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Author’s Note

Dear reader,

Firstly, thank you so much for purchasing my debut YA novel, The Mess Of Me. You may be interested to know that The Mess Of Me is part of a bigger universe of inter-connected books which has a suggested reading order, posted below. You do not have to read them in this order and many of them will make sense as standalones, or as their own series, however, if you are partial to a universe, you may like to dive into the whole thing. The books listed below occur in the same universe, using some of the same locations and with some of the characters popping up or being mentioned in each other’s books. 

For example, towards the end of The Boy With The Thorn In His Side Part 5, I had so fallen in love with new characters, Alfie and Tom Lane, I decided to give them their own book. Writing that book gave me ideas for The Mess Of Us, the sequel to The Mess Of Me, and writing that gave me the plot for The Dark Finds You, a cross-over book which should ideally be read after all the others. The Dark Finds You ties up everyone’s stories.

Thank you for your patience in reading this. I hope you enjoy this book and if you go on to read all the books in the universe, well, I just can’t thank you enough!

Best wishes,

Chantelle Atkins 

Suggested reading order:

The Boy With The Thorn In His Side – series

The Mess Of Me 

Elliot Pie’s Guide To Human Nature

The Holds End trilogy – series

At Night We Played In The Road

The Mess Of Us

The Dark Finds You
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Dear World,

You don’t know me and, as of yet, I barely know you. I mean, I am sixteen, I know nothing, or so most adults seem keen to tell me. I am writing to you now because my wall is nearly full of words, and still they keep on coming. They fill my head when I am trying to concentrate, like everything they say, everything they want me to hear is so vitally important. More important than anything else. That’s how it feels anyway. I don’t know if that’s how it is for everyone. Plus, the reason I am writing to you, is there are some things I have become concerned about lately, and most of these are private. I can’t write them on my wall or my mum might see. Like most mothers she is incredibly nosy and suspicious. She worries about everything and if she knew only half the stuff I am concerned about, she would freak out completely. She’s a very anxious person and anxiety is catching. I am trying to avoid it where I can.

Do you know, when I wake up in the morning, I do the same thing every day? I run my hands down to my belly while I am still half asleep, flattening my palms and pushing them against the softness of my flesh. I try to judge whether it is flatter, or fatter than the day before. Then I move my palms sideways, pushing out towards my hipbones. When I was fatter, I could never really feel my hipbones that well. Now I can feel them, and it is my favourite feeling in the world. I love touching them. I love smoothing my hands over them. I want them to get sharper so I can grab onto them. Bone handles, not love handles! Even if my belly still feels too soft and squishy, I like the way my fingers roll down from the hipbone into a little dip, before they roll back up and onto my stomach. I suppose if I ever smoothed my fingers down from the hipbone and onto a flat, hard plain, with no hill on the other side, then I would be happy. But I am not sure.

I haven’t really written a diary since I got one for Christmas when I was ten. It had a little dog on the front wearing a hat. It was the best present I got that year, and I wrote in it faithfully every day. But, like all things in life, the novelty wore off. To be honest, there is not much to write about when you are ten, because life is really pretty simplistic at that age. You go to school, you play out, you eat your tea, you go to bed. You don’t worry at that age. You don’t think that much. Well I didn’t anyway. I’m going to try and stick to it this time. First of all it will help me with my diet. Like I told you before, there are a few things I am concerned about that I can’t really discuss with other people, and my diet is one of them. I got the idea from one of my mum’s women’s magazines; ’20 tips to lose weight fast’, that sort of thing. They had loads of tips and advice. No wonder my mum buys those things religiously! They really do have some good ideas to keep you on track. One was keeping a food diary, the idea being that once you wrote down and realised how much you actually ate, you would be horrified into action. It works, I can tell you. It gets embarrassing when you write it all down. It makes you want to eat less, so you can write less. Secondly, writing a diary is probably better than writing on my wall, which is what I have been doing for a long time now. It’s not like I write personal thoughts and feelings on there or anything; just song lyrics, random musings that I have, the odd stream of expletives, that sort of thing. But like I said already, there are things I nearly write on there, things in my head, and then I stop and remember that anyone can read my wall.

***
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IT’S SATURDAY TODAY. A Saturday in my house begins the same way as it has always done. I lie in my bed for as long as I possibly can. I drift in and out of sleep, opening and closing my eyes each time I hear footsteps on the landing passing my door. I do not look at the digital alarm clock on my bedside table, because I hate knowing what time it is. Who seriously wants to know what time it is? Whatever it is it will probably depress you. I roll away from the time and face the same wall I have turned towards for sixteen years. I lift a finger and trace it gently over the writing that is scrawled there. It used to be pink wallpaper when my sister and I were little. Pink with fairies all over it. I remember being so excited about that. Which is sort of ironic now, as these days I can think of nothing viler than the colour pink, and nothing more pathetic than fairies. But there you go. I am a teenager, and my mum reminds me of this daily. 

Yesterday was my sixteenth birthday, and me and my best friend Joe found something we shouldn’t have in his brother’s wardrobe. This comes to me now in the foggy ruins of sleep, as I squint and peer, and blink at the writing on my wall. After my sister and me outgrew the fairies, my dad papered it again. It was blue and white stripes on the bottom half, with a frieze going around, and then just blue on the top. I remember it took my dad ages to do it. I still don’t understand why he bothered. I scraped it all off when I was thirteen years old. I was into heavy metal and wanted to paint it all black, but neither of my parents would let me. I was only given the choice of magnolia or lilac. I ask you. They were taking the piss with that one, I know.

