for a social worker to walk in and take me away. I held on to the edges of my seat. I wouldn’t go. They couldn’t make me. I’d stay here.

Nothing happened. I could feel Mr Morrow looking at me, but I carried on staring at his desk. It was very neat. There was nothing interesting on it: all the paperwork was piled to the side with a local newsletter on top of it and a paperweight. I couldn’t read anything, which I was sure was the plan. He had a poster of someone rock climbing, but at least it didn’t have an inspirational quote underneath.

Still nothing happened.

‘You guess that your father has moved to Scotland?’ he said, and finally I looked up.

‘I didn’t know it was Scotland,’ I said, and I could hear how tight and scared my voice was. ‘He asked me to go with him. He wanted me and him to go, but not Sasha. He hasn’t been happy with her since she told him she was pregnant, and recently he’s gone absolutely mental about it. He’s been awful to her. I said I didn’t want to go, so he just drove off and stuck his keys back through the letterbox. And that’s the truth.’

‘Now this time,’ said Mr Morrow, ‘I believe you.’

‘So I’m going to be absolutely fine living with Sasha,’ I finished, too loudly, adding stupidly, ‘I was concentrating really hard in physics just now. We were doing atomic structure.’

Inverness?

I couldn’t believe Dad had gone that far. Inverness was (I was quite hazy about this) maybe six hundred miles away? If he started driving at about six this morning, which he had, then he probably hadn’t even got there yet. He might have crashed on the way. I was sure he hadn’t slept last night, and his driving was shit and aggressive at the best of times.

He must have been planning this for ages if he had a job all sorted. He’d known about Sasha’s baby for a couple of months. Had he started job-hunting the moment she told him? What the hell kind of parenting was that?

People were supposed to be pleased at becoming grandparents. Or shocked, but then come round to the idea. They weren’t supposed to run away in the night and move to Scotland. I wondered what it was like in Inverness. What would my new school have been like, if I’d gone? Was there a school register somewhere up there with my name on it? Was a teacher I didn’t know going to say, ‘Ariel Brown?’ tomorrow morning and wonder why no one was answering?

And then I started to imagine what life would be like without Dad. If he had really gone – if he wasn’t going to come back – then it might be …

Lovely.

I tuned back in sharply at the words ‘social services’.

‘No,’ I said. ‘We don’t need social services. We don’t need anything like that. We’re fine as we are.’

‘You know, Ariel,’ said Mr M, ‘I actually believe that you’re probably right. That staying where you are, with Sasha, will be much the least disruptive path. That’s my point really. We do have to contact social services, so they can check that both Sasha and you are all right. It’s a positive thing. Not a scary one. Is Sasha’s partner involved?’

‘Jai?’ I said. ‘Kind of. It’s complicated because they were never really in a relationship. They were friends.’ I bit back the words with benefits. ‘But he’s going to be around for Sash and the baby. He’s cool.’

‘Good,’ said Mr Morrow. ‘Well, Ariel, I’d just like to say that we’re all impressed with the way you’ve coped over the past couple of years. You’ve been through more than many of us adults have, and here you are, still standing. I know Ms Duke has been helping out. I’ve brought her up to speed today, and she’s going to have a chat with you tomorrow and on a much more regular basis after that, if you’re OK with the idea. Thank you for confiding in me.’

I wanted to say I hadn’t confided one single bastard thing, that he’d cornered me and given me no choice. I managed, instead, to say, ‘Sure, thanks, bye,’ as I ran out of the door.

The school had emptied out and there were just a few stragglers around, and the sound of someone playing the trumpet badly in a distant music room. Izzy had messaged: I’ve gone home but msg if you want to meet.

I needed to get my head round the day. I called Sasha back and filled her in; told her that Dad was in Inverness and that I’d be home in a bit, and then walked down to the seafront.

It was a lacklustre day, with the odd sunbeam poking out from between the clouds. I walked along the once-grand pathway through the municipal gardens towards the beach. The palm trees stood perfectly still, as there was no wind at all. The flower beds were filled with drooping purple flowers and litter. I could smell junk food and the sea.

