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The moon is full and bright, and I try to focus on that, try to distract myself, but it’s not working. Nothing’s working.

We’re standing in the middle of the garden, Akash and me. Bare feet on crisp, dry grass. Akash has brought me out here because Mum and Dad are arguing inside. Their voices are getting louder.

I feel sick. I’m breathing fast, as fast as I can, because there’s not enough air and I need more. My chest is tight. It hurts. My whole body hurts. I try not to cry.

Akash crouches down next to me. ‘Breathe in deep,’ he tells me, his voice low and calm. ‘Like I showed you, yeah? Deep into your belly.’ He presses his hands against his stomach.

I nod. Akash knows all about helping me breathe. He’s fourteen and I’m eleven. We’ve done this before.

I close my eyes, ready to breathe into my belly. But everything – my chest, throat, my whole body – is too tight. Dad’s still shouting, but Mum’s now quiet. Somehow that’s even worse. Pain shoots across my chest, up my arms, my legs. ‘I can’t!’ I tell Akash, my eyes flicking open.

There’s a lump in my throat the size of the moon. The moon has fallen out of the sky and down my throat. That’s impossible, I know, but this is how it feels. The tears I’ve been holding back drip down my cheeks.

Akash buries his hands deep into his jeans pockets, his eyes bright. ‘You can. Try again. And think of somewhere nice this time. Remember?’

I nod. Dry my cheeks. Yes, somewhere nice. A happy place. I keep my eyes open this time; focus on Akash’s wonky smile and straight teeth. I picture the seaside we go to in the summer. See Mum and Dad lying on the beach. I hear waves crashing against rocks. Feel my toes sink into warm sand. Smell salt and doughnuts.

And I breathe. Deep. Into my belly. Eventually, my chest stops hurting. My body feels looser. And, although my chest is still a bit tight, the moon is back in the sky, not in my throat.

‘Do you think they’re … getting a divorce?’ I ask, remembering my best friend, Raheela. She cried for months when her dad left. Even in lessons.

‘Nah. It’s just a disagreement.’ Akash shrugs. ‘It happens.’

‘Really? You’re sure?’

He nods. ‘Don’t worry, OK?’

We sit down on the grass, facing away from the house, looking towards the shed at the back of the garden. Mum and Dad are now quiet. Maybe Akash is right.

‘You’re very wise,’ I tell him, smiling now.

Akash laughs. He drapes his arm round my shoulders and I press my face into his soft, cosy hoody. He smells like he always smells: of deodorant, mints and cigarette smoke. ‘Yeah, full of the wisdom, me! What would you do without me, eh?’
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I’m staring at my sky-sea. It’s my favourite painting in the world. I love how Van Gogh makes the inky sky look like it’s water, and the stars and moon have fallen in, making hundreds of golden ripples around them. My brother bought me the framed poster for my birthday. Starry Night, it’s called. The picture’s unbalanced. Unsteady. It’s how the world feels when I worry. It’s how I feel.

But then is it so surprising that I’m worrying a lot lately?

Mum hasn’t left the house for months.

Dad’s impossible to be around since everything happened.

And I don’t know who my friends are any more. Don’t know who I am.

I’m falling into my own sky-sea.

Because my brother disappeared.

It’s been ten months.

And I’m shattering into pieces.
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‘Neena?’ Mum knocks on my bedroom door and fumbles with the handle. ‘You still awake?’

I pull my eyes away from the sky-sea poster above my dressing table and quickly slip into the chair at my desk. All my schoolbooks are out ready for this moment, so I just grab a pen and fix a look of concentration on my face. Furrowed brows. Twisty lips. Totally natural, not staged at all.

‘I’m awake,’ I call, burying my head in the books. ‘Come on in.’ I say that last bit under my breath because Mum always barges in after she knocks, like she really doesn’t get the point of knocking. Not that she’d notice the sarcasm, even if she heard me. She doesn’t notice much these days.

‘Ach, still studying!’ she says, coming into the room.

Laughter and chatter drift in with her. Mum and Dad’s friends are over. They’re here almost every evening now. It’s their way of helping, I get that – it’s just a bit much. I wish they’d leave us alone. But it does mean I can sneak away without Mum and Dad paying too much attention. Silver lining and all that. And tonight I’ve got a party to go to. So, double silver lining. They’d never let me go if they actually knew I was going …

I glance at Mum. She’s balancing a tray on her hip. Her long black hair is plaited neatly and pulled to one side, draping over her right shoulder. There’s always this transformation when her friends come over: she washes her hair, changes her clothes and wears lipstick and everything. Today it’s a berry shade.

