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Amber just wants a bit of love,

and six weeks working at an American summer camp might be the perfect place to find it.

Two years ago, her alcoholic mum abandoned her for California and never looked back. This trip is their chance to reconnect, but the reunion is nothing like Amber hoped.

Then there’s Kyle, the all-American Prom King. Falling for him was never part of the plan, but neither was having her heart broken.

Will Amber find the love she deserves? Or will her American dream turn into a nightmare…


CONTENT NOTE

How Hard Can Love Be? is a work of fiction but it deals with many real issues including alcoholism, addiction and miscarriages, which some readers may find distressing.








To Connie

For the two summers that made me

I miss you every day
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ONE

Don’t be sick on the children… Don’t be sick on the children…

Their little heads bobbed beneath me in the queue to get on the aeroplane. My stomach lurched again and I grabbed it. If I clutched at my guts hard enough, hopefully they’d not empty themselves over the excitable heads of the kids in front.

I couldn’t be certain, but vomming over innocent kiddlywinks could possibly jeopardize my acceptance onto a long-haul flight.

Why had I done that last shot last night? Why, please? Why? WHY!?

The flight attendant in front checked another ticket and beckoned the passenger past. The line crawled forward under the brutal fluorescent lights of the departure lounge. The aeroplane waited outside the floor-to-ceiling window, looking way too small to carry all these people to America. It was white, like the horse a dashing knight would ride to rescue princesses in a fairytale. But I was no princess, and I could rescue myself thank you very much. All I needed was this aeroplane to put an ocean between me and my evil stepmother.

My stomach lurched again as I remembered how I’d said goodbye…

“Look at the state of her,” my stepmother, Penny, said, loud enough for everyone in the security queue to hear. We were at that annoying bit of the airport process where everyone realizes they can’t take any liquids with them so decant all their bottles into see-through plastic bags.

“I am here, you know?” I rolled my eyes because I knew it annoyed her and downed the rest of my water bottle.

She ignored me. “They won’t let her on the plane.”

I looked at Dad desperately for help. He held back a smile.

“Relax, Penny. Think of all the drunken stags they let onto planes to Vegas every day.”

“I’m not drunk!” I protested, causing about ten separate clumps of travellers to stop and stare.

Dad laughed and pulled me into a hug. I clung onto him, nestling into his shoulder, inhaling his smell. It helped with the nausea.

“No, you’re not drunk, are you, poppet? Just hungover. You had quite the leaving do. Though you do smell drunk.” He took a deliberate whiff and pushed me away… “PHEWEE.”

“I showered this morning…”

… Which I had. I’d also just happened to sweat out the previous night’s sambuca shots on the drive to the airport.

Dad pulled me in for another hug. “In that case, come ’ere.”

It would’ve been a tender moment if Penny wasn’t there. But she was obsessed with always being there – like she was terrified if I got one moment alone with Dad, like, ever, that I’d make him realize what a manipulative evil bitch she was. And to be fair, I would certainly give it a go. Of course, Craig was there too – ruining the moment. Because you can’t have a clichéd evil stepmother without the standardized evil stepsibling.

As if on cue, Craig looked me up and down and said, “You smell like your mum.”

How dare he HOW DARE HE howdarehehowdarehehowdareHE? The crimson mist he always evokes in me descended through my hangover. I saw spots, and my foot went out instinctively and kicked him hard in the shin.

He yelped and fell down – totally, totally faking.

Penny and Dad went into utter-defence mode and the usual chaos broke out.

“AMBER. YOU SAY SORRY, YOUNG LADY.”

“CRAIG, ARE YOU OKAY? DON’T CRY.”

“You’re crazy, just like she is,” Craig added from the floor.

Dad held me away from Craig as I launched myself at him again. “Amber, no!”

I strained and struggled against Dad’s arms. Penny stood protectively in front of her son – shooting me her demon glare. Like I was just attacking Craig for no reason. Like she hadn’t just heard what he’d said.

People were looking. Security staff included. Dad made hush noises into my ear, stroking my hair, while I yelled, “You take that back, you take that back!”

“Amber, come on. Calm down. They really won’t let you on the plane…”

I looked around. A uniformed dude was making his way over. Penny clocked him at the same time. I saw the conflict cloud her face – getting me told off versus making a scene… She chose not making a scene.

“Shh,” she said – to both of us.

Craig and I glared at each other, but we both straightened up, and acted casual. The security guard stopped, examined us, then walked back to the little booth he’d come from.

I sighed. I felt so sick. And I’d wanted to say goodbye to Dad – just us two. I threw my empty plastic bottle into the bin provided and didn’t look up.

“You apologize, young lady,” Penny demanded.

I pulled my rucksack straps tighter to readjust my bag – suddenly really angry. With my stupid stepmother. With my stupider stepbrother. With Dad. For not telling Craig off, for never telling Craig off…

“He should apologize too, for what he said!”

“I meant it,” Craig called from behind Penny. And Dad had to stop me lurching at him again.

“You know what? I can’t be arsed with this.” I turned and stormed off into the security queue, knowing they couldn’t follow.

“Amber? AMBER!” Dad called.

I ignored him and kept walking.

“Amber, come on, say goodbye nicely.”

“Goodbye nicely,” I fired back over my shoulder, funnelling into the line, getting my boarding card out ready.

It was the last thing I’d say to him in six weeks.

Don’t be sick on the children. Don’t be sick on the children.

The two girls in front were blissfully unaware of their vomit-related danger. They swapped pink puppy cards while their parents fussed with passports, checking and re-checking they were still in the same pocket.

I was so mad at Dad. I was so mad at Dad ten million per cent of the time. What was so crappy was that airport scene wasn’t even extraordinary. Just the normal everyday occurrence of me versus Craig, me versus Penny…with Dad set on keeping the peace, rather than keeping on the side of his only daughter. I was so exhausted from fighting. I was so exhausted from feeling left out.

