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    One 
 
      
 
      
 
    Megan Hunter pressed her legs together, trying to shut down her need to pee. It wasn’t working. She’d made the mistake of sucking down a full can of coke in the ten-minute morning break and then straight into double maths. Most days, she could have simply stuck her hand up and asked for a pass. But the maths teacher was Mr Kane. And everyone knew that Mr Kane did not believe in the concept of a comfort break. He’d explained that on day one to the new first years at Harewood Comprehensive School, two weeks ago. ‘There are allotted breaks to use the toilet. If you don’t have the sense to go then, don’t make that my problem. I have a lesson plan and it will not be derailed by a weak bladder.’ Despite the overwhelming shock of being plunged into Big School, it was quickly and wholly understood among the first years that Mr Kane was a dick. 
 
      
 
    But that knowledge was no use to Megan as she tried to take her mind off the desperate need to urinate. She considered taking a chance, pleading her case with Mr Kane, hoping that there was a scrap of clemency in him for her suffering. But in the end, she didn’t raise her hand.  
 
      
 
    There were two things that kept it down. The first was an early cynicism, a sureness that the request would turn out badly. The second reason was the risk of humiliation in front of the class if she were told off for asking. Megan liked to think that it was the first reason that was strongest, but the truth was, the second held more sway. Megan was not fond of people looking at her, judging her, making her feel stupid and silly. She was getting enough of that at home, currently.  
 
      
 
    No, she’d just have to push through it, use every bit of will she had, which was more than a lot of other girls, Megan had decided. They all seemed to have it so easy, with their nice pencil cases (filled with all manner of equipment that included a fountain pen, the height of fanciness) and proper uniforms that didn’t contain even one bit of second hand clothing. Looking around as she undid her belt to allow a few centimetres of relief for her screaming bladder, she felt bitterness seep into her soul at the implied simplicity of their neat little lives. If it wasn’t enough that her shoes were from a charity shop and her trousers had once belonged to an older cousin and that her frizzy dark blonde hair refused to behave itself, now she was suffering through the indignity of trying to keep from pissing herself in public. Life, Megan knew at the tender age of twelve, was rubbish.  
 
      
 
    Megan couldn’t wait for childhood to be over. Probably when her period came, that’s when this terrible phase of life would end. She’d be more confident, better looking, cleverer. She’d be a woman and she’d leave this scruffy, clumsy child behind.  
 
      
 
    Three seats across from Megan sat another girl, Phoebe Fitzgerald. She was one of the girls that Megan would probably imagine sailed through life in all the ways she didn’t. She had a fitted, crisp uniform, a well-stocked pencil case and her nice red hair was always in the neatest ponytail possible, topped off with a hairband that never allowed room for the slightest wisp of stray hair to put a dent in her perfect appearance. But she did have a problem, Megan had that quite wrong. One look at her ragged fingernails could tell you what it was. Phoebe was stressed out.  
 
      
 
    She was juggling more commitments than any pre-teen should reasonably be expected to manage. And it wasn’t by choice. Her parents, who agreed on virtually nothing, were bizarrely unified when it came to the subject of Phoebe’s extracurriculars. They wanted Phoebe to be a classical musician, just like they were. Her Dad was a pianist, her Mother a cellist. And that meant that violin, clarinet, piano, even harp, they were all on Phoebe’s small plate. Before school, after school, during lunchbreaks, weekends, holidays, they were all accounted for. And despite all this, she was expected to maintain perfect marks. One C and she’d be looking at extra tuition on top of everything else.  
 
      
 
    Phoebe had gently tried to suggest that she might drop just one or two instruments, but her Mum had been talking over her in that maddeningly quiet, smugly assured way before Phoebe had reached the end of the sentence. ‘It takes a long time to become excellent at something. And since we don’t know what you might turn out to be great at yet, we’re going to do everything. At least until you show particular promise in one area.’ Her Dad picked up his half of the duet. ‘It seems like a lot, but you’ll thank us when you’re older.’ Phoebe had a strong feeling that he was wrong about that. Because she couldn’t imagine how she was going to reach adulthood under the current circumstances. She was neck deep in music. And she was drowning. 
 
      
 
         ‘OK, I need a volunteer’ Mr Kane said as he turned from the chalkboard, having just plonked a total bastard of a long division problem on it. The class went pin-drop silent. ‘If no one wants to put their hand up, I suppose I’ll have to pick someone at random, shall I?’ Thirty-three kids prayed for invisibility. ‘Right, then. Megan!’ 
 
      
 
    Megan jumped as her name was shouted. But in a way, she wasn’t surprised. This was exactly the kind of bullshit that would happen to her. It was taking everything she had just to keep her bladder from exploding and now she’d been picked out to solve an equation that there was absolutely no chance she’d ever be able to do. 
 
      
 
    Alas, Mr Kane waited for no-one. She would have to obey.  
 
      
 
    But as she got up, her desire to move quickly through the room - to get it all over with - caused her to her overlook something crucial. She forgot that she’d undone her belt to take the pressure off her bladder. And when she stood, her overly large hand-me-down trousers fell straight to her ankles. Shock at the absurdity of it caused her to freeze. For two whole seconds, Megan Hunter was standing in her knickers whilst the entirety of her class looked on. She reached for them, knowing it was all over. And so it came, inevitably. Laughter, beginning as a giggle, building to a chorus of cackling and then to whoops of delight, filled the classroom as Megan pulled her trousers back up and buckled them quickly. 
 
      
 
          ‘Err, Megan…’ Mr Kane said, not sure exactly how to deal with the situation. ‘Maybe you should sit back down.’ 
 
      
 
    As the class kept laughing, Megan sat down, yearning to turn the clock back to ten minutes ago, when all she’d had to worry about was a full bladder and a hard equation. They’d been simpler times. Now, only two weeks into her tenure at Harewood, Megan was quite thoroughly screwed. She would never live this down. 
 
      
 
    But there was one person in the class who wasn’t laughing. It was Phoebe. She didn’t think it was funny. She thought it was mean.  
 
      
 
    As she watched the laughter of her classmates, she had the idea that very little of it was genuine mirth. Everyone was laughing because they thought it was what they were supposed to do. Someone had been embarrassed and since it wasn’t any of them, it was their way of saying ‘We’re part of the group and we’re alright because this would never happen to us.’ Quite a sophisticated thought for a twelve-year-old to have but Phoebe was a sharp kid, not to mention an empathetic one. She felt for the girl, Megan. They weren’t friends or even acquaintances but still, it wasn’t a nice thing to see.  
 
      
 
    Phoebe gave a thought to what she might do to help the girl but she knew quickly that it was no good. Mr Kane, who could have told everyone to shut up, had turned his back on the situation, going back to his black board and putting up further equations. Phoebe thought that was shockingly cowardly of him because he was the only one with any real power. She couldn’t do anything, could she? It wasn’t as if she could jump in front of Megan and demand everyone find some compassion for a girl in oversized trousers. Most likely, she’d just catch some flack herself and Phoebe had enough to worry about without making herself an object of ridicule for no good reason.  
 
      
 
    There was only one thing for either of them to do about this laughter. Ride it out.  
 
      
 
    And eventually it did, as the minutes of laughter ran out of juice. But still, Megan didn’t chance a look at any of her classmates.  
 
      
 
    But Phoebe wished she would. She’d realised there was nothing she could do to stop all this, but if Megan caught her eye she promised herself she would give her a look that let her know that she wasn’t with the awful horde, that she wasn’t laughing at her. That she felt sympathy. 
 
      
 
    At last, class continued and Mr Kane dragged some other unfortunate up to have a go at his sums and everyone seemed to calm down. But still, Megan kept her head down, upset, angry, humiliated. And still, Phoebe tried to catch her eye. 
 
      
 
    Eventually, the bell for lunch went and everyone got up to leave. Just as Megan was headed for the door, her face still pink with shame, she happened to look at a girl named Phoebe who was good at everything and pretty on top of it. The girl smiled at her. Megan felt something like anger rise. A room full of people laughing was impossible to fight. But one girl giving her a snarky look, that was something else. ‘What the hell are you grinning at?’ Megan demanded. Phoebe’s smile dropped and she shuffled out.  
 
      
 
    Megan realised, too late, that she’d misinterpreted the look. It wasn’t sarcasm, it was niceness. Megan wasn’t great at knowing niceness when she saw it. She hadn’t had enough experience with it. But Phoebe was gone, off into the halls. 
 
      
 
    Well, that’s that - Megan thought. That girl will never try to be nice to me again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Outside, as Phoebe strode down the halls, more of an extra angry oomph in her step than usual, she was thinking ‘If that’s how it is, then I’m sorry I bothered.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    A week later, Megan was in the dinner hall, sat across from Anna Boyle. They weren’t friends as such, they simply tended to sit in front of each other when they ate. Anna didn’t speak. Although she had no proof, Megan thought that she could speak. It was more that she didn’t like to. But Megan had hopes that if she persevered with her, then one day she might get more than a facial twitch in acknowledgement. A grunt, a word, even a full sentence wasn’t beyond the scope of Megan’s dreams.  
 
      
 
          ‘So I don’t think Mrs Stevens likes teaching drama. Seems a bit checked out if you ask me. Yesterday she told us to be trees for half an hour. Half an hour! Have you ever tried to be a tree for that long?’ 
 