I stopped and closed my eyes.

I live with my sister, I said in my head. It sounded OK.

I was heading for the beach, but there was a group from school there, from my year, with cider and chips. I swung towards the amusements instead, where I changed two pound coins into one hundred two-pence pieces and pushed them, one by one, into the machines. Watching the coins nearly tipping each other over the edge was hypnotic, and when they did cascade down it made me jump. I put them all back in again, and again, until there were none left.

Then I wandered upstairs, into the mall. It wasn’t a mall like the ones in American movies. It was just some shops under the same roof. It was a shopping centre really, and not a cool one, and it was called Beachview even though it had no windows to the outside. The air was stale, and most of the people in here were on their way to or from the pub upstairs.

I mooched around. I looked in the window of H&M. I flicked through magazines in Smith’s until the security guard glared at me.

Mum had died. Dad had left. Sasha and I were almost orphans.

I wandered down a little corridor around the back of Boots. It looked like a place for staff only, but there wasn’t a sign and I had a vague memory of going down here once before, when I was very little. I had a flashback to my younger self waiting in a room somewhere around here with Dad. I remembered him sitting with his head in his hands while I stared at one of those brightly coloured magazines people buy for their children to keep them quiet.

The corridor ended in exactly the tiny room that was in my head. There was a small, grimy window high up in the wall, letting in the only natural light I’d ever seen in Beachview. One side of the room had a bench along it, the sort you found in swimming-pool changing cubicles, and the other had a row of pegs with nothing hanging on them. The walls were dirty cream, with peeling paint on wooden panels.

I closed the door and sat on the bench.

Dad had always been horrible to Sasha. He sometimes ignored her, sometimes shouted, and one memorable time he’d pushed her against a wall and yelled right into her face until Mum pulled him away. Nothing Sasha did was ever good enough. Even when she was acing exams and applying to study medicine, the very thing he’d wanted both of us to do, he had found a way to be disappointed. If she got ninety per cent in a test he wanted to know what had gone wrong with the other ten, whereas if I got seventy per cent he’d give me five pounds. He wanted us to be doctors to make him look good. A family of doctors. That was his dream.

I’d never dared to tell him I didn’t want to be a doctor and now I wouldn’t have to.

I leaned back against the wall, trying to breathe deeply, the way Mum used to make me do when she was ill. She’d been dead for nearly a year and I had missed her for every single moment of it. Once, I’d lived my life on the basis that she was always going to be around. She’d taught me to talk, to cross the road, to use a knife and fork. She had taught me everything I’d needed to know, and now I was sixteen, and I knew those things, and I would just have to get on with them.

I kept thinking about Dad punching my bed and then the wall. He’d wanted to punch me. I knew he had. I’d faced him down for the first time ever, and it had worked. I shivered at the memory of the violence that had shimmered around him.

I took a Sharpie out of my bag and wrote on the wall:


I HATE YOU ALEXANDER BROWN



I looked at it. It was vandalism, and yet it lifted something away from me. I smiled at the words. Yes. You are Alexander Brown and I hate you. I wrote it again.

You’ve gone. I faced you down and I won.
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The one time I want a school day to go slowly, it speeds up. Typical. I actually enjoy today because it’s normal. I can’t imagine where I’ll be tomorrow. I mean, I’ll wake up on a boat, and by night-time I’ll be at Enzo’s house in St Etienne, like the band. It’s a good name for a city. I like the band. So does Enzo. One thing in common! Maybe we can talk about other bands we like. For a week?

Every single part of me wants to stay at home.

I sit in registration and look at the photo Enzo sent me, of him and his family. He has thick black hair and dark skin. His brother looks like him, but taller, and his sister is small, hanging off his arm in the picture. His mother is white, his dad black. J’ai un frère et une soeur, I say under my breath, even though I don’t have a sister. They have a mother and a father like regular people. I’d better figure out how to say ‘my mum doesn’t live with us’ because that’s the kind of thing you have to get out of the way before it becomes too awkward.