I was so exhausted from missing Mum…

The boarding queue inched forward again and everyone moved along, dragging their bags behind them. My tummy churned, complaining about the rubbery duty-free eggs I’d eaten while crying silently in the harsh neon lighting of the airside restaurant.

If I could just not vomit…

If I could just look normal enough to be let on the plane…

Then this summer could start. I could be with Mum and figure out what went wrong and how to get her to come back and start to feel whole again.

It was the family in front’s turn and the girls scurried under their parents’ legs, asking the air hostesses how high the plane went, how fast, if there were Disney films on the flight… Not asking the important question: “Is that sick-looking girl behind us going to blow chunks on our little heads?”

They were nodded through, out of splatter range. It was my turn. I took a deep breath, scraped back my bush of hair and stepped forward to give them my passport.

Look presentable. Look presentable. Look presentable.

The air hostess had so much make-up on that I couldn’t figure out what she really looked like. I focused on her foundation-caked cheeks as she took my red leather passport. She smiled and her cheek cracked.

“First time flying alone?” She used the same voice she’d used with the children.

I was scared to open my mouth so I just nodded.

“If you need anything from us, please just let me know.”

“Thanks,” I mumbled.

She peered at me curiously. “Are you okay? You look scared.”

I’m scared of flying with the world’s worst hangover…

“I’m a little scared of flying…” I came up with a genius idea. “… I get travel sick!”

“You do look peaky.”

“I’m sure I’ll be okay.”

I’d come up with the perfect cover. Thank God.

“Let us know if there’s anything we can do. Seventeen is still quite young to be flying alone.”

She beamed at me, and I decided it should be illegal to be that happy so early in the morning.

The headache hit just as I’d squeezed myself into my window seat.

“Ouch,” I said, out loud, startling the giant man sitting next to me. He’d struggled to fit into his seat and his knees were practically up by his face as he scrunched himself in. My own long legs already ached in the practically non-existent space. I reached into my bag for an ibuprofen, swallowed it dry, and took out my phone.

I had two messages. One from Lottie, one from Evie. I smiled for the first time that morning.

Lottie: I’M SO SORRY I GOT YOU SO DRUNK. IT WAS ALL AN EVIL PLOY TO GET YOU TO STAY HERE THIS SUMMER. ARE YOU ALIIIIIIIIIIVE?

Evie: Don’t leeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeave us!!!!!!!


My smile dropped. I was going to miss them so much!

Their messages triggered a flashback to the previous night…

… “I’M GOING TO BE IN THE SKY THIS TIME TOMORROW.”

We’d taken a taxi up Dovelands Hill after the pub had kicked us out. It was our hill. We’d all gone up there the night we’d first become friends. I stood up on the bench, tipped my head back and pointed into the inky blackness above me, almost falling over in the process.

Evie grabbed my arm to keep hold of me.

“Amber, get down. I’m far too tiny to catch you.”

“AMERICA, HERE I COME!!!”

Lottie was dancing to no music on the sloped grass beneath us – spinning with her arms wide out.

“Amber, I’m going to miss you so much! Can I fold myself into your suitcase and come with you?” she asked, going spin, spin, spin until she fell over with a thump onto the grass and started laughing.

“Help,” Evie said. “You are both too wasted for just me to look after. Amber, take my hand.”

I looked up at the sky once more, then stumbled into her arms and let her guide me onto the grass. I fell next to where Lottie was lying face-up on the ground. Evie sighed and got down next to us. All our heads were together, and we all looked up.

The stars were spinning.

“One of us better not have nits,” Evie said.

“Only you would think of that,” Lottie replied… Which was true.

I laughed, and stared upwards, watching the universe above me turn and turn and turn…

“I can’t wait to see my mum,” I said, quietly. Feeling just so…good in my stomach. “It’s going to be so brilliant.”

“How long has it been?” Lottie asked.

“Two years…”

Spin spin spin spin spin.

“Yikes.”

“I know…”

I pushed thoughts out of my head. Thoughts like, She didn’t even invite you to her wedding, and, You were the one who asked to go this summer, not the other way around, and, Why did she have to leave you to get healthy?

The alcohol, as always, helped me do this.

“We have six whole weeks together,” I told the sky. “Six perfect weeks…”

“Careful.” Evie’s hair tickled my face. “Nothing is ever perfect.”

“Especially if you’re working in a summer camp surrounded by hyper American children,” Lottie added.

“Quiet time now, oh negative ones.” I closed my eyes, smiling as I pictured how Mum’s face would look when we met at the airport…

The fasten-seatbelt sign wasn’t even on yet, so I figured it was safe to message them back before take-off.

I’m so hungover!! What am I doing on an aeroplane?! Help me! My head hurts so much!


I closed my eyes and listened to the aeroplane noises – the intermittent beeping, the low roar of the air-conditioning, and people politely-but-not-politely organizing each other’s luggage in the overhead compartments. All these people, sharing a journey with me. We’d be marooned together in a tin can flying through the sky for eleven hours, then never see each other again.

Flying was weird.

My head hurt.

What would it be like seeing Mum again?

Was she going to, like, explain?

My head hurt.

My phone beeped. Twice.

Lottie: I can’t believe you’re going to be in charge of actual children! American ones too. Will they be called things like Hank?

Evie: You’ll be fine! Just think, any story worth hearing starts with someone our age getting on an aeroplane.


I didn’t want a story worth hearing though – I just wanted time with my mum…

I also wanted to ignore the nagging voice in my head, crowing that nothing is ever that simple when it comes to Her.
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TWO

By some kind of miracle of science, I slept on the plane. Maybe my legs could only handle being so squished when unconscious, or maybe it was just my hangover knowing what was best for me. Either way, blissfully, I fell asleep after the in-flight meal of sausages that looked like the poos of constipated toddlers.