Now the lilac is faded, nearly white in some places. My dad used to go mental every time he saw I had stuck a new poster up. He was like that about small things. ‘Blu-tack is better than cello tape,’ I remember defending myself. He had responded by storming into my space and pointing viciously to a white mark on the wall. ‘When you pull the poster off, the blu-tack pulls the bloody paint off!’ he had yelled at me. Bloody is still his favourite word. I think he should open a thesaurus one day. He uses it in almost every sentence he speaks. My dad is the opposite to my mum. He is not anxious, just angry. Anger is catching too; in case you didn’t know. You probably don’t even realise it most of the time, but other people’s personalities can really rub off on you. You have to watch out for that, if you are just trying to be yourself, like me. I don’t want to be like any of them. Problem is, I don’t really want to be like me either.

I didn’t start scribbling on the walls until after he left. It was because I felt free then. Mum didn’t care about small things the way he did. Mum had other things on her mind. Now, I run my fingers along the blue lines that twist and twirl and dance across my wall. My pen is always under my pillow. I pull it out, not lifting my head at all, tug off the lid and write ‘life is fucked up in broken wellies’. I smile at myself and stick the end of the pen between my teeth. A memory from last winter dances before my eyes. Me walking the dog in the dark, wearing old wellies that had split down the back. They were bent and broken, and the split rubber kept poking me in the heel, rubbing a blister into life. It had pissed me off beyond belief. Not having to walk the dog, because I actually liked that. But walking the dog in broken wellies. Never having anything nice, or new.

***
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THERE IS A LONG RATTLING knocking at my door. My mum. That is how she knocks. It is a repetitive tapping that runs up and down the door, as if she is superstitious about knocking in the same place twice. It is quite a pathetic knock, in truth. She could take it up a level. ‘Are you awake in there Lou?’ she is asking me. ‘I need you up.’

I need you up. I groan at this remark. That means she wants me to do something for her. My top lip curls slightly. I don’t like being needed.

‘Nearly,’ I tell her. ‘Give me a few minutes.’

I hear her walk back downstairs without saying another word, but I can just see her rolling her eyes and shaking her head at me. It won’t be long before she is back again. I know that will annoy me immensely, so I decide to get up before she can make it back. That way I won’t have to endure that miserable crawling knock she does again. I fling back my covers and swing my feet down to the floor. On the opposite side of the room is my sister’s bed. Sara is going to start University in London after the summer. I can’t wait to have the room all to myself, but in other ways I am dreading her leaving. When she is gone, Mum will have to direct all her pointless shit onto me. I am sixteen, I remember, and I seem to have less and less patience with everything. Probably that is normal, but I don’t know. I have also recently started to really enjoy swearing. I mean, really get off on it. Me and my best friend Joe have mouths like gutters when we are together. My mum would go nuts if she ever heard us. I don’t know why swearing is so funny, but it just is. It’s like if your friend trips up over something and looks stupid, you’ll make yourself laugh a hell of a lot more if you call them a fucking twat or something. I don’t trust people who don’t swear. Everyone needs to swear sometimes. You just need to. There are times when a damn, or a bloody, or even a Christ just won’t do. It just won’t be enough. Believe me.

When I stand up, my head swims, reminding me of the cheap lager Joe and I drank yesterday at his house. I feel a bit icky, and that is as good an excuse as any not to eat breakfast. (One less thing to write in my food diary, you see!) I’ll just get out of the house and go and do whatever it is my mum wants me to do, and then I’ll go to Joe’s. We need to talk about what we found yesterday. I can imagine Joe lying awake on his bunk bed all night, sweating about it. I wanted to stay over with him, but our parents are not keen on us having sleepovers anymore. For some reason, when we got to about the age of thirteen, they all suddenly expected us to start fancying each other. They still can’t really accept that we are just friends. They are always lifting their eyebrows at us, and swapping looks with each other which range between amused and horrified. Well, they are all idiots. You’ll soon see. Just wait till you see.

There is a chest of drawers in our room. I have the bottom two drawers, and Sara has the top three. We also share the wardrobe, which is slightly better, because it is huge and endless, just like the one in Narnia. You could actually climb inside and get lost if you were a little kid. There are no clean pants in my drawer. I realise this is because they are all screwed up in little colourful knots across the bedroom carpet. My mum flatly refuses to pick washing up from the floor. She will only wash it if it has made its way to the linen bin in the bathroom. I sigh and growl and scoop them all up and throw them on the bed. I shrug at the thought of wearing the same pants again. I think, fuck it. Who will know? I wonder vaguely what influence wearing yesterday’s crusty pants will have on my day. You have to think about these things.

Okay, so here begins the other thing I do every day now. Pull off the t-shirt I wear to bed and stand in front of the full-length mirror that is next to the chest of drawers. Front view. Stomach in, then stomach out. Side view. Stomach in. Stomach let out. Finally back view, head twisted over shoulder to see bum. I only ate half of my dinner last night and wonder if my stomach does look just a tiny bit flatter because of it. I think it does, which satisfies me for now. I pull on the denim cut offs which are dangling from the end of my bed, shove my phone into one pocket, and throw on a black vest top. I grab a hoodie from the wardrobe, snatch up my manky pants and go to the bathroom. I see my mum halfway up the stairs, and she does that face. The mouth drops into an 'o' shape, then snaps shut quickly, and her eyebrows frown over her eyes and she says, ‘Oh,’ just like that. Like I have surprised her or something. She does not smile though. She is not really a smiley person. I go into the bathroom and lock the door behind me. I stuff my pants into the overflowing linen bin and wonder how long it will take her to get around to washing them. I wonder if I have any money anywhere to buy some new pants. ‘Are you off out Lou?’ She is outside the door asking me. ‘I only ask because I need milk and bread, and some letters posted. If you were going out anyway?’

I wash my face and brush my teeth, rolling my eyes at my own reflection. ‘Okay,’ I call back to her. Unbelievable. I need you to be up, she had said. I need you to be up in case you were going out anyway? No, that doesn’t really make sense Mum.