      
 
    Anna shook her head. 
 
      
 
          ‘It’s hard, Anna. You can’t really get into it for any longer than about five minutes. After that, you start to phone it in.’ 
 
      
 
    Anna nodded.  
 
      
 
          ‘So, my Dad’s girlfriend moved in’ Megan said. It was alright to get personal with Anna. It was the one perk of her refusal to speak, that it was easier to feel like Anna wouldn’t judge. ‘She’s bought all her pink shit with her. So now my Dad’s chucked out our old sofa and we’ve got a pink three-piece. The colour reminds me of this one time when I had too much Vimto and I puked up.’ 
 
      
 
    Anna nodded. 
 
      
 
    Megan bit into her meat paste sandwich and glanced around the cafeteria. She noticed that girl from last week, Phoebe, join the queue for food. It made her feel peculiar to see her. Megan was just about coping with the little smirks that accompanied her everywhere she went now after the trouser incident. But snapping at Phoebe? That was harder to live with, it seemed.  
 
      
 
    She couldn’t understand why but it had plagued her thoughts ever since. Particularly when she’d been trying to be a tree for thirty minutes. Her mind had been free to wander all over the place. It had, of course, given a few minutes to her public shame. But the majority of it had been spent on her own bad behaviour, which she couldn’t simply put down to faulty trousers. She’d been mean. Amidst a lot of unkindness, her own bothered her the most. 
 
      
 
    She couldn’t say what made her do what she did next. Was it guilt? A need for a clean conscience? Boredom with Anna’s less-than-scintillating company? She wasn’t sure. ‘Back in a bit’ she excused herself and got up from the table. 
 
      
 
    Anna nodded. 
 
      
 
    Megan slipped into the queue behind Phoebe, just as she was reaching the fries, which she looked at with longing before asking for salad. She didn’t notice Megan behind her.  
 
      
 
    Megan, having seen the look of sheer yearning, realised there was a way to make things right. She reached into her pocket and pulled out the shrapnel in it, the remainder of her babysitting money from last week. It wasn’t much, but it would cover a portion of fries. Megan put the order in and the morose dinner lady handed them over on the plate. Phoebe still hadn’t noticed her.  
 
      
 
    They reached the till and Phoebe paid. Then Megan did the same. As Phoebe began to walk away, still having not spotted Megan behind her, Megan said loudly ‘Oy!’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe turned and saw Megan. ‘Are you talking to me?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Yeah.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe swallowed nervously and waited to see what Megan was going to say. But she didn’t say anything. She just put some fries on her tray and muttered ‘Sorry’ and dashed away. Phoebe was thunderstruck.  
 
      
 
    Two things amazed her. The first was the apology. Phoebe had thought she’d made an enemy for life in Megan Hunter, albeit unintentionally. The second thing was even stranger. How had Megan known that she’d secretly wanted fries? Phoebe’s Mum forbade fries with such force that Phoebe didn’t even have them when she could get away with it. She felt that somehow, her Mum would know. And then she’d get the lecture. ‘No nutritional value whatsoever. None’.  But the only thing her Mum hated more than fries was bad manners. Therefore the fries on her tray, considering they were a gift, would simply have to be eaten. It was a loophole. A delicious, potato-ey loophole. 
 
      
 
    Phoebe looked over at Megan as she chose a seat a few tables over, sat down again with a sandwich in her hand, talking to some girl who sat quietly nodding. She consolidated the two plates, combining the fries with the previously unappetising salad. She salted the fries and put one into her mouth. It was yummy. 
 
      
 
    Megan, back with her crappy sandwich and her boring company, chanced a look at Phoebe, watching as she chewed her fries with obvious enjoyment. Seeing the girl eating junk food was a weight off her shoulders. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘Right, today we’re gonna get into pairs and add one chemical to another to see how they react. Everyone alright with that?’ Miss Arkin, the young science teacher asked. An approving mutter went through the first-year science class. Miss Arkin was considered a bit cool, with her short pink haircut and her tendency to swear in class. People said the older teachers didn’t approve of her. Megan really hoped that was true.  
 
      
 
          ‘Here’s the particularly fun bit. No one will be with friends, I’m mixing you up for the rest of the term. So when you team up with someone you don’t know, an unknown element, we might get a reaction. We might not, of course. But I’m feeling whimsical.’ Everyone groaned. ‘Come on, everybody, loosen up, would you? Life happens outside your comfort zone,’ Miss Arkin told them, tiredly. She looked like she’d had a late night. 
 
      
 
    Megan looked around in panic. She usually buddied with nice, safe, dull Anna for this sort of thing but chaos had been introduced into the system. Why would Miss Arkin do this to her? More to the point, who might she be paired with? Melissa Bartlett was the worst outcome. She was one of the nasty girls, sadistic and angry. They all had their hair scraped up into tight pineapple hair do’s, wore tons of make-up and smoked behind the humanities block. About once a week, somebody claimed one of them was pregnant. Melissa was their unofficial queen. If Megan got her, it would be a torture beyond imagining. She’d ridicule her the whole term, as loudly as necessary so that her underlings could hear and cackle nastily from the side lines.   
 
      
 
    Miss Arkin began to pair people off and Megan could have wept with relief when Melissa was paired with a large, sporty boy named Paul. Megan thought he was probably the best choice, being one of the few people who would not be intimidated by Melissa. Megan realised there was a method to Miss Arkin’s madness. Maybe she knew what she was doing. Maybe she’d secretly know who everyone was supposed to be with? 
 
      
 
          ‘Megan… You’re with Phoebe.’ 
 
      
 
    Or maybe not. 
 
      
 
    Megan suppressed a moan. Fries aside, she still hadn’t really spoken to Phoebe since her little tantrum. She watched as Phoebe got up from her seat, collected her pencil case and bag, and trotted over to sit next to her as the whole class swapped around.  
 
      
 
          ‘Hi’ Phoebe said neutrally. 
 
      
 
          ‘Yeah’ Megan muttered.  
 
      
 
    And then they listened as Miss Arkin handed around old empty egg shells and vinegar sachets to the confused class. ‘I like to use household objects in my experiments. Chemicals are easy to separate from the real word but things like vinegar and eggs are in your house. It’s real stuff and it’s science. I think that’s fun so that’s why you’re sifting through old eggshells right now.’ 
 
      
 
    She went on to explain about acetic acid and calcium carbonate and why they react. ‘Now, in your pairs, mash up the egg shell and pour on the vinegar and watch what happens.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan and Phoebe looked at each other, uncertainly. Phoebe spoke first. ‘Do you want to crush up the egg and I’ll pour the vinegar on?’ 
 
      
 
    Megan said ‘Alright’, picked up a spoon and started cracking up the egg shell haphazardly. A piece of shell flipped out of the bowl, straight into Phoebe’s eye. ‘Ow’ she cried out in shock. Megan gaped, mortified. ‘Shit!’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe tilted her head forward, trying to blink out the shard in her eye. ‘Oh god, it’s gotten under the contact lens!’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You wear contacts?’ Megan asked, surprised. Phoebe looked at her. Megan realised it wasn’t the most pressing issue. ‘Miss!’ she yelled across the classroom. Miss Arkin turned, along with the rest of the room. ‘I’ve put eggshell in Phoebe’s eye!’ 
 
      
 
    Miss Arkin walked over. ‘What for? Did you think that was part of the experiment?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘It was an accident, Miss. And now it’s under her contact lens.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Phoebe, do you need the nurse?’ Miss Arkin asked. 
 
      
 
          ‘No, I can sort it out myself. I just need to go to the toilet’ Phoebe said calmly. 
 
      
 
          ‘Go, then. Megan, go with her. She might need a hand.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan nodded, relieved. Everyone was looking at her again. If there was a chance to get out of this room, even to escort her victim to the toilet, she would grab it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In the toilet, Megan watched with morbid fascination as Phoebe put her thumb and forefinger into her eye, squeezing the contact until it popped out. 
 
      
 
          ‘Gross’ Megan muttered. ‘I don’t know how you can touch your own eyeball like that.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Better than touching someone else’s’ Phoebe replied as she examined the contact lens.  
 
      
 
          ‘True’ Megan conceded. ‘But I can’t even put drops in. Every time I have to do it, I get really close, like I can see the drop hanging, and then at the last second, I’ll jerk my head out of the way and it splashes all over my cheek. Can’t help it. You’re trying to concentrate, aren’t you? I’ll shut up. My Dad always says I don’t know when to shut my yap.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Think I’ve got it’ Phoebe said, as she touched her fingernail to the contact, picking up the tiny bit of shell. It was amazing how much pain this small particle of breakfast food debris had caused her. She flicked the shell into the sink and put the contact back in. Phoebe wasn’t certain what to do next so she took out her hair clips and began to put them back in again, in the exact same place. She was achieving nothing but it kept her busy. Being alone in the toilet with Megan was a bit confounding.   
 
      
 
          ‘Sorry again’ Megan said as she watched Phoebe fiddle with her hair. ‘I could get you some more fries but you’ll have to wait till Thursday. That’s when my babysitting money comes.’ 
 
      
 
    It was the first direct reference to the ‘What the hell are you grinning at?’ incident that either of them had made. It made the atmosphere in the girl’s toilets a little more stilted. And it hadn’t been easy to start with.  
 