I shrug. ‘Yeah, still going … Got all this homework to do, so … It is GCSEs …’

Mum sighs in this really exaggerated way, like she’s the one working. ‘You need a break,’ she says. ‘Are you taking breaks?’

‘I’m fine!’ I try not to roll my eyes. The moment I actually take a break, she stresses about me not studying. Dad’s the same. Can’t win. Anyway, if I take a break now, she’ll want me to hang out with their friends. Which is not happening. At least if they think I’m studying, they’ll leave me alone.

‘Hmm … Well, you must be hungry.’ She puts the plate of food she’s carrying down on my desk. Nudges it towards me.

It’s piled high with rice, lamb curry and minty yogurt. A fat leg of tandoori chicken is carefully balanced on top. I don’t get hungry much these days, but cooking’s pretty much all Mum does since she stopped leaving the house. If I say I’m not hungry, she’ll want to know why. And when did I last eat? What exactly did I have? It’s easier to always be hungry. ‘Mmm. Thanks, Mum.’

She grins. She has a smudge of lipstick on her front tooth.

I pretend to read Hamlet, thinking Mum will leave now – usually, she can’t wait to get back to her precious crowd in the kitchen. But she hangs around forever, and all I can think of is when she’s going to leave so I can get ready for Fi’s party. She perches on the edge of my desk and it creaks under her weight. I know it’s mean, but I’m worried it’ll collapse. I look up at her again.

‘You’ve been … very quiet,’ she says, fiddling with a loose strand of grey-black hair round her face. ‘Everything … OK?’

I glare at her. Is she serious? I’ve been quiet for months! Ten, to be exact. We all have. And is anything ‘OK’?

‘You sleeping at night?’ she goes on. ‘You look tired.’

I carry on staring at her. She really is unbelievable sometimes. ‘So do you,’ I say. She has huge dark patches under her eyes. I hear her sometimes, making tea in the kitchen at two in the morning. At least I sleep most nights. ‘It’s not a big deal, Mum.’

Mum frowns and smiles at the same time. Wrinkles crease round her puffy eyes. ‘Oh, jaan,’ she says, and I’m worried she might cry. She does that a lot lately. Well, since everything happened, which is understandable, but even more recently.

She touches my cheek, fingers gently brushing my skin. I smell her perfume, a deep lavender smell, and it’s so awkward, the way she’s just caressing my cheek and staring, that I flinch and push her hand aside.

Which just makes everything even more awkward.

She snatches her hand back. Looks down at the floor. I turn back to Hamlet. I hate these moments that remind us how much easier it used to be to hug and talk. It feels like a lifetime away now, those days when I’d curl up on her bed with hot chocolate and tell her about my day. It’s been years.

I grab the leg of chicken and take a bite out of it to make her happy. ‘I’m fine,’ I tell her. I stick a smile on my face because I am actually. I really am. ‘You’re right. I’m tired. I’ll eat then go to bed.’ I give a fake yawn.

Mum nods. Pats my shoulder. ‘OK, my jaan. You eat. And sleep well, huh?’ She gives me a small, polite smile. ‘Goodnight.’

She’s itching to get back to her friends now, I can tell. I put down the chicken leg. ‘Night, Mum.’

As soon as the door clicks shut again, I go back to my dressing table. But this time I don’t look up at my sky-sea. Instead, I pull Akash’s yellow-and-purple cap out of the drawer and put it on before looking in the mirror. Be happy. That’s the last thing my brother ever said to me. My throat goes tight as I remember his words, remember that night, but I quickly gulp down the lump. I’m an expert at that. I’ve become an expert at loads of stuff I never thought I’d be any good at.

I line my eyes with kohl, swap my blue jeans for black and slip on the silky red vest top I’ve borrowed from Fi. Then I shove a couple of towels under my duvet so it looks like I’m asleep. I check that my room’s tidy: books on shelves; easel stowed in corner; my clothes off the floor and hung up to keep Mum happy. Then I remember the food Mum brought me. Crap. I find an old carrier bag in the bottom of my wardrobe and empty the plate into it before tying it up. I’ll take it with me and shove it in the bin outside. I do feel bad, but there’s no way I can eat right now.

OK, everything’s in place. I’m ready. I grab my bag, switch off the lamp and climb out through my bedroom window before pushing it shut. Well, almost shut – I leave a gap so I can open it again later.

It’s almost too easy. Honestly, one of the few advantages of living in a bungalow is how simple it is to sneak out.

The garden smells of curry, drifting from the kitchen. Not exactly what I want to smell like at the party, especially as I’m hoping Josh will be there. I sling my bag over my shoulder and get away as quickly as I can.