‘Okay thanks,’ she says and goes back down the stairs. I absolutely know what is coming next. I know it so much that I can even mouth the words at the mirror as she calls them up the stairs to me. ‘Perhaps you could take the dog with you too then?’ I do not answer, because it is not really a question. I brush my hair and tie it back and make a face at myself. The thing that pleases me is that I definitely look better with a thinner face. I nod at this. Loads better. Chubby cheeks only look good on babies and toddlers. Fact.

Downstairs my mum pushes money into one of my hands, and the dog lead into the other. I am yawning, and my temples are thudding. ‘How does it feel to be sixteen?’ she asks me for what feels like the hundredth time. I fake a smile and shrug.

‘It feels amazing.’

‘Is that the jumper Nana got you?’

‘No, this is an old one,’

‘Well where’s the one Nana got you? Doesn’t it fit?’

I look around, shaking my head. ‘I think it’s down here somewhere.’

‘Well I hope you haven’t lost it young lady!’ She fixes me with a warning glare and shakes her head twice and I feel like shrinking down to the floor away from that look. My Nana died two months ago, but she was one of those extremely well organised people. Even on her deathbed she’d had the forward thinking to get someone to go out, buy me a jumper and wrap it up for her. It warmed my heart to think of her doing that for me, to imagine that I was one of the things on her mind during her last weeks in this world. But the awkward thing is, I really hate that jumper. Her taste in jumpers was a running joke between me and my sister over the years. I mean, when we were little, knitted pink cardigans with teddy bear buttons were okay for a while, although I can never recall liking them, but when your Nan buys you a jumper for your sixteenth birthday that looks like it is something she would wear herself? Hmm. What do you say to that? What do you say to that when the poor woman is dead? She would have flipped if she’d known. She was like that. She was feisty and fiery; the kind of old woman people are scared of. I think my mum was always scared of her, but me and Sara adored her. My mum likes to joke that Nan’s feisty nature skipped a generation, missing her entirely and landing squarely on Sara’s shoulders. There is some truth in this I will admit, but it is one of those pointless comments that my family makes endlessly, which never fails to piss me off. Am I not feisty then, I wonder? What am I? No one ever says stuff like that about me. It didn’t use to bother me, but for some reason lately I find myself dissecting everything that anyone says to me, you know, turning it over and examining it, reading too much into it most of the time. So I am not only cynical, but slightly paranoid. I don’t know if anyone else my age feels like this yet. Most of the time lately, I just feel sort of stuck and wound up. I can’t listen to people if they are boring me and I just drift away.

My mum is not feisty, although she does attempt to be sometimes. Mostly with me, because she can’t get away with it with Sara. My mum just wants people to be nice and not argue. My Nan hated my dad, when they were together; she was always snarling and griping about what an idiot he was. My mum would sigh and say, ‘can’t we just all get along?’, ‘No, we can’t.’ my dad would say, and then he left. It’s not her fault she married a bastard.

‘I’ll find it.’

‘Hope you and Joe enjoyed your little party?’ Mum walks back into the kitchen as she says this. She thinks I don’t know, but this is her way of ending a conversation, walking away from it, moving out of earshot, so that if I do answer her, I am pretty much talking to myself.

‘It was quiet,’ I shrug again. Mum frowns back at me.

‘Quiet? Didn’t sound quiet from here young lady. I nearly went over! But I had Les on the phone.’

‘Okay, I’ll see you later,’ I say, and that’s it, I go. I am hoping eventually she will notice that whenever she mentions her new boyfriend’s name, I cut her off and stop listening. But somehow, I doubt it. Like a lot of adults, my mother has a rather thick skin.

I leave the house and look at the dog on the end of its lead, and I sigh and think why does it feel like it is always just the dog and me? I don’t often complain about walking the dog, because if I do Mum will spend a good five minutes reminding me that it was me who wanted a dog, me who pestered her for years to get a dog, and her that is always stuck with looking after the dog. She let us get the dog when I was thirteen because that was when my dad walked out. It was almost the first response she had to that door closing, with him on one side and us on the other. ‘We’ll get a dog,’ she had told my sister and me. ‘I know someone who has puppies.’

No one knows what type of dog Gremlin is. We called him Gremlin because he looked like one with his squashed-up face, small nose, and big fuck off ears like a bat. He is only about the size of a spaniel, with a long tail and scruffy, wiry fur. It is mostly white, but he has one black ear, and one black patch near his tail. Joe calls him an experiment.

As I walk towards the shop, I keep yawning and my head keeps thudding, and my throat feels dry, and I think why the hell didn’t I make myself a coffee first? I have only recently discovered that coffee reduces your appetite. Well, sort of. If I am feeling hungry, I might have a big sugary coffee instead of food, and it seems to work. I hope Lorraine is not in the shop. Lorraine is Joe’s mum and my mum’s best friend, and she scares the shit out of me.

There is a little parade of shops just down the end of our road. There is the shop, well it’s a Londis at the moment, but it’s been loads of things, so everyone just calls it the shop. Then there are the ladies’ hairdressers, the off licence, and the fish and chip shop. That’s it. If you want anything else you have to catch a bus into town. I tie Gremlin up outside the shop and go in. Straight away I see Lorraine is on the till, and straight away she gives me one of her hellish looks. I avoid her for a while, browsing the magazines I have no money for, before I wander around to the chiller cabinet and grab the milk. The bread is near the till. I pick up a loaf of white and put it on the counter with the milk. Lorraine is chewing gum; she is always chewing gum to stop her from smoking. I can still smell nicotine on her though. She fixes me with an icy stare as she scans my shopping. ‘I hope, young lady,’ she begins, ‘that you are on your way round to my house to help tidy up after last night!’

I am slightly stunned by this but try not to let it show. Joe and me barely had a party at all, so I don’t know what either of our mothers are going on about. We stayed in his room, drank cheap lager, and the only other people that came over were Marianne, Josh and Ryan, and they all left by eleven. You can hardly call five teenagers in a bedroom a party, can you?