      
 
    But Phoebe thought this was her best opportunity to clear something up. ‘I wasn’t laughing at you. You know. That day.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I know’ Megan said quickly. 
 
      
 
          ‘I didn’t think it was funny at all’ Phoebe went on. 
 
      
 
          ‘No.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘It was mean-’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Can we stop talking about it?’ Megan said, shortly.  
 
      
 
    Phoebe stopped, mid-sentence. She turned back to the mirror and took out the clip she’d just put in, reattaching it while Megan rolled her eyes at herself. ‘Damn, why do I keep doing that? Sorry again. Or again, again, again.’ Megan said. ‘I’m not like this usually.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘What are you like, then? Phoebe asked plainly, turning back to Megan. 
 
      
 
          ‘Dunno. Just… Not a total bitch.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe nodded. ‘Alright.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe walked past Megan, headed out of the toilet. Megan thought she’d really muffed things with the one person who was nice to her and wasn’t a mute. But as Phoebe reached the door, she turned. ‘I think I’ll mash up the eggshell from now on and you can do the vinegar. What do you think?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You’re not gonna try and swap partners?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Don’t be silly. It was only an accident.’ 
 
      
 
    She walked out. Megan hurried after her, hoping to god she didn’t somehow find a way to blind Phoebe with the vinegar. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Later, they watched the eggshell and vinegar fizzing and bubbling. It was a reaction. They didn’t say anything, they just watched it crackling away. And then the bell went. 
 
      
 
          ‘See ya’ Phoebe said, grabbing her stuff and fleeing at speed. Megan went to reply but she wasn’t fast enough. Phoebe was quick. And speed had never been Megan’s bag. What was the point of being fast? She was never on her way to anywhere that she wanted to be. Home, school, they both sucked. And now it was home time. Megan sighed and picked up her bag. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘Megan, coaster’ Kelly said sharply as she turned from the oven with plates in her hand.  
 
      
 
    Megan sighed loudly and rolled her eyes, picking up her coke and shifting it onto the coaster.  
 
      
 
          ‘I’m not asking for much, Megan.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Just total obedience’ Megan grumbled under her breath. 
 
      
 
          ‘What was that?’ Kelly demanded. 
 
      
 
          ‘Nothing’ Megan said, sulkily. She looked at the knackered out old dining table and wondered what the big deal was. She’d been putting her drinks down without a coaster since she could grip one. And on this very table, which belonged to her and her Dad. Not Kelly. But apparently, Kelly felt that her moving in meant she held dominion over all furnishings, soft or otherwise. It had been like this for weeks now. And the worst thing was, Megan had known it would be.  
 
      
 
    She’d seen through Kelly with her bleach blonde hair and make-up by the trowel load the second she’d met her. All chummy and nice. What a load of crap. Because the real Kelly was coming out now she’d gotten her feet under the literal and figurative table. Everything Megan did was wrong, wrong, wrong. If it wasn’t her lack of respect for the house, it was her bad attitude. And when it wasn’t her bad attitude, it was her disinterest in her schoolwork. And if it wasn’t that, it was something else. Anything Megan did seemed to wind Kelly up. Megan wondered how long it would be until Kelly had a pop at her for breathing incorrectly.  
 
      
 
    Megan thought Kelly was probably just disappointed that her new boyfriend had come with a child in tow. Speaking of her Dad, where the hell was he? She needed a buffer. Not that her Dad was a lot of use in that department. He didn’t seem to notice that Kelly was on her back morning, noon and night. Whenever Megan complained, he took Kelly’s side. ‘You’re just getting used to each other. Give it a bit of time.’ But Megan didn’t think time was the answer. Because she hated Kelly. Sincerely, passionately hated her. And the feeling seemed to be quite mutual. 
 
      
 
    As Megan watched Kelly sit down with the plates, she wondered if there was some way to get rid of her. Probably not murder, she didn’t think she had it in her to actually kill Kelly. Although she had watched an episode of The X-Files recently (her new favourite show) where some creepy little girls had killed someone with a poison called Digitalis. It was hard to detect in the autopsy and you could get it from a plant called Foxglove, or so the show said. Megan had not gone so far as to go out in the garden to look for it, but the idea that it could be out there, waiting to solve her problems, was a comforting one.  
 
      
 
    Kelly ran a finger down her hair to inspect for imperfections and finding none, turned her attention to Megan’s. ‘Have you ever considered putting a bit of product in your hair? It could really calm it down a bit.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan chewed and swallowed her fishfinger, her mind turning back to poison. ‘No.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Are you sure? Because I think if you just gave me ten minutes with your hair, I could work miracles. And while we’re at it, I could maybe do a bit of a make-over, get your eyebrows sorted, try some blusher on your cheeks, make you look less sickly-’ 
 
      
 
    Speaking of miracles, Megan’s Dad walked in, interrupting Kelly’s breakdown of everything wrong with Megan’s appearance. 
 
      
 
          ‘Dad!’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Blimey, that’s a happy greeting’ her Dad, Kevin, said as he headed for the sink, grabbing the Swarfega from under it and washing the black filth from his hands. He looked tired. Tarmacking roads was a wearing job, Megan had surmised. But having Kelly harp on her was also wearisome.  
 
      
 
          ‘Can I ask you something?’ Megan continued. 
 
      
 
    Kevin looked dubious. ‘As long as it’s easy. I’m bollocksed, love.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Do you think I look sickly?’ 
 
      
 
    Kelly gave a light, tinkling laugh. ‘I didn’t mean you look sickly, Megan.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You just said it’ Megan exploded, incensed. 
 
      
 
          ‘You misunderstood me, I just meant I could make your cheekbones pop’ Kelly said, cheerily. 
 
      
 
    Megan spun to her Dad, now sitting down in front of his plate. 
 
      
 
          ‘Dad! She said it just before you came in!’ 
 
      
 
    Kevin groaned. ‘I’ve just walked in the door, Meggy.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘But-’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You’ve probably gotten the wrong end of the stick’ Kevin said, anger creeping into his tone. 
 
      
 
    Megan knew she wasn’t going to win, but she couldn’t help it. Kelly was gas lighting the shit out of her. The injustice was too much to sit on. 
 
      
 
          ‘Dad, she said she wanted to put blusher on me because I look sickly. She bloody said it.’ 
 
      
 
    Kevin dropped his fork. ‘Right, you’ve just sworn so that’s it. Get to your room.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan went bug eyed. ‘What?!’ 
 
      
 
    Kevin picked up his fork. ‘You want to lose your Master System for a week as well? Because you’re going the right way about it.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan had a choice. Scream the place down or do as she was told. She was tempted to go with the former. But her Master System was about the only thing in her life that brought her joy any more. She’d saved her babysitting money for weeks, earned from looking after her bratty twin cousins Ben and Mark, and found the console in the second-hand paper. Twenty whole pounds but it had come with two games, Sonic the Hedgehog and Double Dragon. A week without it was unthinkable. 
 
      
 
          ‘Fine!’ Megan said and stood up from the table, stomping out of the room. She didn’t look at Kelly. She thought that if she did, she’d lose her rag completely. And Kelly wasn’t worth the loss of Sonic. Nothing was. 
 
      
 
    She wondered what Phoebe was up to right now. Probably getting loads of praise and presents and shit because she was so faultless, in a way Megan could never dream of being. The girl was impeccably groomed, knew how to play loads of instruments and she got way better marks than Megan. Megan wondered what it would be like to be Phoebe. Just for a day. Megan couldn’t imagine that it would be anything less than perfect.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Across town, at a different dining table, Phoebe was wishing someone would send her away from the table. She was giving her weekly progress report as her over eager parents listened intently, trying to spot any potential genius that might have sprouted. As Phoebe explained what could only be described as general plateauing in all instruments, she watched their smiles fading. 
 
      
 
          ‘What about marks? Did you have any tests this week?’ Alice Fitzgerald, Phoebe’s Mum, asked hopefully. 
 
      
 
    ‘Maths. Got eighty-two percent.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Eighty-two?’  
 
      
 
          ‘Yeah.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe waited for further remark but Alice just left her comment hanging in the air. The question mark reeked of disappointment.  
 
      
 
          ‘You know, Josh wasn’t very good at maths either but he’s a fabulous pianist, just like his old man’ Marcus Fitzgerald added, trying to sound jovial. ‘We’re a right brain type of house, aren’t we?’ he said to his wife, tipping a conciliatory wink at his daughter. 
 
      
 
          ‘Mmm’ replied Alice vaguely. She was already losing interest now that she knew there was not going to be any discoveries of musical excellence made today. 
 
      
 
    Phoebe picked at her broccoli quietly, hoping the critical spotlight was off her. And it seemed it was. But then Phoebe made a mistake. She decided this was the moment to ask the question that had been brewing for weeks.  
 
      
 
          ‘I was wondering, since I don’t feel like I’m really picking up the violin, could I switch to a different instrument?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘What instrument were you thinking?’ Alice asked, her attention once again grabbed.  
 
      
 
          ‘Umm… guitar?’ Phoebe said quietly. 
 