As I hurry round the side of the house, I bung the carrier bag of food in the bin and think about the first time I did this. It was two months after Akash disappeared. I was so scared Mum and Dad would catch me that I was shaking. But there was also this fire burning in my chest. Fi and I were already chatting by then, and when she invited me to her birthday party it was perfect. I could finally find out if she knew any more about what happened to Akash.

In the end, it turned out she knew nothing more than I did about the night he disappeared. But she also wanted to know more. So I kept going to her parties, got better at sneaking out, better at drinking, and Fi and I became friends for real. She gets me … like Akash.

I imagine him with me now, my brother. By my side as I make my way up the drive. The bounce in his step. His shiny dark eyes. His black hair gelled sleek and a grin on his face. He was always happy, wasn’t he? And the smell of him: whisky, deodorant, cigarettes and mints, and something deeper, sweeter, that was just him.

My throat tightens and again I gulp down the lump. Take in a deep breath. I smile, like he would. I slip off my shoes and speed up – try bouncing like him. It feels good. Like he’s me and I’m him. I quietly laugh into the still, warm air. Because that’s what he would have done. Everything was an adventure for him. Always.

Moving further from the house, I breathe a little more freely. I wish I could tell Akash – confess that after months of sneaking out myself I finally understand why he did it. Though it is different for me. Poor Akash got so much hassle from Dad. With me, they don’t suspect a thing. I guess I’m lucky they still think I’m the ‘perfect’ daughter I once was – studying, sleeping, not up to much else.

I stop walking for a moment. I almost look back at the house but stop myself.

Do they really think that? And what would they do if they caught me? I wouldn’t be able to go to parties any more. Wouldn’t see Fi, or Josh.

And then I think about the art college I’ve applied to, for after GCSEs: it’s basically the only thing I’ve got going for me. My stomach tightens as I remember how hard it was to persuade Dad to let me apply: months of Mum, Akash and me begging. He finally agreed after Akash disappeared.

A couple of cars speed along the main road, jolting me out of my thoughts. The world spins around me as the worry kicks in: pavement, street lights, houses. What am I doing, standing in the middle of the street? Has anyone seen me? Mum? Dad? Someone they know?

I rush along the main road again, high heels dangling from my hands, head down and eyes focused on the road ahead. I don’t look back. Although looking back is definitely one of the things I’ve become an expert at, this is not one of the times I do it. I don’t let myself.
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Music blasts through Fi’s house. I push my way along the crowded hallway, past the family photos of Fi and her parents on the walls, and through the wafts of perfume and aftershave, beer and wine, and smoke that’s strong and sweet. I nod some hellos, but I don’t actually stop until I reach the small rose-pink kitchen at the back of the house. It’s packed, but there’s no one I recognize, so I squeeze through and find a bottle of white wine. I pour some into a plastic cup and down it, before topping it up again and looking around to see who else is here.

I’m looking for Josh, I realize. There’s no sign of him. My stomach tenses: a mixture of excitement and nerves. But I’m being ridiculous. I don’t know if Josh is coming tonight and, even if he is, I have no idea what’s going on with us, other than a bit of flirting. I think. I can’t even be sure of that. We’ve known each other for so long that it could be my imagination.

And anyway, even if we have been flirting, nothing can actually happen. No boyfriends: that’s Mum and Dad’s number one rule. They’d go ballistic.

I mean, if they found out, that is …

I drink some more wine and peer into the living room through a gap in the crowd, this time looking for Fi. Normally bright and airy, the room is lit up by just a few candles tonight. But I soon spot Fi’s dyed red hair. She’s perched on the arm of the forest-green sofa, laughing at something, her head tilted towards the ceiling. When she finally stops laughing, she sees me too. Waves. She slides off the sofa and comes through to the kitchen.

‘You made it!’ she shouts over the music. ‘Yeah!’

She’s gorgeous, Fi. Like, seriously stunning. She’s wearing a plain white T-shirt, jeans with trainers and a black leather jacket. And she looks like a model. The feathery layers in her shiny, long hair frame her face. Her eyes are clear pale blue. Her skin is glowing. I can totally see why Akash liked her so much; they’d been going out for almost a year. Beautiful and totally cool. She holds out her arms and sways into me. I get a waft of vodka as we hug, or I hold her up, it’s hard to tell which.

She giggles. ‘You need to catch up!’