‘What mess?’ I ask this as politely and innocently as I can, because the last thing I want Lorraine to think is that I am being sarcastic with her. Apparently, according to her and to my mum, I have been getting very sarcastic lately. They told me this last week in my own kitchen. They were both tapping their feet and giving me their screwed-up lipstick face look. Lorraine had even said something about sarcasm being the lowest form of wit. I had wanted to both laugh and scream at her. I had wanted to say, sarcasm is all you deserve when you repeatedly ask such banal and dumb questions! You can’t talk to Lorraine. I mean, really you can’t. You can open your mouth and let words come out, but she won’t hear them unless she wants to, and most of the time she will talk right over them anyway. She lacks even the basic skills in conversation. Like listening.

‘What mess, she says?’ Lorraine practically throws back her head at this comment and starts to shove the milk and bread into a carrier bag. ‘No doubt you buggered off home before you saw the state of the kitchen!’

‘We didn’t go in the kitchen,’ I tell her, again, trying ever so hard to keep my tone non-confrontational. This is almost impossible with someone like Lorraine, who does not feel human unless she has torn strips off of someone. As I stare at her, I can’t help imagining what it would feel like to punch her out. Don’t get me wrong, I have never punched anyone in my entire life and I don’t intend on ever starting. But sometimes when I am speaking to people who make me uncomfortable, I start to picture slapping them suddenly, or poking them in the eye. What would they say, I wonder? If I just lashed out without warning, like that? What would they do? ‘Leon and Travis were in the kitchen.’ I pay her the money and take the bag.

‘I don’t care which of you people were in the kitchen,’ Lorraine informs me, her voice getting higher now, as she blatantly ignores the old man who is waiting patiently behind me to pay for his newspaper. ‘It was your party, and so you can help tidy up the mess! Otherwise I will be having words with your mother.’

‘Okay,’ I tell her, shrugging my shoulders and biting down on the strong urge to say whatever to her. I know that would drive her wild, so I don’t do it. ‘I’ll take this home then go round and help.’

This seems to pacify her, and she even pushes a red smile across her face. She screws her lips up so much that when she smiles, you can see all the little creases around her mouth, all filled with shiny red lipstick. She buys the same shade of lipstick from the Avon lady about every six weeks, I once heard her tell my mum. I imagine the shade is called something violent like ‘death spray’ or ‘blood lust’. She is five foot nothing and as vicious as a pit bull. Her hair is a deep brassy blonde, piled high on her head, probably to make her look taller. Joe calls it her Marge Simpson hair and he is right. If it was a foot taller and blue, it would be Marge Simpson’s hair. She smiles a sick smile at the old man, and the smile screws up her whole face, I notice, especially her eyes. ‘Off you go then,’ she says to me, so I go.

I wander back home with the dog lead in one hand, and the carrier bag swinging from the other. I open the door and call Mum to come and get the shopping. She hurries to meet me, waving two brown envelopes at me accusingly. ‘You forgot the letters!’ she practically screams in terror, as if all the letterboxes in the area have probably vanished into thin air in the ten minutes that I have been gone.

‘You didn’t give them to me,’ I tell her. She pushes them into my hand and runs back into the kitchen.

‘Got Les on the phone!’ she calls back. I slam the door behind me.

Right, I think, as I shove the letters into the post box near the shop and walk around the back of the parade. That’s enough of pleasing the parents for today. There is a car park behind the parade, and I cross it and head down the narrow alley that will lead me to Joe’s back gate.

We were drunk last night, and when the others had gone home, we crept into his brothers’ room to look for a lighter. We only smoke when we are drunk, otherwise it tastes like shit. Leon and Travis had been in the kitchen all night smoking and drinking. Then Leon had answered a call on his mobile. He and Travis had left the house minutes after. We had watched them go from Joe’s window.

We dove into the older boy’s bedroom, which was pitch black and reeked of sweat and dirt and God knows what else. It really was a vile dungeon. It was me who had opened the wardrobe door, while Joe looked on the bedside table for a lighter. It was me, being nosy. I’ll tell you now, before we go much further, that lately I have had a tiny, tiny, really tiny crush on Travis. I know, I know, pathetic and predictable, which is why I keep it to myself. Well, between you and me World. It’s a sick, sick thing, and you’ll see why soon enough. Anyway, I’d felt a little lightheaded from the lager and the smell of the older boy’s bedroom. Maybe my hormones had a surge, it being my sixteenth birthday and everything. I had opened the door a crack, running my eyes up and down the shirts and sweatshirts that hung there. I had opened the door another crack. There was an Adidas rucksack, bulging at the sides. I was drunk and giddy and nosy and had no idea what boys Travis and Leon’s age would keep stuffed into a bag like that. Sports kit maybe. Did they play any sports? I had no idea if they did anymore. I had no idea what their lives consisted of. A sinister side of my brain had urged me to unzip it, imagining porno magazines, or stolen goods. What I had not expected to find was several large plastic bags filled with white powder. Joe had peered over my shoulder, his hazel eyes growing larger and larger as he took in what I had found.

‘Zip it back up, for fucks sake!’ he had hissed at me, his hand suddenly seizing the top of my arm so hard it hurt.

‘Okay, okay, sorry,’ I had mumbled at him, struggling with the zip and panic now breaking through my drunken stupor. Joe had slammed the wardrobe door so hard and so fast he had nearly trapped my fingers. We had run back to the room he shares with his little brother Will.

I find Joe in the kitchen now. He looks hung over and scared. We don’t speak to each other for a minute or two. I know it is harder for him, because this is his family, and to be honest, they were already fucked up enough to deal with. But I cannot deny the frizz of excitement that courses through my veins when I see him there, and the silent knowledge passes between us. I remember Nana once saying everyone should have at least one good summer in their lives, one summer that they never forget. I think, this is not a bad way to start my sixteenth year. This is not a bad way to start our summer. And I give Joe a slow smile.
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Dear World?