I guess she must have been frustrated living a suburban life with a husband who was a circus performer when they met, but who has since channelled all that energy into looking after sticky toddlers. Dad can be annoying, and I guess Gus and I were too boring or irritating to keep her here.

I look at the photo of Enzo’s house. It’s big, and it has a garden with tall trees in it, and a tree house.


	Talk about music.

	Hang out in the tree house.



‘Hey,’ says Troy. ‘Wake up.’

I look around, blinking. It’s registration. You can tell at a glance who’s going on the trip tonight and who isn’t. The ones who aren’t are looking relaxed. Everyone else is tense. Or maybe that’s just me. Why am I jittery?

What’s happening to me?

I don’t feel like myself, so I try to be more me. What would Joe Simpson do?

I turn to Troy and flash a big stupid grin.

‘It’s school,’ I say. ‘How can I wake up when the whole point of it is that it’s boring?’

That is the lamest thing, but Troy laughs anyway. Our tutor, Mrs Dupont, is also the French teacher, so all she can talk about is the trip. This is her third year leading the French exchange and she’s raring to go. She isn’t French, but she’s married to a French guy and obviously knows how to speak it. She’s given us all laminated cards to carry with us in France. They say ‘Je suis perdu’ and have her mobile number on them. Lots of the guys say they’re going to keep that number.

Once, after a meeting about the trip, I hung around while Dad asked her all his supplementary questions. No, we won’t have to eat snails (I wanted to die). Yes, the coach driver is British, but he will remember to drive on the right. Then they moved on to chit-chat, and she told him she used to be a flight attendant, but had given up, partly because it was much harder work than you’d think, and also because air travel was bad for the environment.

Mrs Dupont, to be fair, looks like an air hostess. I can imagine her with her hair up and a lot of make-up on. I saw the way Dad was looking at her at that point and dragged him home. Dad was properly married to Mum back then! Mrs Dupont is married to the mysterious Monsieur Dupont! Jeez.

I shake my head. Stop getting distracted!

‘Joe?’ she says now, and I wonder how many times she’s said it.

‘Yep!’ I give her a huge fake smile. ‘How may I help you, Madame Dupont?’

She rolls her eyes.

‘Joe. You look jittery. Have you been on the caffeine?’

‘You know me, miss. Always with the Red Bull.’

‘Well, calm down and don’t worry. The French trip is always a fun experience.’

‘I’m not worried!’ Everyone laughs because it sounds like such a lie.

‘I stay with a family too, you know!’ she says. ‘I stay with the English teacher.’

‘Bet you crack open the wine, miss,’ says Troy.

I raise an imaginary glass to her. ‘Santé!’ I say. ‘Cheers to Madame Dupont boozing with her English teacher friend.’

I look round the room. Everyone’s holding up their imaginary glasses and toasting them.

‘Absolutely not.’ Mrs Dupont is laughing. ‘Or, if we do, it’s behind closed doors when we’re off duty.’

‘You’re never off duty, though, are you?’

‘Tell me about it, Joseph.’

The bell goes, and we scramble away to lessons.

‘Coming?’ says Troy. We’re standing outside the front of the school.

If I go straight back I’ll be home at ten to four. That will give me an hour and a half to sit on the bed being scared before Dad comes back, and then there’ll be another hour and a half of him trying to jolly me along.

Nope. Unbearable.

‘Nah,’ I say, and I struggle to find something else I can do. ‘I’m heading into town. Got to get a present for Enzo’s family.’

‘I’m going home because I haven’t started packing.’

‘See you later.’

‘Joe?’ he says.

‘Yeah?’

‘You haven’t seen my trophy, have you?’

‘Seen your …?’

‘The house-football prize.’

‘No,’ I say before I can stop myself. ‘Of course not.’

‘Cool. Not sure where it’s gone.’

He pats my back and walks off, leaving me guilty and confused. Why did I take it? And why did I just lie? I’m so strung out I can barely breathe. I can’t go home. I want to keep moving. I should be hungry, but I’m not. I could get a Coke at Beachview, and hope the caffeine sharpens me up because, in spite of what I said to Mrs Dupont, I have not, in fact, had any caffeine today.