When I woke, I felt eight trillion times better. I yawned. I tried to stretch. I rubbed the sore part of my neck.

There was no headache left. No racing nausea. The children on the aeroplane of flight 105HWSF were safe from my vomit. I fiddled with my chair and got out the remote control for in-flight entertainment. I punched at it until the flight progress came up on my screen.

I felt sick again.

An ocean was now between me and virtually everyone I knew and the tiny cartoon aeroplane hovered over the north-west of America’s giant expanse.

According to the real-time estimations, we’d be landing soon.

I stood up without warning, my remote ricocheting into my tall neighbour’s flesh as it pinged back on its cord.

“Excuse me, sorry. I need the loo.”

I practically ran to the tiny toilet cubicle and locked the door behind me. I leaned against it and took a deep breath that stank of chemical blue urine stuff. I took another one, my nose getting used to the stingy smell.

Breathe, Amber, just breathe…it’s just your mum. Like, the woman who birthed you with her own body and who loves you unconditionally…despite the fact she emigrated over five thousand miles away and didn’t think to take you with her.

But it wasn’t her choice to move away – was it? It was stupid Bumface Kevin’s with his stupid American bumchin. He knew Mum was vulnerable, and he just took her with him anyway, brainwashed her into leaving us… Plus, I mean, how unethical is it to HIT ON someone you’re supposed to be treating?

I flushed the loo, and the terrifyingly-loud hissing noise jolted me out of my anger.

I had six weeks. Six weeks to undo all the damage he’d caused and make her mine again. Six weeks to figure out what had happened, what I’d done to make her go.

By the time I’d pulled myself together enough to go back to my seat, it was too late to start a movie. I dug in my bag and pulled out my sketchpad instead. The photograph of my mother and me floated out from the pages onto my lap. I’d been copying it over the last week. I picked it up and really stared at it, the sight of her face making my intestines twist like they were playing cat’s cradle. Dad had taken the photo the last time she’d come to visit me at Dad’s house. We were in the garden; I recognized the rosebush in the background, and remembered the fit Penny had thrown when she’d arrived (“I don’t know why I have to have THAT woman in MY house”). We were both smiling into the lens, but I remembered how miserable I’d been that day. How I’d sobbed uncontrollably when she said “goodbye”. It was the day she’d told me she was flying to California. The day when any hope Bumface Kevin wouldn’t take her away from me died a gasping, desperate death.

But it’s okay, she’d said. I’ll come and visit loads.

And now two years had passed, and it was me visiting her…

… With a suitcase stuffed with factor 50 suncream, summer-camp clothes and unanswered questions.

I got out my favourite 2B pencil and did what I always did to make the thoughts go away – I drew.

The landing was bumpy. I’m usually an okay flier, but as the plane dived and jolted and essentially bellyflopped onto the runway, I found myself grabbing onto pieces of Tall Man and apologizing profusely.

“Are we dying?” I asked him, clutching spare flesh on his arm. “Why is the plane killing us?”

“It’s the fog,” he said, in a calm American drawl. “San Francisco is always covered in the stuff, and airplanes don’t like it.”

When we were safely on the tarmac, I looked out the small porthole. The weather was welcoming at least. Grey greyness was everywhere, with drizzle speckling the glass.

I turned to him. “I thought this was California!! The weather is worse here than it was in England.”

He laughed. In an American accent, if that was possible. Or maybe now it was me who had the accent. That’s the weird thing about flying, in eleven hours it reverses who has the accent.

“Haven’t you heard the phrase: ‘I never spent a worse winter than the summer I spent in San Francisco’?” he asked.

I didn’t really understand what he’d said, but laughed politely and looked back out the window.

“At least my freckles won’t erupt in this,” I muttered.

Gradually the plane emptied. I said goodbye to Tall Man, thanking him for his moral support, and walked the longest way ever to baggage reclaim. Dad had warned me about the scariness of American border security so I popped into one of the hundreds of available “restrooms” to wash off any remaining trace of hangover.

Security – as predicted – was terrifying. The guy had a gun, AN ACTUAL GUN, and noticed my shaking fingers as I handed over my passport. He flicked it open aggressively, like the passport had bad-mouthed his mother or something. He studied my photo and I blushed. It was SUCH a bad one. I’d taken it last year during a heatwave and my hair took up most of the frame.

“How long you staying for?” he barked.

“Er…six weeks?”

He looked up at me, his eyes angry. I actually took a step backwards.

“Why so long?”

I was too scared to be sarky and say something like, “Well, I’ve heard you’re a real friendly country. Musta got that wrong.” I looked down at his gun. Scrap that: GUNS plural. “Umm, I’m working in a summer camp?”

He narrowed his dark eyes. “Have you got your work visa?”

“No…” I said, and he went to push a red button. “Wait! I mean yes. Well, no too. I’m not working there officially, because I’m only seventeen anyway. My mum, she’s married to this American guy who owns a summer camp. I’m staying with them, to visit my mum… And I’ll be helping out at the camp, but not officially or anything… I’ve got a ninety-day visa waiver thingy. Here.” I pulled out the photocopy Dad had insisted I needed.

He didn’t reply, just jabbed his keyboard. Had I screwed it up? Were they going to send me back? Did I still smell of sambuca?

“Look here please.” He shoved me in front of this little black thing. It glowed red against my eyeball and made a clicking sound.

Hang on. Had they just taken a retina scan? Was that allowed? Was I in that much trouble? My heart thumped really fast. I looked around to see if everyone else was getting their eyeballs photographed. Apart from an alarming display of bumbags on show, it all seemed normal.