Are you still there? Are you still listening? I’ve still got so much to tell you.

Like how it still amazes me, how easy it is to not eat. All those years of being fat, and I had thought food was my salvation, my friend, and my crutch to help me limp through a life that bewildered and bored me. I can still remember the day I snapped. I can still remember the jam doughnut that I crushed inside my fist, instead of inside my mouth. I guess it made me feel stronger somehow, more in control, more savage. Less of a fat loser. See, if you want to know the truth I have finally figured out, it’s that my worst enemy has always been myself. My biggest problem has always been looking in the mirror and seeing me, still standing there, staring back, when I really want to see someone else. I just don’t want to; I mean I expect to. I am thinking about all this as I enter Joe’s house through the back door.

Joe stands in his kitchen, which is cramped and cluttered, with too many chairs around the small square table, and towers of cardboard boxes around the edges of the room. I look around and find myself agreeing with Lorraine – the kitchen is a total mess. The table is normally covered in an old, checked tablecloth with Lorraine’s china fruit bowl in the centre. Today someone has used the tablecloth to mop up a spillage on the floor, and the fruit bowl is on the draining board. The table is covered in crushed beer cans and ashtrays. It’s Leon and Travis’s mess, and we are being blamed for it.

Joe is dressed in tracksuit trousers and a t-shirt. His dark brown hair is all stuck up and messy, as if he has not even had a chance to look in the mirror yet. Like me, he can’t stop yawning, and every now and again he touches two fingers to his forehead, as if the same pain rages in his as it does in mine. He has filled the sink with water and washing-up liquid and starts to dunk cups and glasses into the water while I look on. I think about offering to make us both a coffee. Just then, Joe’s stepdad’s dog Rozzer comes trotting into the kitchen. He is a German Shepherd cross and lifts his fluffy tail in a greeting to Gremlin. Gremlin responds by cocking his leg on one of the cardboard box towers. I yank him away by his lead. ‘Fuck me!’ Joe exclaims, lifting his hands from the soapy water. ‘Isn’t that freak show house trained yet?’

‘Sorry,’ I tut, looking around for a cloth. Joe drags a dishcloth out of the water and throws it at me. ‘He’s threatened by Rozzer, that’s why,’ I try to explain. ‘He’s older than Rozzer, but smaller. So it confuses him.’

‘Looking like a smashed-in cat confuses him,’ Joe responds, and I laugh.

‘You love him really.’

‘He gives me nightmares.’

I laugh again, louder this time, and bend down to wipe up the mess. This particular tower of boxes contains crisps. One of the others contains peanuts. Joe’s stepfather Mick works at the cash and carry.

‘Just seen your mum,’ I say from the floor. Joe lets out his breath.

‘Oh yeah?’

‘You better be on your way round to mine to clean up that mess or I’ll be having words with your mother!’ I relay this in a near perfect imitation of Lorraine’s voice, the way she speaks as if her teeth are permanently clenched together. Joe laughs as he washes up. ‘We didn’t even make this mess,’ I point out uselessly. ‘We didn’t even come in here.’

‘Well I got that in my fucking ear when I was still in bed this morning,’ Joe sighs.

‘Why can’t they clean up their own mess?’

‘They didn’t come back last night.’ I make a face, my eyebrows rising and my mouth screwed up in thought. Joe looks back at the sink but jerks his head towards the kettle. ‘Do you want to make me a coffee? And some toast? I’m fading fast.’

‘You drank more than me,’ I point out, heading for the kettle. I get two clean mugs down from the cupboard, and some bread out from the bread bin. I want to ask Joe about the bags of powder in the rucksack. Who does the rucksack belong to? Travis or Leon? What did he think the powder was? I had no idea, but I was pretty sure it wasn’t biological washing powder or anything. I put on the grill, and while the kettle is boiling, I poke my head around the kitchen door. I see right away that Mick is sprawled out on the sofa, fag in one hand, cup of tea in the other. He is watching Soccer AM or some such crap. I go back to the oven to check the toast, knowing that this is why we cannot say anything. ‘Where are the little ones?’ I ask, referring to Joe’s other brothers, Will and Tommy.

‘Will went next door to play,’ Joe answers. ‘Don’t know where Tommy is.’

I suddenly think of the powder in the rucksack and a sick fear grips me and makes all my hairs stand on end. ‘What about...?’ I say quietly to Joe. He turns and looks at me, and I can see the same thought has spread like a germ through his mind too. He shakes the water from his hands and stalks from the room.

‘Wait here,’ he says to me. I turn the toast over and make the coffees. When Joe finally comes back, he is holding his three-year-old half-brother by the arm and the little boy is whining and struggling. I go to the door to watch.

‘What’s going on?’ Mick demands from the sofa. Joe lets Tommy go and he runs for his daddy’s lap and climbs all over him, still whining.

‘Can you tell him to stay out of my room?’ Joe complains. ‘He’s got his sticky fingers all over my stuff!’

I look at Mick as he comforts Tommy, knowing as well as Joe that he is wasting his breath trying to complain. ‘Just think yourself lucky that you have a room, eh?’ comes the haughty, confrontational tone that Mick uses whenever he speaks to one of his stepsons. His tone goes up a notch, his voice is gruffer, quicker, more accusing. Even if he is saying 'pass the potatoes', it is more like pass the potatoes! I can do an excellent take on his voice too, well, his two voices. Because when he speaks to Will or Tommy, his eyes go all dopey, and his tone softens and the speed of his words slows down. ‘He doesn’t even have a bedroom, remember?’ Mick directs this statement towards Joe’s tired face, accompanied by a puff of grey smoke from his fag. I watch Joe’s shoulders drop, and I don’t know how he puts up with it.