‘On it,’ I tell her, downing another glass of wine. My muscles relax as the warmth of the alcohol spreads beneath my skin. At the same time, a flutter of guilt crawls across my chest. It’s hard to believe I’d never even tasted alcohol until eight months ago and sometimes I still imagine the look of horror on Mum and Dad’s faces if they could see me. No drinking: that’s another rule of theirs. All these rules are not just because I’m fifteen – it’s also cultural stuff, family stuff – but Mum and Dad have become a lot stricter since everything that happened with Akash.

I try not to think about Mum and Dad now. I push the guilt away. Fi offers me more wine and I let her top up my cup. Akash never worried about my parents. And I mean look at me! I’m living my life. At a party. Having fun.

‘You curled your hair,’ Fi says. ‘Looks good! Top suits you too.’

‘Thanks, Fi,’ I say, feeling proud of myself now. I mean, I know me and Raheela aren’t exactly friends any more, but I imagine her standing here instead of me. Ha! No way could she do this. She’d be panicking more than I ever did, I reckon. I’ve come so far since the first time I came and hid in the corner.

Fi’s eyes light up. ‘Let’s dance!’ she shouts, grabbing my arms.

And I can’t help it – I dance with her right there in the kitchen. We could go into any room in the huge house, but no. Instead, we dance, surrounded by the kettle and microwave and oven, laughing as we sneak in some ridiculous dance moves. Around us, people join in. A couple of Fi’s older friends, who go to college, high-five us as they squeeze past to get drinks. Someone turns off the light and there’s cheering as the dancing moves into the living room.

When we finally stop to catch our breath, Fi digs a packet of cigarettes out of her jacket pocket. ‘To the garden!’ she commands, putting her arm round my shoulders.

I feel energized from the dancing. Light. Happy. A part of me wants to carry on, but fresh air also sounds good. ‘OK!’ I shout back, grabbing another bottle of wine. She always gets loads in for her parties – her parents are so cool. I tuck it under my arm and follow her out.

It’s quieter outside. The usual group of older boys are crowded near the shed at the back, laughing and smoking something stronger than cigarettes. Fi and I sit on the lawn, facing the house, surrounded by daffodils. The whole back wall is covered with Welsh dragon plaques. Fi’s parents are so devoted to Wales it makes me laugh, though they spend more time travelling the world than at home.

‘You got away OK?’ Fi asks, glancing at me.

I shrug. ‘Sure. It’s not even a big deal now.’

She grins. ‘You’re becoming sooo good at it! Like your brother.’

My skin prickles all over. Has she forgotten how bad he was at sneaking out? He was always getting caught. Not that he actually tried to sneak away though: he just went. At least my way isn’t upsetting anyone.

Fi must see that I’m irritated. She gently nudges me. ‘I just meant that he’d be impressed,’ she says.

I nod. He would. I know he would. ‘Yeah,’ I say, managing a smile.

And then Fi lights a cigarette. Smoke mingles with the air around us and I breathe in the smell. I breathe and breathe, focusing on the fairy lights dangling from the fence, twinkling against the darkness.

The first time I saw Akash smoking, I was ten and he was thirteen. It was the summer holidays. Hot. I’d been doing cartwheels on the lawn and I was standing next to the shed, brushing grass off my skirt, when I smelled cigarette smoke. I looked around, trying to figure out where the smell was coming from, and saw him peering back at me through the shed window. His eyes were wide as he pressed a finger to his lips. He was smirking a bit, that cheeky, lopsided smile of his. Understanding straight away, I nodded and cartwheeled all the way back to the house, our secret buzzing inside me. It was the first of so many.

Fi squeezes my arm and I jolt out of my daze. She blows out a smoke ring the size of a saucer. I gaze in awe as usual.

‘What you thinking?’ she asks. ‘About him?’

I look down at my lap. ‘Always.’

‘Yeah,’ she says. ‘I know.’

‘Have you … got any more clues?’ I look at her now. My heart’s racing from the hope, the possibility. Fi and I have been trying to figure out what happened to Akash ever since we became friends. We’ve spoken to everyone who knew him from school, all his friends, but no one saw him that night after Fi’s party. But someone must know something. And we’ve promised each other we won’t give up.

Fi shakes her head. ‘No, I’m sorry, Neens. You?’

I shake my head too.

Fi smiles at me sadly. ‘I don’t know if I’ve ever told you this, but he’s the one who taught me how to do smoke rings …’ She blows out another one. It floats up into the air, a perfect circle, and then it spreads, disappears into the air.

There, and then gone.

‘Did he?’ I say. It doesn’t surprise me. ‘Yeah, he used to say they’re their own kind of art.’ I drink some more wine. And then I laugh. My brother could find art in anything. God, I miss that.