Just as I started freaking out, the security guy burst into a wide grin and handed over my passport.

“Welcome to America,” he beamed. “I hope y’all enjoy your stay.”

I wandered out into the arrivals hall, still dazed. Why did they take a photo of my eyeball? Was that a breach of my civil liberty? What were they going to do with the eyeball photo? Keep it in some database? Lottie would go mad when I told her. She was always going on about our Big Brother society and Orwell and 1984.

“Amber? Amber!”

And then, there was Mum. Running towards me. Her hair, the exact same ginger as mine, streaming behind her. And my heart, it just kind of inflated with all this air I hadn’t had in me for two years.

She reached me.

“Amber,” she whispered and grasped me into a hug. And I started crying. I hugged her back so hard, and smelled her smell, like roses. She still wore the same perfume. My bag was on the floor and we’d created an arrivals bottleneck but I didn’t care.

Eventually we broke apart.

“Come on.” Mum picked up my suitcase for me. Just seeing her walk away made my chest go all tight, even though I could follow her. Then I realized that she hadn’t said, “I missed you…”

She turned back to me. “You must be knackered. I’ve booked us into a motel so we can have some time together before we drive up to camp. How does sightseeing in San Francisco sound?”

“It sounds…fab.”

We wheeled our way to a tram that whizzed us along to a multistorey car park. The expanses of space between each thing we needed to get to were massive, especially compared to the on-top-of-each-other-ness of Heathrow airport. Mum was parked on the top floor of the car park, and I shivered in the mist when we got off the tram.

“I thought California was supposed to be, like, hot,” I joked, doing up the zip of my hoody.

My mum smiled. My smile. We had the same smile. I’d forgotten. Seeing her again felt odd; I couldn’t get used to her face. It jarred. Like she was a stranger. But she wasn’t a stranger – she was my mum.

“It is, just not in San Fran. Wait till I get you into my mountains. It’s so hot there, you’ll be praying for a cold fog.”

We walked between rows of cars and stopped unexpectedly outside a huge red monster truck, with giant wheels and blacked-out windows.

Why was Mum calling it San Fran? Whoever calls it San Fran? Why was she so calm? All my intestines were knotted up with repressed emotion.

“This is us.” She unlocked the doors with her beeper.

Her beeper?! In England she’d driven a beat-up Mini with a broken passenger door. When it had been her weekends to take me – the ones when she remembered and actually turned up anyway – she’d announce her arrival by honking its dilapidated horn outside Dad’s house to piss off Penny. I’d had to clamber over her whenever I wanted to get in or out.

“I need a stepladder to get into this thing,” I joked, hoping Mum would notice the undercurrents of judgement in my “funniness”.

She didn’t.

“Hey, you’re as tall as me. You can hop in there just fine.”

I heaved myself up into the front seat as Mum flung my stuff into the back. I dug around in my bag for the present I’d got her, and had it in my hand when she got in next to me.

She spied the gift-wrapped box.

“Is that for me?” she asked, as I held it out tentatively.

I nodded. Really nervous all of a sudden, hoping she liked it…that she understood it.

“Aww, bless you, you didn’t have to get me a present.”

She took it and unwrapped it carefully, not ripping any of the paper but lifting the Sellotape up delicately. She pulled out the small jewellery box, and popped the lid. My heart thud thudded.

“Oh, wow, Amber, it’s beautiful.”

“It’s the Deathly Hallows!” I said, unable to contain myself.

“Oh, yes, of course.” She pulled the shining silver chain out and wrapped it up with her fingers to see the triangular charm. I felt so chuffed with myself – and also a little jealous I didn’t have one too. I’d used all my money buying this one for her.

“I went on the Harry Potter studio tour,” I explained. “It’s so incredible there, I wish you could see it. Anyway, I got this in the gift shop. It’s proper official. Do you love it? Do you?”

“Oh yes. It’s beautiful. I’ll put it on straight away.”

Which she did – but I couldn’t help feeling like she wasn’t excited enough… I’d literally squealed when I found it in the shop. I’d literally squealed the whole time on the tour. Mum was the one who read the books to me growing up. She’d curl up next to me in my bed, and keep me up past my bedtime, discussing all our favourite characters. Why wasn’t she squealing? Why was she just starting the engine?

With a grin still plastered over my face, I tried again. “Do you remember that time you face-painted Dark Marks onto all our arms at my birthday party? And then what’s-her-name’s mum, Keira’s mum, she went totally nuts?”

A small smile eked its way onto Mum’s face, but it wasn’t enough of one. Or maybe I was reading too much into it.

“I remember,” she said, but she didn’t add anything to the story. Just indicated left, to steer our way out of the car park. Maybe she was just tired…that was probably it.

Soon we were cruising towards the city, on a motorway full of cars just as gigantic as ours. Mum babbled as she drove.

“I’m so excited about you coming to camp, Amber. Everyone is going to love you so much! It’s all Kevin’s been talking about. I can’t wait for you to get to know him properly. We’ve got a few days before the kids arrive, and then it will be all go-go-go…”

“Mum?”

“Yes, sweetie?” She turned from the windscreen to glance at me.

“You’ve got an… American accent.”

She touched her throat absent-mindedly. “I do?”

“You really do.”

“That’s weird. Everyone here always notices I’m British, right away.”

“That would be the paler than pale skin and freckles, like mine.” I smiled.

“No.” She turned back to concentrate on her driving. “They always say ‘I love your accent’.”

I didn’t love her accent.

The city stretched under us, bits of it piercing through the thick layer of fog. I didn’t feel sleepy or jet-lagged at all, despite it being about three in the morning my time. The nap on the plane was seeing me through. I sat up in my seat, hoping to catch a glimpse of the famous Golden Gate Bridge. But there was just the fog, and an occasional flash of orange.