      
 
    Alice shook her head immediately. ‘No, I don’t think that will work. It’s a very oversubscribed instrument. Lots of kids your age pick it up because they think it’s ‘Cool’. And what kind of music would you even perform with it? Rock? Pop?’ she asked with moderate disgust. ‘I don’t think so, darling. Stick with the violin. Much more potential for a better kind of life.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe didn’t get what her Mum meant by ‘A better kind of life.’ And she wasn’t about to ask. No was no and that was that. 
 
      
 
    The truth was, she did like rock. And pop. And jazz. And R&B. And indie. And folk. And hip hop. That was the pain of the situation. Even though her parents spent all their time trying to ram music down her neck, she still loved it. She just didn’t love classical. 
 
      
 
    She didn’t hate it as such. But it wasn’t to her taste. And it was very hard to imagine playing it for the rest of her life. Especially when she knew there was a whole world of music out there beyond classical. 
 
      
 
    But Alice and Marcus Fitzgerald did not live in that world. They were classical enthusiasts, putting it mildly. They lived and breathed classical, a world of music that had been written for the most part before their grandparents had been born. But Phoebe supposed that was what they liked about it. There was an exclusivity to it. And that’s what they wanted her to be. Rarefied. 
 
      
 
    But Phoebe didn’t feel very rarefied. She didn’t want to be groomed into a musical prodigy, even if it was in her. She was twelve. She just wanted to relax occasionally with some junk food and stick on MTV. And then maybe play some guitar. If she felt like it. 
 
      
 
    But that wasn’t her life. Instead she was stuck cutting her little fingers to ribbons on the violin and eating carrot sticks if she got peckish. 
 
      
 
    She wondered about Megan, what her life was like. Even though she obviously didn’t have it too easy at school, not since the thing with her trousers, Phoebe thought she could probably eat chocolate any time she liked. And fries and coke and crisps and cake. And for that, she envied her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe and Megan were sat together in science. It wasn’t technically necessary, they weren’t doing any practicals today but it had become customary for them to sit next to each other now. But only in science. 
 
      
 
    Phoebe was thinking maybe she should expand that situation. She didn’t have many other friends, it wasn’t schedule permitting. Truth be told, she wasn’t sure if Megan and she were very compatible. But Phoebe thought that was part of the pull of Megan. She was exactly the kind of person her parents wouldn’t want her to hang around with. She obviously came from a poor family, she was a bit unkempt, she was loud, she drank coke like it was going to be banned tomorrow, she swore and she was clumsy. In essence, Megan was chaotic. Phoebe’s parents didn’t like chaos. But Phoebe was wondering if she just might. 
 
      
 
          ‘Wanna sit together at lunch?’ Phoebe asked quietly as Miss Arkin explained photosynthesis.  
 
      
 
          ‘What?’ Megan spluttered. 
 
      
 
          ‘Not if you don’t want to’ Phoebe said quickly. ‘I usually eat really quickly because I have clarinet practise at one so I’m in and out-’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Yeah. Come and find me. I sit with Anna. She’s a bit quiet but she’s alright.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe nodded without looking at Megan.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Megan was explaining to Anna about the eyeball incident when Phoebe sat down with her tray. Megan tried to act casual, giving Phoebe a light nod, no big deal. 
 
      
 
          ‘Hi. What have you got in that sandwich?’ Phoebe asked. 
 
      
 
          ‘Same as every day. Meat paste.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe was confused. ‘Meat paste? What kind of meat?’ 
 
      
 
    Megan examined her sandwich but there were no clues to be found. Just brownish mush. ‘I don’t actually know. What you got?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Same as every day. Salad.’ 
 
      
 
    And that was the end of the conversation. Everyone sat in silence as they ate. Once Phoebe had bolted her lunch, she stood, slinging her bag over her shoulder and picking up a hard case. ‘Well, got clarinet so see ya.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan watched her dash off and she knew she’d blown it. She’d been dull company, no better than poor old Anna, who was pushing a crisp into her mouth, staring off into space.  
 
      
 
    But the next day, Phoebe was back, eating quickly in moderate silence and then dashing off to play the cello.  
 
      
 
    The day after that, she came back again to eat before running to piano practise. 
 
      
 
    Every day, Megan would see Phoebe for about ten minutes. Over time, conversation began to build. Megan learned that Phoebe, far from being the girl with everything, was stressed the fuck out trying to learn a million instruments at one time. But she was also clever and sensitive. And Phoebe learnt that Megan was opinionated and angry, but funny with it. 
 
      
 
    And a friendship was born under the watchful yet silent eye of Anna, who just seemed happy to listen. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was the Christmas holidays and Phoebe had a rare afternoon off. She was spending it at Megan’s, the first time either of them had visited each other’s houses. Megan was nervous. She’d never even seen Phoebe’s house but she just had this feeling it was a rich person’s house, big and expensively furnished. And Megan’s house wasn’t fancy. It was small.  
 
      
 
    But when Phoebe walked into Megan’s room, her eyes went wide with excitement. ‘You’ve got a Master System!’ 
 
      
 
    Megan gave an internal sigh of relief and said ‘Yeah. Want a go?’ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Forty minutes later, Phoebe threw the controller down on the bed. ‘I keep drowning!’ 
 
      
 
    Megan shook her head. ‘It’s a solid level, that one. But you’ve still got a life.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘But if I die again, the game’s over!’ Phoebe said passionately. 
 
      
 
          ‘So, you start again’ Megan laughed. ‘Don’t be extra. It’s only a game.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe frowned, perplexed. ‘What’s the point of doing something if you don’t do it right.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Err… fun?’ Megan replied, baffled. ‘Christ, you need to relax, Phoebe. This ain’t the violin. It’s Sonic the Hedgehog. He’s a hedgehog who moves fast. That’s it.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe sighed. It was hard to do anything without hearing her parents in her head, telling her to keep going till she got it right. Even Sonic the Hedgehog felt like a mountain to be climbed. And Megan was right. It was only a game. 
 
      
 
          ‘Do you ever feel like you’ve got to do everything perfectly?’ Phoebe asked Megan. 
 
      
 
          ‘I don’t think I’ve ever done anything perfectly, I’m always getting everything wrong. At least according to Kelly’ Megan said with an eyeroll. 
 
      
 
          ‘She’s not a nice Step Mum?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘No. She’s more your classic evil Step Mum. Disney evil. Like if she gave me an apple, there’s no way I’m gonna eat it, you know what I mean?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘What about your real Mum?’ Phoebe asked. She’d been skating around it for months and Megan never mentioned her. Phoebe thought maybe it was a painful topic but curiosity was killing her and the question she’d been suppressing had now popped out before she could have second thoughts. 
 
      
 
    But Megan acted as though she hadn’t spoken. She suddenly picked up the controller. ‘Do you want me to get you past the labyrinth level? I’ve played it loads, I know exactly how to clock it.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe smiled. ‘Yeah, alright.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Oh, by the way’ Megan said, as she pushed the hedgehog around the screen ‘I forgot to tell you, I asked my Dad if you could have his old guitar and he said you could. It’s in my wardrobe.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe felt adrenaline shoot through her hands. ‘What?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You did say you wanted to learn it, didn’t you?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Yes, but, but…’ Phoebe stuttered.   
 
      
 
          ‘I know you’re not meant to but you could practise here. Your parents wouldn’t know.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe went into a small panic. In Megan’s wardrobe, right now, was the instrument she dreamed off. And she could have it, and a place to practise too. But it was against the rules.  
 
      
 
          ‘I don’t know. It’s really nice of you but my Mum would go spare.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘How would she find out?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘She just would.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘How?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Because I’m not very good at keeping things from her.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Have you ever actually lied to your Mum?’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe thought about it and she realised that as a matter of fact, she hadn’t. She always been so sure she’d get caught if she did anything she wasn’t supposed to, it had felt like her Mum was omnipotent, that she’d know. But she’d never really tested it. What if she did this one thing, just sometimes? She could keep everything else going and see if she was any good before she decided to stick with it or not. How could it hurt? 
 
      
 
          ‘And you’re sure your Dad doesn’t mind?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Nah, he said he was never any cop with it anyway. He’d rather someone get use out of it than have it sitting in the garage.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘What about Kelly? Me playing in your house, won’t it get on her nerves?’ 
 
      
 
    Megan grinned. That idea hadn’t occurred to her before but it was a delicious one. ‘God, I really hope so. My Dad said you could, so if she doesn’t like it she’ll have to go through him to stop you. With any luck, it’ll cause a massive row and she’ll fuck off for good’ she posited, caught up in the fantasy. 
 
      
 
    Phoebe laughed. ‘Well, if there’s a chance it could get rid of the wicked Step Mother, I’ll have to give it a go.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan hit pause on the game and went to the wardrobe, opening it and pulling out the old acoustic. She handed it to Phoebe, who took it with awe. 
 
      
 
          ‘It’s not an expensive one or anything’ Megan said apologetically. 
 
      
 
          ‘It’s great’ Phoebe assured her. She placed it on her lap and began to fiddle with the strings, picking at them, hearing and identifying the notes. Megan watched in astonishment as her fingers gathered pace, playing a simple tune within a few short minutes.  
 
      
 
          ‘Fuck! How are you already playing it?’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe looked up surprised. ‘I guess I’ve learned from the other string instruments. It is just a tiny harp.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe kept picking away at the guitar, a rhythm building. Then she remembered a song she liked, a song she’d played on the violin even though it was not intended for it, and she segued easily into it. It was Creep by Radiohead. She hummed along, soon singing aloud. She would have thought she’d feel embarrassed in front of Megan, but she didn’t. 
 