Joe comes back into the kitchen and gives me a look that I know means, God give me fucking strength. I pass him his coffee toast, and he cocks his head at me. ‘You not having any toast?’

‘No thanks.’

‘You’re not still on a stupid diet?’

‘It’s not stupid, and yes I am.’

‘You look fine the way you are.’

‘Well thanks very much.’

Joe chews his toast and nods at me. ‘You girls are all the same.’

‘We are, aren’t we? Me and Marianne. Exactly the same.’

Joe rolls his eyes at the mention of our pale-faced friend. ‘Well not her obviously. She doesn’t give a shit what she looks like.’

‘Come on,’ I say, getting bored. ‘Let’s hurry up and get out of here.’

***
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JOE FEELS THE SAME, I know. His house is suffocating. There is too much stuff. Every room is packed full of furniture; three sofas instead of two, three coffee tables, two units filled with glass ornaments and other nasty shit. Every room has these towers of boxes of stuff Mick brings back from work in case it is needed one day and – people! Too many fucking people. You feel like you are permanently enveloped within a crowd. The house is never empty, ever. I cannot remember us ever being alone there. You are always bumping shoulders with someone, squashing past someone on the landing, or on the stairs. The place reminds me of a rabbit warren.

I can vaguely remember it before Mick came along. We would have been about eight, I suppose. My mum and Lorraine have been friends for years. I have therefore known Joe since before we were even born. We were in our mother’s stomachs, face to face almost, forced to sit in uterine liquid and listen to their spiteful gossip endlessly. I am convinced this experience has shaped us into the cynical pair we now are.

Joe’s dad Tony left when he was five. He’s a long-distance lorry driver, and Joe sees him about twice a year if he is lucky. Despite this, we both like Tony a lot. We are not supposed to obviously, him being another one of the men who have left, another useless father who walked out and closed the door behind him. But I don’t blame him one bit for walking out on Lorraine. Jesus Christ, how did he last as long as he did? We have to keep our admiration for Tony well hid; God forbid Lorraine or my mum hear us say something positive about him. He is tall and broad, and always wears checked shirts and jeans, and smokes rolls-ups. He is quiet and still. He is a softly breaking sunset, while Lorraine is a fucking thunderstorm.

Mick met Joe’s mum when he fixed her car. He used to be a mobile mechanic. He still tinkers with cars a lot. I mean, their back garden has three cars in it, and their front garden has two. He never really gets around to fixing them though. He works at the cash and carry now. More money apparently. He moved in when Lorraine got pregnant with Will. I remember feeling sorry for Joe and his older brothers when this happened. Leon and Travis never stopped complaining about this intrusion in their lives, this fake father figure who thought he could tell them what to do, or the two younger half-brothers that soon arrived to drive the house to the brink of its capacity. Joe never said much about anything. He is like his dad that way. He takes it all on the chin. He just takes it all.

We get the kitchen back to its usual clean but cluttered standard, and then we leave. We don’t know where to go, or what to do. I can see it all tumbling around inside Joe’s head, because his eyes are dark and frowning, and his lips are tight and straight. He looks just like his dad that way. ‘I’m a bit worried about leaving Tommy there,’ I say eventually, because as much as I despise the sticky little monkey-faced bugger, this is the thing that is keeping me scared. This is the thing that keeps spinning back into my mind every time I try to shrug it all off and convince myself copious amounts of drugs in my best friend’s brothers’ wardrobe is nothing to get my knickers in a twist about. Joe looks sideways at me.

‘I know. Me too.’

‘There's no lock on their door.’

‘I know.’

‘Tommy or Will could easily find that stuff. Whatever it is.’

‘I know what it is,’ Joe says then, and I stop walking. We have wandered to the fields behind the estate, so I lean down and unclip Gremlin’s lead. I wait for Joe to speak, and I can see a hundred secrets behind his troubled eyes. He releases a heavy sigh that smooths its way down his body. He is taller than me now, I notice. Only by a bit. ‘It’s cocaine,’ he whispers, even though there is no one to be seen for miles around. My eyes shoot wide open. ‘At least I think that’s what it is.’ He lifts and drops his shoulders in a weak and guilty shrug. I narrow my eyes at him.

‘How do you know?’

‘They do it sometimes,’ he tells me. ‘When Mum and Mick are out.’

‘Since when?’

‘I don’t know,’ Joe shrugs again, and looks briefly away from me as Gremlin tears yapping across the fields, chasing a crow. ‘I saw them do it about two months ago. They just laughed about it. I didn’t bother saying anything.’

‘Okay,’ I say, folding my arms across my chest and trying not to let it show that I am annoyed he has not told me this before. If I tell you the truth World, I am annoyed but also sort of excited again. I know, I know, it’s wrong, so wrong. Joe is standing before me with this taut expression on his soft face, and all I can feel is tremors of stiff excitement careering through me. Part of my mind wanders off on its own, picturing Travis, the bad boy, doing drugs and not caring. I shake myself out of it quickly, momentarily sickened by myself. ‘So if it is cocaine in that bag, why have they got so much of it? Are they fucking dealers or something?’

‘I have no idea,’ Joe says, and I believe him. He is almost incapable of lying. He is good at not telling you things, but he is hopeless at actual lies.

‘They can’t seriously think it’s okay to just leave it there like that, with your brothers around. I’m getting really worried about that, Joe.’

‘We should go back and move it,’ he nods.

‘Where to?’

‘I have no idea,’ he says again as we start to head back. He drops his head and his brown hair dances about across his forehead. I wait for Gremlin to catch us up, then put his lead back on. Joe walks with his hands inside his pockets and his back bent. For some reason a small giggle escapes me. He looks my way. ‘What’s so funny?’

‘Nothing,’ I clap a hand across my mouth. My stomach is growling at me and I rub it absent-mindedly, thinking about another coffee to shut it up. ‘Was just imagining Leon and Travis, that’s all. Finding it gone.’ I snort again, and even Joe cracks a smile at this. ‘They’ll shit themselves,’ I point out. ‘But what will they do or say? Without dropping themselves in it?’