“I can’t see anything,” I grumbled.

“That’s San Fran for you.”

She’d called it San Fran again.

We got into the heart of the city and stopped chatting so Mum could focus on her driving. We rumbled over steep hills at ridiculous angles and bumped over the metal tramline tracks. I stared out the window, trying to take it all in, feeling like a complete alien. The houses were all painted the sort of colours you could order scooped up in a cone… Pistachio, cherry sorbet, lemon…

Mum pointed down a dark road to our left, all tall houses together.

“That’s where I volunteer at the centre,” she said. “Remember I told you?”

“Yep, I remember.” It was at a centre like that she’d met the dreaded bumchin. An English branch. I wasn’t likely to forget.

“We’re almost there.”

She indicated right and swooped down into an underground car park. Mum turned off the engine and pulled up the handbrake.

“Here!” she said, smiling brightly. “Let’s get your bags into the room and go out for dinner. You must be starving after all that gross airplane food.”

We rolled my stuff into the motel reception and Mum told them our names. My heart hurt a little (a lot) when she used her new surname that wasn’t mine.

“Welcome to the Cow Hollow,” the receptionist beamed, like she was honestly delighted we were there. “Wow, I love your accent. Are you guys from England?”

We nodded and got our keys.

Maybe jet lag was starting to creep in, because none of it felt real as we twisted through endless corridors to find our room, or when we opened the door into the biggest hotel room I’d ever seen, with beds the size of countries. I dropped myself onto one, my long body not even beginning to cover its vast expanse. Mum sat at the writing desk and smiled at me.

“You tired, hon?”

She never used to call me hon… More America.

I turned onto my stomach, sinking into the soft mattress. I suddenly felt really, really homesick. The euphoria of seeing her had peaked, and been replaced with a simmering confusion and sense of just feeling…lost.

I didn’t know this woman in front of me. Not really. I didn’t know this city. This country my mother had chosen over me.

“I’m okay.” I reached out to pull back the curtain. The fog still lazed heavily outside, making the cars on the main road look all hazy. I couldn’t hear them though, the place must have good double-glazing. “I slept on the plane.”

“You hungry? I know a great place over the road. It’s about as American as you can get.”

I was actually more gagging for a cup of tea and some Marmite on toast, rather than a USA feast, but I didn’t want to ruin our reunion by being unenthusiastic.

So I dropped the curtain, looked at the stranger’s face that was half my face and forced myself to smile.

“Yummy. Sounds great.”
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THREE

“Mum, it’s like someone puked up America in here.”

I stepped past a glowing jukebox. The “diner” looked like the womb in which Grease had been incubated. The waitresses wore faux fifties hair with cute little aprons, and, wherever I looked, a framed photo of Elvis Presley stared back. Customers sat at a high white countertop, perching on shiny stools and slurping tall milkshakes adorned with glacé cherries.

Mum laughed for the first time since I’d arrived, and asked for a table for two. Our waitress led us to an actual booth and gave us menus so big they obscured both my face and my hair.

I couldn’t stop sneaking glances at Mum, like she was my school crush or something. I peered over the top of my menu, while pretending to scan it. Her hair was swept nicely to one side as she considered the menu serenely, apparently not repressing a gaping well of emotion like I was. She looked so healthy – less puff about her. Her clothes looked clean and new, which shouldn’t be notable, but is when you have a mum like mine. She was even wearing a thin belt, cinching her long white shirt in… Gone were the grimy jogging bottoms she’d come and pick me up in, the stale smell hidden by cheap perfume…

“What you having, hon?”

I managed to look at the menu. “I dunno. The Pink Lady burger maybe?”

“Mmmm. Yum. You’re in America now.”

The waitress clopped over, like she knew we were ready to order.

“What can I get y’all?” She held up her notepad.

“We’ll have a Pink Lady burger,” Mum said. “And a milkshake – Amber, do you want a milkshake? The strawberry flavour is good.”

I nodded dumbly.

“And I’ll have the fruit salad…” She handed the menus over.

“You’re only getting a fruit salad?” I asked. “I just ordered basically half a cow, and you’re nibbling watermelon?”

“Oh, I don’t really eat meat now. But you enjoy your food.”

“What do you mean, you don’t eat meat? You’ve always eaten meat.”

Mum gave me a thin smile I didn’t like.

“Well, I don’t any more. Not many people do in San Fran. I wanted to take you to this raw food restaurant, but I didn’t know how into it you’d be…”

She trailed off as the jukebox changed song, to that one John Travolta and Uma Thurman dance to in Pulp Fiction. Evie’d made us watch it for “educational purposes”.

I couldn’t believe Mum was a VEGETARIAN. Since when? She used to make the most amazing roast every Sunday – lamb with her special mint sauce. Well, not every Sunday. Especially not the Sundays after that day she came home from the hospital.

The food arrived and the joke I’d made about half a cow became an accurate observation. The burger towered on the plate, almost reaching my chin and swimming in an ocean of skinny fries. I took a large bite, but barely dented the meat. Mum daintily jabbed a grape with her fork, and I almost flinched. Everything was different. I hadn’t been planning on everything being different.

“So you looking forward to teaching the kids art this summer?”

I nodded – because I knew she wanted me to – though I hadn’t thought about it much. Bumface Kevin had said a condition of me coming to stay was to “pull my weight” and help out at the happy-clappy summer camp he’d bought right after the wedding, and art had seemed the obvious thing for me to teach. Mum had initially got me into art when I was pretty much still a toddler, and I’d clung to it like a drug, when she’d clung to…well…other things…

“Yes. Well, the children aren’t like Craig, are they?”

Mum laughed sharply, and almost dropped her fork.