Fi nods enthusiastically. ‘Art. Yeah. That’s it! He said the exact same thing to me.’ She leans into me. Rests her head on my shoulder. I rest my head on hers. ‘Imagine what he could’ve done as an artist,’ she continues. ‘I mean, if your parents hadn’t held him back. You know?’

I pull away from Fi. Feel a bit sick. What she’s saying is true, but it doesn’t seem right coming from her somehow. ‘Yeah, I guess. But they always tried their best, you know? And he always did what he wanted anyway …’ I can’t believe I’m defending Mum and Dad.

Fi looks at me hard. ‘Sure … But all their rules, you know? Anyway, you can’t let that happen to you, Neens …’ She’s slurring a bit but her eyes are focused. Unflinching.

I peer at the freckles round Fi’s nose. ‘Yeah,’ I say. But it’s not as easy as she thinks. Since Akash left me, I’ve managed to get better at painting, but everything else has become harder.

Fi grabs my arm. She closes her eyes and breathes in deeply. Her cigarette’s burning away now, just hanging there between her fingers like she’s forgotten about it. She’s totally wasted. I down more wine too.

‘The thing is …’ She opens her eyes. ‘I know it’s a cliché or whatever, but life’s fucking short! That’s what Akash always said too. You can’t let your parents control you … You just can’t. You’ve got to … to … follow your heart. It’s cheesy but true.’

‘I know that!’ I tell her. ‘Why do you think I’m here?’

She laughs. ‘Yeah. Of course you know. I’m sorry. I just … I wish things were different. I wish we … you know, could find out more about what happened. I just want him to be proud of us both.’ She stubs her cigarette out on the grass. ‘Do you … do you think he is? Proud, I mean.’

I smile at her. ‘Yeah.’ I don’t need to even think about it. I know both Fi and me are doing him proud. ‘I don’t doubt it for a second.’

Fi smiles too.

This was the last place Fi saw Akash, on the night he disappeared. She was the last person to see him – as far as we know. I look around the garden, half expecting him to jump out on us, like I always do when we’re talking about him. It’s silly, I know, but I can’t help it. And, as always, I’m disappointed when he doesn’t. But then I see Josh.

‘Oh God, he’s here,’ I say, not meaning to say it out loud. He’s standing in the doorway, peering out into the garden and looking a bit lost. Is he searching for me? No, no. I’m being too hopeful.

‘Ahhh. Josssshhh! Oui!’ Fi grins. ‘What exactly is up with you guys?’

I glance at her. ‘What? Nothing! And keep your voice down!’ I’m suddenly very nervous. Which is ridiculous. It’s Josh. Just Josh. He looks over at us and we wave at him. ‘Just … stay here a minute, will you?’ I say quietly to Fi. ‘Don’t leave me.’

Fi stands up. Grimaces. ‘Ahh, I would if I could but I can’t – sorry! I’ve got to … go mingle.’ She snatches the plastic cup from my hand and knocks back my wine.

‘What! No!’ I hiss. ‘Stay, Fi!’

She shakes her head. ‘Just have fun!’ Grinning, she waves Josh over. ‘Good luck,’ she whispers before slipping away.

‘What the hell, Fi,’ I mumble, clutching the bottle of wine against my chest.

When Fi reaches Josh, she hugs him, and I feel a tiny bit jealous. What’s wrong with me? For a moment, I even think he’s going to go back inside with Fi, but then he starts walking over to me. I watch him carefully. He’s wearing a loose-fitting shirt and looks a bit smarter than usual. His hands are buried deep in the pockets of his jeans and his shoulders are hunched. Why does he look so awkward? He waves to some of the guys smoking at the end of the garden before sitting down next to me.

Oh God. My head’s spinning a bit. I shouldn’t have had so much wine. But, at the same time, I want some more.

‘Oh, hey!’ I say, keeping my voice as breezy as I can. It’s just Josh. No big deal. Right?

He smiles. ‘How’s it going?’ he mumbles. He’s looking at his feet and I can’t quite figure out his tone. But I notice he’s gelled his hair, the dark strands styled into a sort of wave at the front. Does that mean anything?

‘Yeah, yeah, I’m … good,’ I say, desperately trying to think of something witty or funny or just even a bit interesting to say. ‘You?’

‘Yeah. Good too.’

‘Cool.’

‘Cool.’

Oh God. Why is he being so weird? Maybe I imagined us flirting. It seems we can’t even have a normal conversation. We sit in silence for, like, a hundred years, listening to the music blaring out of the windows and the chatter and laughter of all the people who do know what to say to each other. I actually want to die. But I’m going to kill Fi first. Why did she have to leave us out here alone?