It’s stopped raining and feels warm for March. I want to take my coat off, but then I’d have to carry it, so I don’t. The pavements are shiny with rain. I add a swagger to my step and iron the weirdness from my face. Everything is normal. Everything is fine.

The Beachview Mall does not have a view of the beach: you might see the sea if you stood on the roof of the upstairs pub. It is secretly, however, one of my favourite places. It’s all contained. This is a small, knowable universe where you can buy stuff. The shops are exactly as you’d expect them to be: there’s a branch of every low-level high-street shop in there. There’s Smith’s, a tiny but handy H&M, a health-food shop. And so on. It is boring but nice. My favourite thing, though, is a secret room I found a while ago. You just go round a couple of corners behind Boots, and push a door and it opens. Then you’re in a tiny room with a row of pegs and a bench in it, and no one else is ever there.

I go to a stall to buy a can of Coke and, as I turn round, I walk right into a man. He’s tall and thin and I had no idea he was behind me.

‘Oh,’ I say. ‘Sorry.’ I step out of the way.

‘Fuck’s sake!’ he says, moving sideways to block my path.

‘Excuse me,’ I say. The anger flows all the way through me. I’m a volcano. ‘It was an accident. I didn’t know you were standing behind me, did I?’

He glares as if he actually hates me.

‘Fuck you,’ he says, and I am pleased to find that I’m feeling something. This is better. I feel more alive now than I have all day. I decide to laugh at him like I do with Lucas.

‘Fuck you,’ I say, and I walk away, still laughing like (I hope) someone very cool who will make him feel stupid, rather than a pantomime baddy. I hear him shouting behind me so I go and sit in the little room where he won’t find me, and attempt to talk some sense into myself.

Mum went to do a course to become a yoga teacher. I’m pretty sure she’s in India now because she always said she needed to learn proper yoga over there. I think I’ve known for a while that her leaving has messed with my head in all sorts of ways. I can barely remember some things from before she went. I’m not even sure how long it’s been. A month? A year? Maybe a year.

I have no problem with anyone doing a yoga course that lasts maybe a year, but my own mother could have waited until we’d left home. Three years from now she could have done whatever she wanted. Three years must be a really short time when you’re fifty. It’s a tiny fraction of your life, whereas for me it’s a lot.

One day when things were going weird with Marco I left school through the back hedge at lunchtime and came into town to try to work out what the fuck was going on. I got a cheap hoodie at H&M so I didn’t look like I was truanting and tried to find a place to sit where no one would see me. I was about to head to the beach when I thought I’d try a passage around the back of the mall, which I’d never noticed before. The passage went along for a little way, with pipes and a cleaning trolley, and then there was a door that was slightly open. I pushed it and there was my secret room. I sat inside for ages.

At that point it became my place to go whenever I secretly needed to think. I keep a blanket in there, a pink fluffy one that Mum used to use for yoga. It’s a comfort blanket. No one can ever know.

I push the door now and it swings open again. I wrap myself in the blanket and lean back against the wall, and find that I’m gasping and sobbing. I wipe my eyes with my sleeve and shout: ‘PULL YOURSELF TOGETHER!’ I yell it at the top of my voice. It echoes round the tiny room. I try to hold on to my anger at that man, but it’s already gone. I’m back to being numb to almost everything, and filled with unnecessary dread about the trip.

It’s only a week in sodding France. I do my best to talk myself down. We live about an hour from Plymouth, so the first part of the journey will be fine. I’ll sit with Troy, at the back of the coach. It’ll be fun. I’ll give him back his stupid trophy, straight away, so that won’t be a worry any more.

Then we’ll sleep on the ferry. Four of us are sharing a cabin, and I like everyone, so that’ll be brilliant.

Tomorrow we’ll drive through France. That’s great too. I have no idea why I feel panicky about the whole thing. Every atom of my body is braced, tense, feeling dread. I want to run away, but I don’t want to go anywhere. I want to run away from the trip so I can stay
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