Joe just smiles at me.

When we get back to his house, we go in the front way so we can avoid Mick. We hare up the stairs two at a time and then quietly open the older boys’ door. None of them have locks on their doors. They did once, I remember. But Mick unscrewed them all when the boys kept storming off to their rooms to avoid being lectured at. Now he can follow them into their room and carry on the lecture. I smile again, my devious side wondering what words of wisdom Mick would impress upon them if he knew they had shit loads of Class A drugs stashed in their wardrobe. I imagine his head exploding and it makes me chuckle. Joe digs me in the ribs with his elbow. He is crapping himself, I know it, but what choice do we have? Tell Mick what we have found and witness world war three tear his family apart? Do nothing and risk the little brats finding it and sticking their mucky fingers in for a taste? I feel the thrill of danger and fear galloping through my body, and it is enough to make my hungry belly shut up. In fact I feel kind of sick as we sneak into the dark room and open up the wardrobe again. We feel and look just like sneaky little kids stealing biscuits from the tin, and I just hope to God we don’t get caught. Joe grabs the bag and we scramble back to his room.
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IN CONTRAST, JOE’S room is light and airy, with the curtains drawn and the window wide open. He clutches the bag to his chest, fear making him look like someone from a film, wide-eyed and full of emotion. I smirk, thinking he never normally looks like that. Funny thing is World, he looks quite sexy really. I slap a hand over my mouth again and wonder what the hell is wrong with me. I am not normal. Really. Joe looks at me in desperation, and I can almost imagine him throwing me the bag, as if it is a bomb or something. But he doesn’t. He just looks around for somewhere to hide it. There is nowhere.

‘Your house?’ he asks, white faced now. I shake my head.

‘No fucking way!’

‘Marianne?’

I think about this. Her house is huge and vast and rambling. She is an only child. It is probably our best course of action until Leon and Travis come home. Then they can fucking get rid of it. ‘Text her?’ I ask. Joe shakes his head.

‘No, let’s just go.’ We nod in silent agreement, and Joe slings the rucksack onto his back. We leave the house as silently and sneakily as we arrived and hear nothing from Mick and Tommy in the lounge.

Outside, the day is getting hot. The sun beats down on our hung-over brains and my stomach twists itself in hunger and fear and excitement. I have never had a proper adventure before, I am thinking, as we start to walk quickly towards the fields again. We can cut across them to where Marianne lives. We walk fast, me dragging poor knackered Gremlin along on his lead, Joe swinging his arms up and down, sweat beading across his forehead. ‘This is like the fucking Goonies or something,’ I say to Joe, and feel instantly guilty when he looks at me, because he is not enjoying any of this at all. It is only me getting off on it, and I have no right to. Just because my own life is so dry and so full of mind-numbing tedium. Just because I don’t have criminal older brothers, or a mad witch for a mother. It never ceases to amaze me how fascinating other people’s families can be. You never find your own family interesting, do you? Nope, nothing to look at there. Boring, boring, a bit annoying, boring, boring. I want to giggle again, but I shut up and say nothing and we storm across the fields and climb through the fence and come out onto Marianne’s road.

She opens the door when we hammer on it. She is tiny and frail, like a bird, dressed in black from head to toe and her green eyes light up when she sees us, but her smile is always devious. ‘To what do I owe the pleasure?’ she asks as Joe pushes past her. She is nearly always alone, but Joe feels the need to check every downstairs room for any sign of her parents anyway. Marianne fixes me with a beady-eyed stare.

‘What is wrong with him?’

‘We need your help,’ I tell her, trying like hell to stop the smile from tugging at my lips again. ‘We need to stash something here for a bit.’

Marianne licks her perfect little lips at me. ‘Well aren’t I the lucky one?’ she says to us.
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Dear World, so let me tell you about Marianne Sholing.

Firstly, she is one of those people who gives very little away. I mean, she is really, really good at it. I have known her for a year and still have no idea what to make of her. In equal measures I feel both privileged to know her and scared of her. She only moved to our school a year ago and she stood out right away. She is small and thin, fragile looking, with jet-black hair that she wears loose to her shoulders. She usually has a fringe. Sometimes it is growing out and she shakes her head to remove it from her eyes. Recently she had it cut into a straight blunt line just above her eyebrows. Marianne has a small, round face, with a delicately pointed chin. People at school laugh at her, and whisper behind her back. They think she is a Goth, or a witch, or a freak. The people in our school are like vultures when it comes to new students. You can see them standing around the edges, licking their lips and narrowing their eyes, the most vicious of them quickly working out the unfortunate person’s weak spots. They will stand and watch and decide right away if the person is worth knowing or not, worth being friends with. I’ve seen it too many times. I’ve stood back and observed the way they work, and it’s simple and shocking in its coldness. And you might not believe this, but the girls are the worst.

I’ve always hated school for this very reason. And you might think that it all starts when kids become teenagers, but you would be wrong World. It starts way, way before that. You see, people can’t usually see it because everyone thinks little kids are so sweet and innocent and cute, but the truth is, the bitches and the bastards start young. They really do. Watch them. Sweet and innocent, my arse. Obviously, they learn how to be a bitch or a bastard from their parents, and once they figure out how to be mean, they go for it, they find out that is the way forward, and forward they go. I’ve been lucky mostly. Plenty of things people could pick on me for, but I’ve got Joe, and Joe has the hardest family around. Marianne didn’t have anyone, and they went for her all right. Freak. Weirdo. Witch. And that was how we became friends. I’ll be honest, we felt sorry for her.