Finally, Josh looks at me. His green eyes are bright. He plays with some of the string bracelets round his wrist. ‘Is that wine?’ he asks. ‘Can I … maybe have some?’

‘Oh! Yeah. Sure.’ Without realizing it, I’ve unscrewed the cap of the bottle I’m holding. Fi walked off with my cup, so I gulp some down straight from the bottle, trying hard not to spill any. I hand it to Josh. He drinks too.

Then he points up at the sky so abruptly it makes me jump. What’s up with him? He’s usually so relaxed.

‘Sorry,’ he says, bringing his arm back down just as fast.

I laugh – one of those stupid forced laughs. Doesn’t even sound like a laugh. And Josh’s face goes bright red. Great. Nice one, Neena. He glances at me and then quickly looks back up at the sky, and I sort of wish I could ask him straight out: DO YOU LIKE ME OR NOT? But I’m too much of a wuss.

Josh clears his throat. ‘I was just going to say that … it’s a good night … to see the stars, I mean.’ He points up again, slower this time. ‘That there is Orion’s belt.’ His finger draws lines against the black sky, and I don’t really know what he’s pointing at. All I can see are loads of tiny stars all muddled together.

‘Right. Yeah,’ I say, taking the wine bottle from his hands. ‘I knew that.’

‘Oh. You did?’

I swig from the bottle. ‘Mmm-hmm. I mean, it’s not exactly rocket science, is it? Ha! Get it?’ It’s a lame joke – the lamest – but I don’t care. I’m desperate at this point and it works; he smiles and I’m a bit thrilled.

‘You can laugh if you want,’ I tell him, poking him gently in the ribs.

He grins properly now, his smile wide and a bit goofy, and I get butterflies that burst up from my stomach through to my chest. Maybe he does like me. This is what we’ve been like lately: a bit friendlier than usual, a bit jokier. I grin back at him, a proper, full-on ‘I’m so chuffed’ grin, which can’t be very attractive. I need to calm down.

‘Anyway …’ he continues. ‘Over there is the Plough …’

‘Mmm-hmm. Cool.’ I drink more wine. I wish he’d stop looking at the stars and look at me instead. He’s obsessed with astronomy. But last week, at another of Fi’s parties, he danced with us. And he never dances. Am I reading too much into that?

‘And there – that’s Cassiopeia.’

‘Ha! Now you’re just making up names … Here, have some more wine.’

He turns to face me and, again, his cheeks go red. ‘God, you’re not making this easy, are you?’

‘Huh? Making what easy?’ He doesn’t take the wine, so I drink some more instead. The redness spreads to the rest of his face and all down his neck. ‘Oh! Hang on. Were you …?’ I get it now. I thought he was just going off on one about the stars because he didn’t know what else to talk about. But no, this was flirting.

I laugh properly now. It’s actually quite funny.

He scratches his neck. ‘Look, Neens, I’m not very good at this …’

‘What? You?’ I say, in mock outrage. Josh has had a different girlfriend practically every year since primary school. How can he not be good at this? He scratches his neck again. Is he coming out in a rash?

I’m actually enjoying myself now. I thought I was the one who was awful at flirting, but surely even I can do better than that. I shift closer to him. He smells good. Well, of shower gel. But really nice-smelling shower gel.

‘Good at what?’ I tease. ‘Good at talking to girls about stars? Or good at something else …’ I twist a strand of my hair round my finger. So much for worrying about my parents! Josh stares back at me; his chest is moving up and down fast.

I remember once thinking Josh was flirting with me in science, before we were separated for GCSE and he got put in the top set because he’s a total science geek. We were sharing a textbook and, as we leaned towards it, his shoulder pressed against mine, and so did his leg beneath the desk. I couldn’t concentrate as I tried to copy a passage from the book. But afterwards he acted like nothing had happened and I thought it was my imagination.

Now he’s definitely looking at my lips. ‘What about your parents?’ he says. ‘I always thought … with them being so strict and everything …’

‘Oh God. Please forget my parents!’ I lean towards Josh and close my eyes before the moment is lost forever. He presses his lips against mine.

I always thought I’d be stupidly nervous when I had my first kiss. I mean, isn’t everyone? But actually, though I am nervous, I’m even more excited to get it out of the way.

Josh’s lips are soft with tiny rough bits. He tastes of salty crisps and wine. The sound of the laughter and chatter and music around us fades away. I feel the warmth of his body through his shirt, his heart beating hard and fast, and my body tingles all over. It’s sort of similar to the feeling I get when I paint. Free. Light. But there’s also something else. Something … uncontrollable. And I like that: this good feeling coursing through me, taking over everything else. It’s like that day in science, but times a million.