      
 
          ‘So? How’s it feel? 
 
      
 
    Phoebe strummed the last note of the song and looked up at Megan. She’d clocked hours of rehearsals along a range of instruments, but this felt different. It felt like real music. Because it was for her and no one else.  
 
      
 
          ‘Feels brilliant.’  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    Megan was in P.E, standing at the back of the hall, hoping to avoid the netball currently being tossed around. She watched Phoebe, right in the thick of it, calling out to the other players, trying to win. But that was Phoebe. She cared about school, even stupid netball.  
 
      
 
    Megan nibbled her cuticle, letting her mind wander. She was thinking about later, she was scheduled to babysit for the twins. They were a pain in the arse, being that they were only two years younger than her and therefore constantly questioning her meagre authority. But she did get the TV to herself after she’d sent them to bed, which was great. Kelly only ever wanted to watch boring soaps. And it was a Tuesday, which meant The X-Files was on. If Megan stopped by the newsagent on the way there, she could get supplies. She still had two pounds of last week’s babysitting money. She could get loads with that. As she considered a list of things she could buy (including, of course, several cans of coke) she completely zoned out of the game. 
 
      
 
    As she dreamed, oblivious to her surroundings, it came… Bonk! The ball flew across the room and smashed Megan square on the nose. She fell backwards heavily, her nose on fire.  
 
      
 
          ‘Ow!’ she shouted, shocked and furious. ‘Who the hell threw that!’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I did’ said a voice. Megan looked up from the floor. It was a worst-case scenario. Melissa. ‘You wanna say something about it?’ Melissa asked viciously. Megan knew she’d hit her on purpose.  
 
      
 
    Megan realised everyone was looking, nasty giggles coming from a few. Even Miss Pratt, the P.E teacher, seemed to be waiting to see how this would go. That made it worse. She knew the teacher wouldn’t protect her in the slightest. Megan noticed Phoebe, watching with concern. And that was just about the shittiest part. Being humiliated in front of Phoebe. It hurt a lot worse than a ball in the nose.  
 
      
 
    Megan looked back at Melissa. She wanted to pick up the ball and throw it straight into her stupid face. But instead, she muttered ‘No.’ 
 
      
 
    Melissa smirked and picked up the ball and everyone began to turn away. Phoebe walked over. ‘You alright?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Fine.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe, who’d watched Melissa intentionally throw the ball right at Megan’s face, wanted to say something to comfort Megan. But she still remembered the last time she’d try to do that. Megan didn’t seem keen on sympathy. 
 
      
 
          ‘OK. Why don’t you sit on the bench, anyway? Least till your nose stops hurting.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan nodded and walked off. Just let Miss Pratt try to stop her. 
 
      
 
    Across the room, Melissa noticed Phoebe checking on Megan. It pissed her off. She wasn’t sure exactly why. It just did.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In the changing rooms after P.E had finished, Megan tried to keep her head down as she got changed. She felt like an animal, wanting to make herself small, invisible to predators. She got dressed at speed, chucking her P.E clothes into her bag as quickly as she possibly could while the other girls chatted and laughed as they got dressed. She was about ready, headed for the door, when she heard Melissa’s voice. 
 
      
 
          ‘What’s in that case?’ 
 
      
 
    Megan had a nasty feeling she knew exactly what Melissa was referring to and when she turned around and got the visual confirmation, her stomach dropped. Melissa was talking to Phoebe.  
 
      
 
    Megan knew in her head that it was a simple question, no reason it had to be threatening. But her stomach told her otherwise. It wasn’t a real question, it was the start of a ‘Thing’.  
 
      
 
    Phoebe, who had never exchanged a word with Melissa in the entire school year, had a similar feeling. It wasn’t as sharply honed as Megan’s sixth sense for bullying, but still, she wasn’t a dummy.  
 
      
 
          ‘A violin’ Phoebe said as she placed her headband on her hair, fiddling with it, pretending it needed more attention than it did.   
 
      
 
          ‘A violin, eh? Check you out. Why don’t you play it for us?’ Melissa said. Again, not inherently harsh words but Melissa had a way of injecting them with menace.  
 
      
 
          ‘Sorry, I can’t. Got to get to English’ Phoebe said quietly. 
 
      
 
    Phoebe was now ready and she thought that was a fair exit line so it was time to blow the hell out of the changing rooms. But as she picked up the case, Melissa suddenly stepped between her and the exit.  
 
      
 
          ‘No. Go on, play for us.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe had a choice. She could reaffirm the no or she could comply. But she had a feeling that it didn’t matter which one she chose. She was going to lose in this situation. She didn’t yet know what kind of loss it would be, but dignity was probably going to figure in the mix. 
 
      
 
          ‘Maybe another time’ Phoebe said, trying to step around Melissa. 
 
      
 
    But Melissa’s arm shot out, barring Phoebe from leaving. Phoebe looked up at Melissa, half a foot taller and with a face that held a cruelty that Phoebe couldn’t understand, never having seen such a look in the mirror, and she didn’t know what to do. 
 
      
 
          ‘PLAY’ Melissa commanded. 
 
      
 
    Phoebe looked around her and saw Megan in the distance, looking on, stricken. She understood her lack of action. There was nothing Megan could do for, as there had been nothing she could do for Megan when that ball had smashed her in the face. 
 
      
 
    But Phoebe’s next steps had been laid out for her clearly. She was supposed to play her damn violin. If she’d been ambivalent to the instrument before, she hated the thing now. She put down the case and began to unclick the locks, opening the case. 
 
      
 
    Near the exit, Megan watched her unveil the violin and she saw Melissa’s face as she did so. She was looking at the instrument angrily. Megan thought she had an idea of what it was that bothered her so much about Phoebe’s violin. It showed a skill, something special about Phoebe. Melissa wasn’t particularly good at anything besides bullying.  
 
      
 
    She knew then that if Phoebe played her violin, it would all get so much worse. Because Megan had watched her play before. She was good with it, despite her resentment. If Melissa saw her play, it would be fuel to the fire. 
 
      
 
    As Phoebe picked up the violin and placed it at her chin, readying the bow, Megan found herself flying toward the scene, grabbing the violin from a shocked Phoebe and putting it to her own chin. And before she could think about what she was doing, she began to sing, loudly and badly. 
 
      
 
          ‘Buh da, buh da, buh da, buh dee, bah da doh…’ 
 
      
 
    It was the absurd start to a song that had been everywhere for a long time and now it filled the changing rooms. Cotton-Eye Joe. As Megan sang, she started scraping the bow across the strings, in no way making real music but getting noise from the thing. And then she added steps to it, skipping around the room in country style, belting out the song as though her life depended on it. Luckily, the song only had four lines, and she kept repeating them as she skipped around the room. 
 
      
 
    Where did you come from, where did you go? Where did you come from, Cotton Eye Joe? 
 
      
 
    And then she realised that there was another sound besides her terrible singing and violin playing. Laughter. And it wasn’t at her, not today. It was with her. 
 
      
 
    She kept going and now people were clapping a beat as she worked her way around the room. As she reached Phoebe, she chanced a look at her and saw that she was clapping too, laughing, relieved.  
 
      
 
    Spurred on, Megan danced on to Melissa, belting out the song directly into her bitchy little face. But Melissa said nothing. Because the room wasn’t with her anymore and no one was scared. They were with Megan, having fun. 
 
      
 
          ‘What the hell’s going on in here!’ Miss Pratt said and Megan dropped the violin immediately and the laughter and clapping stopped. ‘Girls, get to your next class.’ 
 
      
 
    Everyone scarpered. 
 
      
 
    Megan and Phoebe, the last two left in the room, quickly put the violin back in its case together, giggly and flushed. 
 
      
 
          ‘Come on, you two!’ Miss Pratt badgered. They stood and went to the exit and as they passed Miss Pratt, Megan started to skip again. ‘Where did you come from, where did you go?’ she sang. Phoebe immediately linked arms with Megan and joined the skip. ‘Where did you come from, Cotton Eye Joe!’ they sang together as they skipped out of the changing rooms past a confused Miss Pratt. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Later, at lunch, Megan did impressions of the scene for Anna, who smiled and nodded. But Phoebe couldn’t stop laughing as Megan imitated Melissa, Miss Pratt, even Phoebe herself with dead on accuracy. Megan and Phoebe laughed like lunatics at the memory of a bad thing that had somehow turned out good due to Megan’s clowning, happy and free.  
 
      
 
    But as Megan watched Phoebe clutch her sides and beg her to stop before she died of laughter, she realised the time had gotten away from them. Phoebe was late for violin practice. 
 
      
 
          ‘Aren’t you supposed to be somewhere?’ Megan asked. She thought Phoebe would jump up and run off. But Phoebe just said ‘I’m quitting. I’m gonna learn guitar instead.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Your Mum’s gonna go up the wall, though, isn’t she?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Probably. But it’s up to me, isn’t it?’ 
 
      
 
    Megan grinned. ‘Yeah. It’s up to us what we do now. I’m probably even gonna get my period soon.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe blushed.  
 
      
 
          ‘What? Did you get yours already?’ Megan asked enviously. 
 
      
 
          ‘Yeah’ Phoebe said quietly. ‘Got it a few months ago.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan gaped and rounded on Anna. ‘What about you?’ 
 