What we didn’t know then was that she doesn’t need us to. She mostly wears black. When she first came to our school, she fascinated me. I didn’t understand her at all. She was obviously ridiculously clever and articulate, but more than that, she did not give a shit what the other kids said about her, or to her. Eventually they got a bit spooked by her and stopped teasing her. They still hate her, believe me, but she doesn’t need them, so that is that.

Just like Joe and me, Marianne will be starting the sixth form at our old school in September. I would have liked to have gone to college, and get away from it all, if I’m honest. Maybe meet some new people, recreate myself among kids who have not known me since I was a child. But Mum said we could not afford the daily train fare, and what was wrong with the sixth form? Walking distance, she had pointed out, and you already know everyone. I hadn’t the heart or the energy to tell her that was the main reason I abhorred the thought of going back there. Okay, so we won't have to wear school uniform anymore, and we will be able to come and go as we pleased, but what else will be different apart from that? There will still be Scott Taylor and his pretty blue eyes, the Mr Popular and handsome that would never look at me in a million years. And there will still be Christine Raymond and Stacey Winters, the two biggest blonde bitches known to human history. We will all just have to endure it, I suppose.

Marianne regards Joe and his rucksack with hungry green eyes. She nods through to the large kitchen. ‘You sure there is no one home?’ Joe sees fit to ask as we walk through. Marianne looks at him quizzically.

‘What the hell have you got in there? A gun?’

Joe and I swap a look which suggests to Marianne that it may as well be. She looks even more intrigued now. ‘No one is home,’ she rolls her eyes at his desperate face and shrugs at me. Then she sneers down at poor Gremlin panting and dribbling on his lead. ‘You can’t bring him in here,’ she says. ‘My mum is allergic.’ I tut and tie him up outside. I think what a strange day the poor dog is having. I go inside and wander slowly around the large country style kitchen. Marianne’s parents have lots of old oak furniture, and the large robust kitchen table is a particular feature. It is huge and would be more at home in a farmhouse. It looks like it was built for a huge ruddy faced family to gather around, not just Marianne and her mum and dad. She did have a twin, she told us once. A twin that died at birth. Joe and I have yet to decide if we believe this or not. ‘It is just me, myself and I,’ she tells us, crossing her twig-like arms across her black long-sleeved t-shirt. ‘So what’s going on?’

‘Do we tell her?’ Joe looks at me and asks.

‘Of course we have to tell her!’ I snap at him. ‘We can’t ask her to stash it if she doesn’t know what it is!’ Later, I come to regret this statement, but at the time it seems obvious. Joe nods and lets the bag slide off his back and into his hand. He places it on the kitchen table, and I notice that he has a large patch of sweat at the top of his back between his shoulder blades. Marianne walks up to him and peers into the bag as he unzips it slowly. She sees the bags, and her mouth falls open in surprise. She claps one hand over it and looks from Joe, to me, and back again. Finally her shining green eyes settle on the bag.

‘What is that and where the hell did you get it?’

‘It’s cocaine, I think,’ Joe tells her, and zips the bag again. He pushes his hair back with the heel of one hand. The sweat makes it stick straight up in dark brown points. ‘It’s my brothers.’

‘Holy shit!’ Marianne exclaims, her hand falling from her mouth. ‘Do they know you’ve got it? What are they, drug dealers?’

‘No they don’t know we’ve got it. And I don’t know if they are drug dealers.’

‘But you would assume they are, right? With that much stuff?’ Marianne crosses her arms again and shakes her hair from her shoulders.

‘We just need to hide it somewhere until they come back,’ I explain to her. ‘We found it by accident in their wardrobe.’

‘You found it by accident,’ Joe corrects me. ‘Actually not by accident, because you were poking around in their wardrobe on purpose.’ I give him a look of pure disgust and he stares me down.

‘Lou Carling! Do I detect you have a crush on one of Joe’s dear brothers?’

I groan inwardly at Marianne and her incessant habit of speaking like an adult. Not even an adult actually, more like an old lady most of the time. I decide not to warrant her question with a response. She smiles at me wickedly. ‘Poking around in boys’ wardrobes, eh? What did you hope to find?’ I roll my eyes at her irritably, but it’s too late to halt the creep of warmth that flushes my cheeks.

‘It was after you guys left,’ Joe takes up the rest of the story. ‘We were just looking for a lighter. They’d gone out.’

‘Now we don’t know where they are or when they’ll be back, and we can’t leave it in the wardrobe in case the brats find it!’ I look at Marianne and see the concentration deepening on her face.

‘You could have told your parents about it,’ she says slowly, not sounding as if she really believes this herself.

‘My mum would go fucking mental, and Mick would throw them both out and probably call the cops,’ Joe replies. Marianne scowls slightly.

‘So what?’ she argues. ‘They’re both worthless twats, aren’t they? Why would you care? If they were gone there would be more space for you.’

‘Marianne,’ I speak up. ‘They might be twats, but they’re his brothers. You can’t just do that to your family.’ Joe says nothing. Neither Marianne nor I can tell what he is thinking.

‘So how long do you want me to hide it for you?’ Marianne questions, dropping her head slightly and peering at Joe from under her fringe. Joe releases a long, drawn-out sigh and drops his shoulders.

‘Give me a day,’ he says. ‘I’ll try and find them.’

‘Are you sure you’re okay with this?’ I look at Marianne and see a gleam in her eyes. I have to look at the floor and bite my lip, because I can tell she is relishing an adventure as much as I am, but I just bet she doesn’t make a stupid crack about the Goonies. ‘If anyone finds that stuff, we’ll be in deep fucking trouble.’

‘You’re in deep fucking trouble anyway. You’ve stolen their drugs!’

‘We couldn’t leave it there,’ I argue with her. ‘The brats get their paws into everything!’

‘Are you even sure it is drugs?’ Marianne gives a little laugh and walks back to the bag on the table. We watch dumbly as she unzips it again and actually lifts out one of the bags. It looks like something you would see on the telly or something, on the news, when you see
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