“No. God, no… Sorry, I shouldn’t have laughed at that.” We smiled at each other conspiratorially. “Is he still…bad?” she asked.

I thought back to the comment he’d made at the airport.

“He’s still the worst.”

Suddenly I wanted her to feel guilty – even though Craig wasn’t her fault. He was Penny’s fault. And Penny was Dad’s fault. Because Dad swapped Mum for a Laura-Ashley-wearing, cake-baking, pearl-clutching anti-mum.

But Mum had left me with them… To suffocate in my home in a cloud of Penny’s Chanel No. 5, where no one had my back any more. I used to have at least the weekends with her, now I had nothing.

Mum tactfully changed the topic, and that was new. We used to moan about the evils of Craig and Penny all the time, spending our weekends bitching and whinging, giggling like conspiratorial sisters rather than mother and daughter.

“So tell me about college. How did your summer exams go?”

“All right, I guess,” I said through my mouthful of beef. “I get the results when I’m back in England. I think I did okay, but it’s my portfolio that’s the most important thing for art college. I’m glad I don’t have to do General Studies any more too.”

“What about friends? Who are you hanging out with these days?”

I swallowed and grinned. “I’m really close to these two girls, Evie and Lottie. I met them at the start of the year and we just really clicked. Evie is…well, she’s tightly wound…” I got the intense stabbing of sadness I always get when I think of Evie. She has OCD, and had a massive relapse last year. She’s getting better though…whatever better means if you have OCD…“But she’s hilarious, and really smart and into films. And she talks like a grandma most of the time. Seriously, she actually used the word ‘yikes’ at my leaving party.”

“They threw you a leaving party? That’s awesome.”

I winced at the “awesome”.

“Yeah, it was.” I didn’t mention how drunk I’d got. “And then there’s Lottie. She’s, like, a genius, but she doesn’t want to be. She wants to go to Cambridge and become prime minister, but she dresses and behaves like a hippy, all lace and crochet. She’s always protesting about something or other. You’d like her.”

Mum took a slurp of her milkshake. “It’s great that you have a friend who believes in stuff.”

A warm beefy feeling spread through my belly.

“Well, actually, the three of us have formed this club. It’s like a feminism club where we meet and talk about women’s rights. We’ve campaigned for stuff too. Like, we got that horrible pop song about rape banned from being played on the college jukebox.”

Mum put down her milkshake.

“Really?” The corner of her mouth twitched upwards.

“Really.” The pride blew up in me. “We call ourselves the Spinster Club. We’ve taken the word ‘spinster’ and flipped its meaning.”

Mum looked at me, really looked at me. She reached across the booth to take my hand.

“That makes me so proud, hon.”

I bathed in the look she gave me. It felt so good to be…validated by her. Dad was a bit bemused by all my Spinster Club activity. Not a surprise really, considering he’d married Penny, who was half human, half talcum powder. I’d actually once overheard her telling Dad that my feminism was “a phase”.

“So,” Mum said, swallowing another grape. “Tell me then, are there any special boys back in the UK I should know about?”

I put my fork down. “Mum!”

“What?”

“I’m telling you all about my kick-ass feminist activities and you undermine it all by asking if I have a boyfriend.”

She smiled. “Come on, I’m your mother. It’s my job to ask.”

It’s also your job not to leave your child…

I put my burger down as my muscles tensed up.

Don’t ruin it don’t ruin it.

“Well, no, there isn’t anyone. Not at the moment.”

“None of them good enough for you?”

More muscles tensed in my neck.

“No, they’re all babies.”

I couldn’t tell her, not really. That boys just…didn’t fancy me. Like, ever. Especially compared to my friends. Even when Evie had her relapse, she’d still had boys following her around college. I mean, I’d rather be unfancied than have OCD…but still… It was quite a feat of fanciability. And Lottie, well, she was like bloke catnip. I knew I wasn’t, like, completely ugly…just very noticeable. The word “intimidating” has been used multiple times by multiple people. It’s like my angry feminist rants are more unattractive because I’m tall and ginger and less pretty – whereas Lottie and Evie can get away with it. And, yeah, of course I didn’t want to give up all that important “me” stuff just so I could get touched up at a house party… But I still hadn’t even kissed anyone, and it worried me.

I didn’t want my mum to know all this. I didn’t want to provide her with further evidence I was unloveable, because I was worried it might put her off too…

“Don’t worry.” She stabbed two strawberries. “There’ll be plenty of boys at camp.”

“I’m not here to meet boys, I’m here to spend the summer with you!”

“Well I’ll be too busy, you’re going to have to make friends.”

Too busy? Busy?! The huge amount of meat in my stomach solidified and grew heavy. I felt dread trickle through me…it was like she was already making excuses to let me down…

No, Amber…no…don’t read too much into it…

I crossed my arms. “I don’t HAVE to do anything.”

“Come on, Amber, don’t be like that.”

Like what? Myself? My bolshie normal self? The self she didn’t know? Not really. Not for two years.

And yet I couldn’t bear her looking at me like that. Like me being like this was the reason she left.

I forced myself to smile and took a big bite of dripping burger. It plummeted down my throat, landing with a heavy thud in my tummy.

“I can’t wait to meet everyone,” I lied, through my meat.

If Mum thought I’d be spending our precious summer together lusting over American boys, well, she was dead wrong.




[image: Situations that are destined to fail. Me plus warm welcomes plus mother stealing bumchins.]
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From: LongTallAmber

To: EvieFilmGal, LottieIsAlwaysRight

Subject: Y’all have a good day now

So, guys, I’m here! I’m alive! I made it to San Francisco without being arrested for public drunkenness at fifty thousand feet. Are you proud?