      
 
    Anna nodded neutrally.  
 
      
 
    Megan tutted. ‘I’m always the last one to do everything.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Well, when you get it, you won’t want it, honest’ Phoebe told her. 
 
      
 
          ‘I will. Can’t wait’ Megan protested. ‘It’ll mean I’m a woman.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Are you sure that’s what it means?’ Phoebe asked, baffled.  
 
      
 
          ‘Pretty sure, yeah. How else we meant to know?’ 
 
      
 
    That was a big question as far as Phoebe was concerned. How would they know when they were adults? Her period hadn’t made her feel like that. Maybe when she left home? Had a job? Maybe when she was her parents’ age, they always seemed so certain of everything. 
 
      
 
    But Megan felt sure that when she’d surfed the crimson wave, with it would come some sort of certainty of her path in life.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Three weeks later, Megan’s period came. But the only knowledge that came with it was that the cramps that arrived shortly afterwards were about the worst fucking thing ever. It was a reminder that even though life had improved after she’d become friends with Phoebe and after she’d realised that playing the clown could get her out of all manner of problems, life could still be pretty rubbish. 
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    Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘Meg! Meg, are you up?!’ Phoebe yelled up to Megan’s bedroom window from her front garden.  
 
      
 
    A tousled, dirty blonde head popped out of Megan’s window. ‘Ah, shit. Sorry, mate.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe rolled her eyes but said nothing. There was no point. Having a go at Megan would only delay them further. Phoebe considered leaving without her. But she considered that most days and it was only an idle thought. She could never really leave Megan behind. Sure she was angry now, but once Megan came out they’d be chatting and laughing, like they always did.  
 
      
 
    Seven minutes later, Megan appeared at her front door. She wasn’t exactly bright eyed and bushy tailed. She looked like she’d been dragged through a hedge backwards. And then forwards again. She was holding a hair brush, dragging it through her thick, wavy hair, fighting the battle with her locks that she fought every day and lost. 
 
      
 
          ‘Come on, I’ll brush as we walk’ Megan said as she hurried out of the gate, Phoebe in tow. 
 
      
 
          ‘Did you just wake up?’ Phoebe asked irritably.  
 
      
 
          ‘I’m not even awake now’ Megan said, yawning as she stumbled down the street. 
 
      
 
          ‘I don’t get it. It’s the last day of school and you can’t just pull it together for one day to collect your grades?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘What’s the point? I’ve probably shit the bed on all my exams anyway.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You should have let me help you’ Phoebe admonished. 
 
      
 
          ‘When you know you’re about to crash and burn, you don’t ask anyone else to get on the plane, Pheebs.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I had a tutor, I would have been fine to help you if you weren’t so bloody stubborn.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan ignored the last part of the comment. ‘What a waste. As if you needed a tutor. You should be a tutor, brainbox.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe rolled her eyes. ‘That’s what I’m saying. I could’ve helped.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You’re a smarty pants for sure but there’s a limit to what even you can accomplish. I’m amazed I was even allowed to do my A-levels after the catastrophe that was GCSEs. My German oral was the worst. Five years I’d been learning it and all I could say was ‘Entschuldigen sie bitte, wo is der autobahn?’  
 
      
 
          ‘Excuse me please, where is the motorway? That’s all you said? The whole exam?’ Phoebe sputtered. 
 
      
 
          ‘Yep. Talk about an awkward fifteen minutes. On the bright side, if I ever decide to go hitchhiking in Germany, I’m set.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Well, before you do that, you should think about maybe still going to university. Because you did do A-levels and you must have done it for some reason. So even if your grades aren’t…amazing… you can still do a degree if you want, go through clearing, get a place somewhere. Maybe you could even go to a uni near me, in Manchester’ she added quickly. 
 
      
 
    Megan smiled and looked away, examining her brush, now full of her thick hair. ‘I don’t know if I’m cut out for the whole uni thing. Anyway, you won’t need me around. You’ll be making loads of fancy muso friends at music college. You’ll talk about chord progressions and octaves and shit.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe tutted. ‘I can talk about chord progressions as well as listen to you taking the piss out of everything.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You’ve had six years of that. You must need a break by now’ Megan said with a grin. 
 
      
 
    Phoebe shrugged. ‘Not just yet.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Megan was sat on the wall outside the school’s main entrance, sipping a coke and waiting for Phoebe. Around her were other students, ripping open envelopes and digging out slips of paper that dictated their futures. Megan found it hard to connect to the drama. 
 
      
 
    Next to her on the wall was her small brown envelope. She didn’t look at it. She wasn’t interested in its contents. She had a pretty good idea what it said, anyway. 
 
      
 
    She’d taken drama, media studies and English literature. English had been a wash out. She had shown up most of the time, and she’d had no problem taking part in the debates about whatever book they were reading and she’d given the written exam a good bash but she’d never done the coursework so she was pretty sure that one would be an F. Media might not be so bad, it had been all coursework and that coursework had been shooting and editing an advert and she’d just about managed it. 
 
      
 
    The only one she could have said she’d really liked was drama. The practical had been incredibly fun but again, she’d sacked off the coursework. Still, she’d felt good about that exam. Her and her fellow group members had put on a ten-minute play and even though Megan had never auditioned for any of the school plays, being on that stage had felt good. She’d played a drunk who wakes up next to a corpse and doesn’t know if she’s the murderer. Megan had, of course, played it for laughs.  
 
      
 
    And now she sat with the envelope, ignoring it. Truth be told, it wasn’t at the top of her priority list. The top was occupied by the envelope coming toward her via Phoebe’s sweaty hands. Phoebe’s A-level subjects were music (obviously), history and mathematics. She hadn’t been too keen on the last two but her parents had insisted that she needed to balance out her musical prowess with more academic subjects in order to appeal to a broad range of higher education selection boards. It was stupid, really, Megan thought. As if she wouldn’t get snapped up whatever she studied?  
 
      
 
    But it didn’t matter what subjects Phoebe been forced into. Megan knew she’d probably nailed them, like she did any challenge you put in front of her. It was what she did. And that was why Megan was more invested in Phoebe’s results than her own. Even though Megan never really succeeded at anything, watching Phoebe do well made Megan happy. 
 
      
 
          ‘Well?’ Megan demanded. 
 
      
 
          ‘I haven’t opened it yet’ Phoebe admitted. 
 
      
 
          ‘Why not?’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe was about to answer when she saw the envelope on the wall. ‘What about yours? You haven’t opened either!’ 
 
      
 
    Megan shrugged. ‘Yeah, but….’ 
 
      
 
          ‘But what?!’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I don’t know! Just open your sodding envelope, would you?’ Megan exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    Phoebe licked her lips, nervously. ‘I think there’s only one way to settle this.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan nodded, sagely. ‘Russian roulette? I always knew it would come down to this one day. I’ll reach out to my contacts, get a gun and we’ll finally finish this-’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Pack it in, would you? You know what I was going to say. We open at the same time.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan groaned. ‘Have I really got to open mine? It’s not going to change anything.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe grabbed the envelope before Megan could stop her. ‘Hey!’ Megan protested but Phoebe handed her the other envelope. ‘Right, here’s how we do it. You do mine. I do yours. Alright?’ 
 
      
 
    Megan looked at Phoebe’s envelope. ‘Fuck it.’ And she started to rip. Phoebe immediately joined in, albeit a touch more carefully.  
 
      
 
    They both examined the three grades. Phoebe spoke first. ‘I don’t think it’s as bad as you think it is.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan laughed. ‘Wow. If that’s the glass half full version of this news, that’s not good.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘D in English lit, C in media studies and a B in drama’ Phoebe informed her. ‘That’s really not so bad.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan’s eyebrows went up in wonder. ‘Actually, you’re right. That’s nowhere near as bad as I thought’ She shook her head, stunned. And then she remembered what was in her hand. ‘Oh, you’ve got all As, by the way’ she added casually. 
 
      
 
    Phoebe blinked. ‘What? Really? This isn’t one of your jokes, is it?’ 
 
      
 
    Megan cocked her head. ‘I wouldn’t joke about this, Pheebs. A, A and an A plus in music. Of course. Here’ she said, waving the paper in front of Phoebe’s face.  
 
      
 
    It was true. Phoebe had done it. She wanted to cry with relief. 
 
      
 
          ‘Right. Can we go and get drunk now?’ Megan asked. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘Watch it! Melissa said as Megan bumped into her back with the drinks. The pub was packed out with the whole year, celebrating or commiserating. 
 
      
 
    Megan turned to Melissa. ‘Why, what you gonna do? Throw a netball at my face? School’s out, Bartlett. Chill.’  
 
      
 
    Melissa glared and Megan thought for a second she was about to get punched in the tits. But Melissa simply turned back to her gaggle of clones, muttering ‘Remember when her trousers fell down in year one?’ The lackeys cackled.   
 
      
 
          ‘Remember when you got fingered by half the school?’ Megan muttered under her breath and walked on, carrying her pints of lager to the table where Phoebe waited.  
 
      
 
          ‘Meg, I can’t drink that! I’ll be hammered!’ 
 