And it’s been so long since I’ve felt something this good that I want more and more of it. I press up against Josh. I can’t help it. Then his hands are in my hair, and mine are in his, and we kiss harder. It seems he doesn’t want to stop either.

‘You said you weren’t good at this,’ I whisper, when we finally pause for air. ‘You lied.’





[image: Chapter 4]

The sun’s rising by the time I stumble home. I sip water from the bottle I stowed in my bag before I left for the party, and my head clears a little as I slowly start to sober up. But I’m high on the night, music still playing in my head and a smile plastered to my face as I walk down the drive. Then, as I climb back through the bedroom window and open my curtains, the buzz dies. Dad is sitting on my bed.

‘Shit.’ It comes out before I can stop it.

His arms are crossed, fingers tightly clutching the cardigan he’s wearing over his pyjamas. His legs are crossed tightly together and his whole face is frowning: eyebrows, eyes, lips. He’s like an angry folded-up giant.

‘Shit,’ I say again. ‘Sorry.’ I try to think of some sensible explanation as to why I’m climbing in through my bedroom window at five in the morning. ‘I was just … I needed to … I …’

But it’s obvious what I’ve been doing. Dad glances up at Akash’s cap and I know we’re both thinking about him. Remembering all the nights Akash came home drunk, clumsily tripping over in the corridor, Dad’s fist banging on his door as they shouted at each other and Mum screamed at them to stop.

Dad stands up and his face is no longer frowning. It’s all screwed up. ‘What. Do you think. You’re doing?’ He’s not shouting; instead, there’s this pressure in his voice, like he’s going to explode.

‘I … I’m sorry.’ I don’t know what else to say.

Dad shakes his head. He shakes it and shakes it like it’s a moneybox he’s trying to get a coin out of. Then he charges over to my dressing table. He looks around for a second and grabs my hairbrush, squeezes it in his hand. It’s a bit confusing, to be honest, and, for a weird moment, I think he’s going to try to brush his (practically non-existent) hair. Maybe as a sort of lament for his youth or something? But then he growls and hurls it across the room. I jump as it hits the wall above my bed.

‘You?’ Dad hisses, in his about-to-explode voice.

I stare at him. Wait for the shouting.

But instead Dad sinks down on to my dressing-table stool and stares back at me, like he’s seen a ghost. There’s something in his eyes that makes it hard for me to look at him. I gaze at my feet instead. It’s silent for a long time. I shift from one foot to the other and pull the cap off my head as a wave of guilt rises inside me. It rises and rises until I feel like I’m going to snap.

I can’t handle Dad’s silence. It reminds me of the days after Akash disappeared, when Dad drank too much and was quiet all the time, as if words were just too much effort. It went on for months and I hated being at home, my stomach constantly hard, like there was a brick lodged there. It wasn’t until Mum’s friend, Aunty Jasmine, barged in one evening and poured all the booze down the sink that he stopped. ‘You’ll thank me later,’ she’d assured him, pulling on rubber gloves and getting ready to clean the place up. That’s when Mum switched from sleeping all the time to cooking and cleaning all day too.

Cold air is drifting in through my bedroom window, making me shiver. I turn round and pull it shut, and it feels like closing something else, officially putting an end to the night. I want to push it open again, but I turn to look at Dad.

‘You?’ Dad says, and this time it’s a whisper.

I suddenly want him to shout at me instead. ‘Yes,’ I say, clutching Akash’s cap against my chest. ‘Me.’ Shout at me, shout at me, shout at me.

But Dad doesn’t shout. He rubs his hands over his face. ‘Why are you doing this?’ he says. ‘What … what’s the point of it?’

I almost laugh. ‘I don’t know, Dad. I don’t have the answers to the world’s most philosophical questions. What’s the point of anything?’ Shout at me, shout at me, shout at me.

He stares at me, silent again. My chest aches. I charge over to the door and open it wide. ‘Go to sleep, Dad,’ I snap. A year ago, I wouldn’t have dared speak to him like this. But everything was different then.

Dad stands up slowly, walks over to me, and out of the room. I think I’ve finally managed to get rid of him but he turns round before I can shut the door.

‘No,’ he says. ‘You can’t do this. Not you.’

I stare up at him. My ears burn with anger. You couldn’t stop Akash, I say with my eyes. So what can you do to stop me?

He must read my thoughts because all the confusion and hurt slowly leaves his face. His eyes go cold and he tugs at his cardigan.

‘You’re a mess,’ he says, shaking his head. His face is filled with so much disgust, I think he actually hates me. ‘Look at you!’

Now it’s my turn to be silent.