I’m writing this in a cool-as-f*ck internet café overlooking the bay. I’m probably within spitting distance of ten dot-com millionaires, but I’d rather write to you girls than spit on anyone right now.

How are you both? Sobbing over my departure I hope. I miss you both TONNES already. Everyone in America is SO WEIRD!

Seriously, we went sightseeing this morning and I spent most of my time goggling at Americans, rather than Alcatraz or the sea lions. Like, they all wear bumbags! Well, almost all of them. And they, like, come up and talk to you!? On the boat to Alcatraz, we met this couple called Sonny and Jean (I know, the most American names in the world, right?!) and by the time we got to the prison (major bummer btw), I knew all about their two kids, their holiday plans, what their favourite restaurant was. And THEN they just followed us around the whole thing like we were the best of friends. We even had to eat our sandwiches with them. And Mum didn’t care at all. In fact, she invited them to share our crisps! You can only imagine how mad I was. You know how protective I get over my snacks.	

We’re about to go to a "raw food" restaurant for lunch before we drive into the mountains. I’ve already pre-emptively eaten some sneaky chips from a KFC I found so I don’t starve to death. Seriously, Mum said the best meal at this place is spaghetti made from raw carrot strips – WHAT IS WRONG WITH PEOPLE? I worry Bumface Kevin has given her a brain transplant. She also keeps going on about how "cute" the boys are at camp, so prepare for horror stories about me being horrifically match-made with some redneck called "Randy".

Am I being mean? I am, aren’t I?

It’s not like British blokes are any better. If Guy, Ethan or Teddy are anything to go by anyway…

Please write back. I NEED YOU GUYS! Mum said there’s a computer in our cabin so we can keep the Spinster Club meetings going over the summer. I will scour Mountain Hideaway camp for any traces of inequality for us to discuss. Just let me know the dates you can do, and we’ll try and sort out the time difference.

Gotta go. There are some raw carrots that need eating.

Lots of love

Amber x x x



By early evening, the city was behind us and we were steering our way into the mountains.

I was shattered. Jet lag had woken me at five a.m. and I’d sat in the grey light of our motel room, listening to the steady hum of the unnecessary air con, watching my mother’s sleeping body…and I’d had such a surge of memory I’d felt too sick to get back to sleep…

… I carefully pushed the door, taking a breath first so I wouldn’t inhale the stale smell of inside. There was a lump in the bed.

“Mum?” I asked, scared to step in closer.

The lump turned over.

“Mum? I need you to take me to school.”

The lump turned again, dislodging pockets of sweet but rancid air that caught in the back of my throat. It didn’t respond.

I closed the door and rang the taxi company.

Dad had left money on the table in case it happened again.


Once we hit a certain altitude, the sun appeared – as promised. The first sun I’d seen since stepping off the aeroplane. It scorched brightly, all showing-off and well-I-was-here-all-the-time-you-just-needed-to-find-me. I buzzed down the window and put my arm out, and it blew behind me in the breeze. I felt awake again. Mum pushed some tortoiseshell sunglasses down onto her delicate nose.

“I told you the sun would find us,” she said. “Make sure you wear your factor 50 sunblock every day at camp.”

“Mum, relax. I learned by about twelve that it was impossible for me to tan. Like ever.”

“Just think of the smooth wrinkle-free skin you’ll have when you’re older.”

I brought my hand back in; it was already warm from the sun. “Hardly a consolation prize for a lifetime of ginger jokes.”

She flicked her head sideways. “Kids are still making ginger jokes?”

I thought of college. “Seventeen-year-olds are still making ginger jokes.”

“Well everyone will be just lovely at camp.”

I kept peeking at her, watching her grip the wheel. She’d always been a confident driver, but it was odd seeing her so at home on foreign roads. Questions bubbled up my throat and I turned them over and over in my head, picking the ones I might get away with…that she might actually answer.

We stopped quickly to get bottles of iced tea to sip on the road, and after downing most of mine, I took my chance, just as we pulled out of the “Rest Stop”.

“Your wedding must’ve been nice in this weather?” I ventured, as my opener.

The wedding I wasn’t invited to.

She smiled, didn’t stiffen. She hadn’t caught on yet.

“It was perfect,” she answered. And I didn’t know if she meant the weather, or the day. And if she meant the day, that meant it was perfect without me there.

A pang, but I smiled too and delved deeper.

“Wasn’t it weird being just you two?” I tried to make my voice all casual but I flaked on the “just”. Mum stiffened in her seat, wiggled about. She didn’t answer…not for a while. Just stared at the road like she hadn’t heard me. Then, after five minutes, she turned with a giant beaming smile, wearing it like a Band-Aid, and said, “Isn’t that iced tea just fantastic? I’m so addicted to it since I moved here.”

Like I hadn’t said anything, like I hadn’t asked anything. When the flake in the “just” was so obviously a tell that I needed to ask it, and needed an answer.

The iced tea curdled in my gut.

The road gnarled its way upwards and I stared out the window. I’d never known California was so…barren. There were no trees or grass, just expanses of red dusty plains either side of the freeway, punctuated only by the odd billboard advertising Jesus. As we climbed higher into the mountains, the occasional burst of green sneaked its way into the desert, until the dust disappeared and pine trees sprouted on each side of the road.

“We’re almost there.” Mum’s eyes didn’t stray from the swerves in the road. “If you carry on straight you get to Lake Tahoe, which is just gorgeous. We’re on a different lake. Still beautiful though.”

My stomach twisted and dived with each bump in the tarmac. I was getting nervous. I hadn’t given a huge amount of thought to camp, and fellow campers, or the art class I was supposed to be teaching, or anything really. Well, anything that wasn’t backlit fantasies of Mum and me bonding together on a mountain and her promising to come home or something. I hated meeting new people. When I’m nervous I’m always…snappy with people and come across as rude, or superior… Well that’s what people tell me. Lottie and Evie were the first people I’d met who liked me instantly, rather than having to warm up to me.