      
 
          ‘That’s kind of the idea’ Megan said as she put the huge drink in front of Phoebe. And then she smiled. ‘Don’t worry, they’re only lager tops. It’s half lemonade.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe smiled and took and sip. ‘Wind up merchant.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Where’s Anna, anyway? I thought she’d be here today?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Haven’t you heard? She left without her results, didn’t need them. Texted me. Apparently, the army don’t really care if you get your A-levels or not. She passed all the requirements and that was that. She’s off.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan put her drink down. ‘I still can’t believe she’s joined the marines.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe nodded. ‘Always the quiet ones. Literally. Do you think they’ll mind if she doesn’t talk?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Long as she can muster up the odd ‘Sir, yes, sir!’, I’m sure they won’t care.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe raised her glass ‘To Anna.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘And all who sail in her’ Megan added as she clinked. 
 
      
 
    They sipped in a moments silence as they considered Anna, the mute marine. 
 
      
 
          ‘So…’ Phoebe began. 
 
      
 
          ‘Don’t even do it’ Megan said quickly. 
 
      
 
    Phoebe raised her eyebrows in surprise. ‘You don’t even know what I’m going to say, yet.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Oh? You weren’t about to ask what the fuck I’m going to do with my future?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Not how I was going to put it. But I guess I was wondering what you were going to do next?’ Phoebe admitted. 
 
      
 
          ‘Not everyone has to have their whole lives mapped out, ya know’ Megan said irritably. 
 
      
 
          ‘I don’t have my whole life mapped out’ Phoebe argued. ‘Just the next three years.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Does your Mum know you’re focusing on guitar, while we’re at it?’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe hesitated. ‘No.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘But she knows you play it, though.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Yes. And she’s kind of alright with it as long as she thinks I only play classical music on it. One time, she caught me playing Wonderwall and she went insane. So now I only play the good stuff at yours.’ It was only then that Phoebe realised she’d just been diverted. ‘Hey! I know what you’re doing!’ 
 
      
 
          ‘What am I doing?’ Megan said innocently. 
 
      
 
          ‘Look, I get that you maybe don’t plan everything out like I do. But I know you. You make out like everything’s a joke but there must be something you want to do?’ 
 
      
 
    Megan groaned. ‘You’re like a dog with a bone.’ And then her shoulders slumped. ‘Look, maybe I don’t know what I’m doing with my life, but I actually do have some plans for the summer.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yes?’ Phoebe asked without hope. She thought Megan was going to say she was spending the whole summer on her PlayStation 2, clocking GoldenEye for the fourth time. 
 
      
 
          ‘I’ve got a job.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You’ve… Wait, what?’ Phoebe exploded. ‘Why didn’t you say anything?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I only found out for certain yesterday. And today was your big day. A summer job doesn’t really compare with your three grade As does it?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Yes, it does, actually!’ Phoebe said genuinely. This was the first hint of any kind of ambition that Megan had ever displayed. It was huge. ‘What is it?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I’m a Greencoat.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What’s a Greencoat?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You know Dinkles?’ Phoebe nodded, she’d heard of Dinkles. It was a holiday camp in Penkness, a nearby coastal town not known for its class. ‘The people that entertain the kids there, they’re called Greencoats. Cos they wear-’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Yeah, I get it. You got a job entertaining kids?’ Phoebe asked, still reeling. 
 
      
 
          ‘I saw an ad in the paper and I thought… You know me, I’m not really a fan of hard work but I think I can make some kids laugh. I’ve had enough experience with the twins and they’re little bastards so this can’t be too hard, can it?’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe took a moment to adjust to this new info. And after she’d finished, she decided that this was a good thing. At least for Megan. For Phoebe, it was a bit disappointing. 
 
      
 
         ‘Well, that sounds great.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan bit her lip. ‘You don’t sound so sure.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe shook her head. ‘No, it really is. I guess I just thought… I suppose I’d assumed we’d be hanging out this summer’ she admitted, embarrassed. 
 
      
 
    Megan swallowed thickly. ‘Err, actually…’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe looked up. ‘What?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Well, the thing about Dinkles is… It also does live entertainment for the adults.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Right...’ Phoebe said, narrowing her eyes. 
 
      
 
          ‘Yeah. A covers band. And they need musicians. So I filled out an application for you and put my address on it. They’ve offered you a job too.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe nearly dropped her drink. ‘Why did you do that?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I don’t know, I guess I thought it would be a good way for us to maybe spend the summer together before…’ she left the end of the sentence hanging in the air and they both knew what it was. Before they went their separate ways. Before Phoebe became a musician and Megan probably ended up working the till in McDonalds. ‘Look, what were you even going to do this summer, anyway?’ Megan added, going on the heavy attack. ‘Practise? That’s what this is. And you’ll get paid. And you’ll get experience playing in front of actual people, which you’re always saying you need. And it’ll be fun!’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe was knocked sideways. Surely it was a mad idea. 
 
      
 
    Megan was beginning to think she’d made a huge mistake here. Phoebe looked pissed off. She supposed it had been a bit crazy to do this. But she meant what she’d said. She’d thought it might be the best way for them to say goodbye. Despite Phoebe’s pleas that it wasn’t too late for her to go to uni, Megan knew it wasn’t for her. It had been a hard-enough struggle to get through her A-levels. There was no chance she’d survive any more education. 
 
      
 
    So this was it, the only thing Megan could come up with. The last few dregs of their friendship didn’t have to be backwash. Megan and Phoebe, away from home, off the leash. It couldn’t be anything other than a good time, like they always had. But this would be memorable. And that was all Megan could hope for now, that when Phoebe went off to the amazing life she was inevitably going to have, once she’d dropped contact with Megan, then the recollections of this summer would be golden ones. That Megan would be a fond memory. 
 
      
 
    If Megan was honest with herself, the plan had possibly been more about distraction than fun. Because whatever she did now, she’d be doing it without Phoebe. Six years together, spending all their spare time together, (not to mention some time that had not been spare at all), they’d stuck together through everything. Kelly had a go at her leaving her room in a state? Phoebe was there. Phoebe’s Mum was haranguing her about a mediocre grade? Megan was there. The time that Megan had fallen off a tree she’d decided to climb so she could proclaim herself ‘King of the world?’ Phoebe had called the ambulance. The occasion when Phoebe’s guitar string had snapped and whipped her in the face, drawing blood? Megan had patched her up. The time Megan had started an argument with a policeman about the legal ramifications of jumping into a shopping trolley and flying down a hill in it? Phoebe had intervened to make sure Megan did not spend a night in the cells. The time Phoebe had broken down in tears when she couldn’t get the F chord down? Megan had made her realise she didn’t have to do everything perfectly first time. The occasion when Megan had run away from home for thirty-two hours? Phoebe gave up her bed to Megan while she took the floor. The time Phoebe had snuck off to an open mic night to play some of her original songs with sweaty palms and a racing heart? Megan was front row, as well as providing a convincing alibi when Phoebe’s parents checked in. 
 
      
 
    And eighteen months ago, when Megan had stated the most terrifying thing she’d ever had to say to a person, Phoebe had listened. 
 
      
 
          ‘Phoebe?’ Megan had begun as they watched the telly in Megan’s front room. The house was empty, no one was back from work yet. 
 
      
 
          ‘Yep?’ Phoebe answered distractedly as she switched through the channels until she found Sabrina the Teenage Witch. They were way too old for the show now but they’d always watched it together and somehow, they still did. ‘I’ve seen this one, she accidently casts a spell on someone.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘That’s what happens every episode’ Megan said briskly. ‘Pheebs, can I talk to you?’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe realised there was an atmosphere in the room she’d missed and she span to face Megan. ‘Is something wrong?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘No. Or I hope not, anyway.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Is it Kelly? Is she having a go at you again?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘No. I mean, yeah. But only the standard amount. Just listen, would ya?’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe was annoyed by the tone but she duly placed her hands together on her lap and waited as she watched Megan opening and shutting her mouth, trying to spit something out. After about twenty seconds, Phoebe’s anxiety began to rear its head. Megan never struggled to say anything. That was part of her charm. She was a mouth on legs. What if it was worse than the usual things that might be wrong. What if…. 
 
      
 
          ‘Have you got cancer?’ Phoebe cried out. 
 
      
 
    Megan’s eyes sprang wide and she burst out laughing. ‘Bloody hell, Phoebe. No! I’m gay.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe sighed with relief. ‘Thank god for that. Scared me for a second there.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan frowned. ‘Wait, why aren’t you surprised? You’re supposed to be shocked.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Oh’ Phoebe said. ‘Well, alright. Yes, I suppose I’m not… un-surprised. It’s just that next to cancer, it doesn’t seem like too big a deal.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘No one said cancer, Phoebe. I don’t know where you got that from.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Don’t you remember that programme that used to be on ITV, Children’s Ward? People our age got cancer left, right and centre. I think about that all the time’ she lamented. And then she realised she’d just ridden roughshod over what, for Megan, was probably quite a big moment. ‘So, you’re a lesbian, then?’ 
 
      
 
    Megan nodded. ‘It would appear so.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Right, OK. Well, that’s great’ Phoebe said cheerfully. 
 