‘Be ready for church in the morning,’ he says firmly, before turning and walking down the corridor.

‘But I’ve got work!’ I call after him.

‘Ten o’clock,’ he calls back, before disappearing into his room. His door clicks shut.

My chest is tight as I close my bedroom door. Dad’s words play in my mind on a loop. You’re a mess. Look at you! You’re a mess.

My chest gets even tighter. I should sit down, do some deep breathing or something, but I’m too worked up. I pace my room, my mind racing. Have I made a mistake by sneaking out? I already hate how much everything’s changed with Mum and Dad; how they’re stricter than ever and how we hardly ever speak. They never even talk about Akash. Not to me, anyway. Now things will be even worse. Once upon a time, before Akash started sneaking out, we were mostly a happy family. And even then, with everything Akash got up to, it was never me they were angry with. If anything, Akash’s behaviour made them even prouder of me. Should I have kept it that way?

But then how can I regret tonight? How can I regret Josh?

I stop pacing. No, I don’t regret it. None of it. So what if I sneak out to try and be normal once in a while? Mum and Dad should give it a go sometime.

I sink down on to my bed feeling suddenly exhausted. I look at my phone – it’s 5.30 a.m. Urgh. I need some sleep and I need something to calm my spinning thoughts.

I pull open my bedside drawer and stare down at the tiny tablets. They’re my magic pills. Apparently, they help make me happy, sleepy and hungry all at once. I take one every night since everything that happened with Akash – and I stopped being happy, sleepy or hungry.

I rummage under my bed to find the bottle of whisky I took from Akash’s wardrobe after he disappeared. I swallow a pill down with a swig. It’s disgusting. Burns my throat. But the smell reminds me of him.

I push the bottle back and climb into bed. I don’t bother getting changed into pyjamas. I hug Akash’s cap and wish I could talk to him. He’d know exactly what to say to make me feel better.

As I wait for my happy, sleepy tablet to kick in, I close my eyes. I let the bad thoughts come.

If only I’d listened to Akash that night.

If only I’d gone to the party with him.

If only I’d answered the phone later, when he called.

If only. If only. IF ONLY.

I toss and turn as birds start singing outside. The sky turns from orange to bluish white. Then, finally, the pill makes everything hazy and sleep comes.
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Later that morning, I wake to a lot of angry coughing. Dad’s standing next to my bed, dressed in a suit. ‘Get up,’ he commands as I open my eyes. ‘Call in sick at the art centre. We’re going to church.’ My head’s spinning and my lips are ridiculously dry. I open my mouth to protest, but, before I manage to say anything, he says, ‘Now.’ His voice is barely under control and I have the feeling he’ll lose it if I don’t do as he says.

I don’t feel as brave as I did last night.

‘Yes, Dad,’ I say sulkily, though every bit of me wants to go back to sleep. I want to press my face into the squishy pillow and ignore real life for now. I want to dream about Josh. I want my head to stop spinning.

Dad storms out of the room. My eyes sting from the morning’s brightness. I feel nauseous. But I force myself to sit up and call my boss, Rosie, before the worry kicks in. (What if she doesn’t believe me? What if I lose my job?) My voice is so croaky that it’s not actually difficult to fake being sick, and Rosie is sympathetic, which is a relief. Once I hang up, I peer across the room, at my sky-sea painting above the dressing table. I wish I could go to the art centre and escape everything for a bit. I smile as I remember Akash’s face when he gave me the picture. But then I feel sick again. He understood, so perfectly, what I needed. Why did he have to leave?

Suddenly I don’t want to be in bed any more. I don’t want to think about all this stuff. I drag myself out from under my duvet, stick on the flowery dress I save for church and take in a deep breath to clear my head. If going to church is my only punishment for last night, I reckon I’ve got off quite lightly.

In the car, I check my phone. I have a message from Fi asking if I got home OK, and three from Josh. My heart races as I scroll through them, glancing at Dad in between to make sure he’s not looking. I don’t need to worry though: as usual, Dad’s eyes are glued to the road. Dad’s extra careful about driving. He’s careful about most things, always has been, but even more so since everything happened.





	6.15:
	Amazing night! Sorry about the stars/awkwardness. LOL. See you Monday …[image: ]] x



	9.02:
	Sore head? X



	9.17:
	Oh God, it hurts sooo bad [image: ]] x






I look at all the kisses after the messages. They’re new. We don’t usually add kisses when we message each other. I grin like an idiot, but then I quickly wipe the smile off my face before Dad sees, and message Josh back, trying to play it cool.


Great night. And oh God, I have KNIVES in my head …



I also add a kiss, and press
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