Even worse, I’d have to see Bumface Kevin again, and live with him. I’d not seen him since I’d screamed at him, saying he’d ruined my life. He took Mum away on a plane two days later. I bet not inviting me to the wedding was payback for that. Not that she’d tell me… Not even if I asked.

Mum indicated and we turned into this weenie gap in the trees. We passed a weathered sign: Welcome to Mountain Hideaway Camp. My guts clumped together like a wodge of chewing gum.

“We’re home,” Mum said, as we rumbled over a speed bump. I was almost too busy freaking out to notice she’d called it “home”.

We hummed past tiny pathways leading into the dense woods and passed wooden signs pointing towards nightmare scenarios like paintball and water sports. I’d forgotten camp included hells such as these. Forgotten, or deliberately pushed it from my brain.

“You’re about to get your first glimpse of the water.”

I spotted it glittering between the pine trees and then we emerged from the canopy and saw it in all its lakey glory.

Even I could see it was beautiful. The water was so blue it was like the whole lake was made out of denim. Each ripple glistened golden as the huge honking sun hit the water. A black, weathered pier cut the water in two. It was just stunning… Well, if you ignored the banana boat, the assortment of jet skis floating about, and a few other “fun” instruments that looked like my worst nightmare realized.

“It’s beautiful,” I admitted, reluctantly. For a split second, I could see why she’d left grey old England behind.

We turned away from the lake and drove up a well-built road, passing a collection of giant huts. “The rec hall, the medic cabin,” Mum explained. The road turned to dust again and narrowed. We stopped at the end. Bumface Kevin stood there grinning outside a cabin, and waving. I slouched lower in my seat. Then realized I should probably make an effort for Mum’s sake, so I corrected myself.

He opened my car door before we’d even stopped properly.

“Amber, you made it!” He leaned in and hugged me, enveloping me with his earthy piney stench. I stiffened.

“Hi, Kevin.” I was proud for omitting the “Bumface”.

He let go and stepped out of the truck.

“Your mom has been so excited about you coming, and so have I.”

He was lying – he must be lying. He was such a fake! He tried to come across all caring-carington, I look after ickle children, and I have a counselling qualification, and I look after recovering whatnots – when really he was all I poach recovering whatnots from their families and move them abroad. I concentrated on unbuckling my seatbelt and jumped as delicately as I could down from the truck.

“Wow, you’ve grown. I didn’t even think that was possible.”

Must. Resist. The. Urge. To. Pull. A. Face.

He looked just the same. Ginger too, which annoyed me, as I didn’t want anyone to think he was my dad. Messy stubble. Hair too long for someone his age.

“She’s five eleven now, aren’t you, Amber? Just like your mom,” Mum said, and hugged Kevin harder than she’d hugged me at the airport…

“Shall we show you the cabin then? You’re getting the VIP treatment staying with us. The other counsellors have to bunk up and sleep with the kids. They’re all having a fire by the lake this evening. You should go… After we’ve finished catching up with you of course.”

Mum had already explained that I couldn’t do certain things for legal reasons, like not being responsible for the children in their dorms, as I was under eighteen. I also wasn’t allowed to be left alone in charge of them, which was just fine with me.

Kevin picked up my case and carried it down a small path lined with daisies. “Home sweet home,” he said, as he opened the door to the cabin. All smug and proud of himself. There was nothing I could do but follow him and Mum into their love shack.

It was admittedly cosy inside. Wide glass windows looked out onto the forest and the walls were made of corkboard. Vases of wild forest flowers stood on most available surfaces. I wondered if Bumface Kevin had arranged them, as I’d never seen Mum put anything in a vase my whole life.

“Living room,” Kevin gestured towards the sofa. “Kitchen. Our bedroom is through there.” He pointed to a door past the bathroom.

Our bedroom? They shared a bed and bedroom. I mean, I know that’s totally obvious but it still felt so wrong. I distracted myself by looking for a photo of me in the house. I couldn’t see one. There were at least eight of Mum and Kevin – boating in a raft, in front of the Hollywood Sign, in front of a campfire and surrounded by grinning campers. And, in a gold gilt frame, was their wedding photo. Just the two of them – Mum wearing a light yellow dress, clutching Kevin’s hand in front of some lake somewhere. She’d emailed it over two weeks after she’d left, without even an apology for not asking me to come. I picked up the photo and put it down quickly. She’d never looked happier. No Amber in a frame though. I felt like crying.

Mum took my hand and led me past the kitchen. “Your room is through here.”

She pushed open a door to reveal a box room covered with flouncy flowered wallpaper. “It’s pretty small, but I promise this is luxury stuff for camp.”

I stepped into my home for the next six weeks. It was simple. A single bed, a tiny cupboard, a night-table. That was it. And there, there was my photo. Of me and Mum. Framed on the bedside table that wobbled on unsteady legs as you walked towards it. It was exactly the same photo I’d been sketching on the aeroplane.

My fingers tingled.

Why was this in the guest bedroom and not her bedroom? Did Mum only come in and look at it when she was in the mood for remembering she had a daughter? When Bumface Kevin was out with his bumchin?

I blinked a lot, feeling my throat constrict.

Kevin wheeled my suitcase in behind us. “How d’ya like your room?”

“It’s lovely,” I said dismissively. I needed to bring up the photo. I needed to ask why it was here, and not out with the others. But I was too scared to. I didn’t want her to lie to me. And I didn’t want to tell her off either – because she’d never been able to handle it. So I found myself saying…

“Why wasn’t I invited to your wedding?” At Kevin. Staring accusingly at his bumchin.

He stepped back, like I
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