      
 
    Megan tutted. ‘Don’t do that.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Do what?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘The whole middle class liberal ‘Yay for gay’ thing.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I can’t help being middle class’ Phoebe protested. ‘I was born that way!’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I just mean, don’t automatically say it’s good. Think about it. Give me a real reaction.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe sat back on the sofa, considering. So Megan was gay. She supposed it made sense. She’d never taken much interest in boys. And although Phoebe wasn’t exactly a raging nymphomaniac, she had at least kissed a boy before, when she was fifteen. Steven Morris from band. They’d kissed four times and then Phoebe had realised that although it was her first experience with kissing, he wasn’t very good at it. So she’d left him a note in his locker saying she just wanted to be friends. They never spoke of it again. 
 
      
 
    She’d told Megan, of course. She’d seemed to react a bit oddly but Phoebe had put that down to the fact she hadn’t kissed anyone yet, and Megan hated getting left behind. But maybe it hadn’t been that. Maybe she’d been going through her own thing, wanting to kiss girls.  
 
      
 
    But how did Phoebe feel about it? She needed to ask further questions. 
 
      
 
          ‘Have you kissed any girls?’ Phoebe asked. 
 
      
 
          ‘No’ Megan answered quickly, flushing. 
 
      
 
          ‘What’s your type? Anyone in our year?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Definitely not.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe wasn’t making a lot of progress but she was in for a penny now. 
 
      
 
          ‘What about celebrities? Who do you fancy?’ 
 
      
 
    Megan sighed. ‘I don’t know.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Oh, come on. I know there’s got to be someone.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Fine. I suppose I like Gillian Anderson a bit.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘From The X-Files?’ And then Phoebe said ‘Aaahh. That makes sense.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Why?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Your room is covered in X-Files posters’ she said and then began to laugh. ‘I always thought it was David Duchovny you liked.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan snorted. ‘That’s what everyone was supposed to think’ she said, joining Phoebe in her laughter, knowing it was all fine with her. And after that, it was just a fact. Megan liked girls. It didn’t change a thing. If anything, Megan felt closer to her friend, the truth binding them tighter. 
 
      
 
    But now Megan was being forced to say goodbye to all of that. And it was just too much to deal with.  
 
      
 
    And then she’d seen an ad. ‘Entertainers and musicians wanted.’ It was terrible hours and awful pay. But it had spoken to Megan. From the start, it had been something she wanted to do with Phoebe. If Phoebe didn’t want to do it, she wouldn’t either. Watching Phoebe consider the crazy plan, Megan was pretty sure that was going to be the outcome. 
 
      
 
          ‘Yeah, alright’ Phoebe said. 
 
      
 
          ‘Eh?’ Megan said, amazed. 
 
      
 
          ‘You’re right. It might be fun.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘But you don’t like fun. You’re always saying that.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You just talked me into it. Why are you trying to talk me out of it again?’ Phoebe asked, irritated. 
 
      
 
    Megan shook herself. ‘You’re right. So you’re in, no backsies?’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe nodded, surprised at herself as much as anyone. But if Megan wasn’t going to be around for the next two months, what kind of summer could it really be anyway? She’d follow Megan into the breach one last time, if that was all she could get.  ‘No backsies.’  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Ten 
 
      
 
    ‘Kelly, get out, would you?!’ Megan yelled at her Step Mum as she stood in front of Megan’s wardrobe, poking about. 
 
          ‘You’ll thank me for this one day. When you end up meeting some boy at Dinkles, you’ll be glad I helped you choose something pretty.’ 
 
    Megan rolled her eyes as she reached past Kelly, grabbing handfuls of clothing at random and slinging them into her case. ‘I don’t need your help with boys, thank you.’ 
 
    Kelly, never one to accurately read a room, sat down on the end of Megan’s bed. ‘Does that mean you already have a boyfriend?’ 
 
    Megan was tempted to come out to Kelly there and then, just to see the look on her stupid face. But in the end, she decided that outing herself for pure spite might not be the way to go. She hadn’t been able to talk to her Dad about it yet. She wasn’t about to let Kelly scoop him. 
 
          ‘Yes, Kelly. I have a boyfriend’ Megan said with deep sincerity. 
 
    Kelly gasped with delight. ‘Tell me all about him!’ she demanded. 
 
          ‘Alright but you can’t tell anyone’ Megan explained. ‘You see, it’s Peter Andre and we’re trying to keep it quiet because the paparazzi would be all over us.’ 
 
    Kelly’s brow set in a hard line. ‘Fine. Don’t tell me. But it’s very silly of you not to use me as a source of information on this sort of thing. I’ve had a lot of experience with boys.’ 
 
          ‘So the graffiti on the public toilet walls is true?’ Megan mocked. 
 
    Kelly stood with a fatigued exhalation. ‘I don’t know why you have to be like this. Sometimes I can understand why your Mother left.’ And she walked out. 
 
    Megan watched her stepmother’s back disappearing down the stairs and mouthed ‘Fuck you’ at it. She went back to packing, but her mind wasn’t on it. She was imagining punching Kelly in the throat.  
 
    Minutes later, Megan’s Dad, Kevin, appeared in her doorway. ‘What did you say to Kelly?’ 
 
    Megan’s mouth fell open in shock. ‘What did I say?’ 
 
          ‘Yes. She said she was trying to help you pack and you were giving her attitude.’ 
 
    Fury ran through Megan’s veins. ‘Would you like to know what she said to me?’ 
 
          ‘What?’ Kevin asked, tiredly. 
 
    Megan suddenly realised that to tell her Dad what Kelly had just said, she was going to have to bring up She of Whom They Did Not Speak. ‘Doesn’t matter’ Megan said, going back to her packing. 
 
          ‘Look, you’re going away for a while. Do you really want to part with Kelly on bad terms?’ 
 
          ‘I don’t really care what terms we part on. I’m not the one who married her’ Megan said as she tried to zip up the case. But it was too full, she couldn’t get the zip to go. 
 
          ‘That’s right. I did’ Kevin said. ‘Because you’ll be out of the house soon enough and then I won’t have you anymore. I’d be alone without Kelly. Would you prefer that?’ 
 
    Megan knew her Dad had her in a classic headlock. There was no way out. Except, of course, sarcasm. ‘Do you think you can emotionally blackmail me once I’ve finished packing? Phoebe’s Mum’s gonna be here any minute.’ 
 
    Kevin walked into the room. ‘Sit on it’ he said, looking at Megan’s case. Megan jumped onto the case and her Dad pulled the zip around, getting it closed. Megan got off the case and slid it off the bed, standing it up. ‘Thanks’ she said begrudgingly. 
 
    Kevin grabbed hold of her in a hug, to which she submitted somewhat unwillingly. ‘Gonna miss you’ he said. ‘Don’t get into any trouble.’ 
 
          ‘Not much chance of that with Phoebe. She’s allergic to rule breaking.’ 
 
    A car horn honked impatiently from the street. Kevin reluctantly released Megan. ‘Go on, then. Get off.’ 
 
    Megan ran from the room, calling ‘Bye! Love you! Don’t let Kelly touch my shit!’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Megan slipped into the backseat of Alice Fitzgerald’s car. It smelt very new back there, as though it had just rolled off the production line. It was the only new car Megan had ever been in. Her Dad’s cars were always second, third, fourth hand. 
 
          ‘Good morning, Megan’ Alice said. But somehow, she sucked any warmth from the greeting. 
 
          ‘Hi, Mrs Fitz’ Megan said, aware that the woman hated having her name abbreviated like that. But the stick up Phoebe’s Mum’s arse was magnetic to her. She couldn’t help poking at it. 
 
          ‘You all packed?’ Phoebe said, turning around from the front. 
 
          ‘No’ Megan said, acerbically. ‘This case is full of coke.’ 
 
          ‘I know you’re kidding but I wouldn’t actually be surprised if you did that’ Phoebe replied, tossing a smile to the back.  
 
          ‘Girls, hope you’re taking this trip seriously’ Alice suddenly chipped in.  
 
          ‘We are’ Phoebe told her. 
 
          ‘I hope so, Phoebe. It’s your first time away from home. There’s going to be a lot of… Well. You know.’ 
 
    Megan was confounded by the mysterious comment and although it wasn’t directed at her, she simply had to know what was meant by it. ‘A lot of what?’ she asked, before Phoebe - who was praying her Mother hit a pothole, a telephone pole, even a person, anything to stop the direction of this little chat - could stop her. 
 
          ‘A lot of boys’ Alice finished. 
 
    Megan smirked to herself. Apparently everyone was getting the birds and bees talk this morning. ‘Don’t worry about that, Mrs Fitz. If any boys come at Phoebe, I’ll throw myself in front of her, beat them with a stick. She’ll be fine.’ 
 
    Alice ignored Megan. ‘I’m just saying, it would be very easy to make a mistake there.’ 
 
    Phoebe, who had not wanted to engage with this and especially not with Megan listening, found that she was now annoyed enough not to care about the embarrassment factor. ‘What does that mean?’ 
 
          ‘It means that I wouldn’t want you to do something you’ll regret because it’s your first time away from home and you’re not in… Not in the kind of company you’ll be in at music school.’ 
 
    Phoebe glanced back at Megan. Her facial expression hadn’t changed a jot but Phoebe could read her anyway. It was all in the eyes. Megan was hurt. ‘Mum. Don’t be rude’ Phoebe scolded. 
 
          ‘Megan understands it’s not personal, don’t you?’ she said, glancing at Megan through the rear-view mirror. She said nothing so Alice continued. ‘Megan’s not focused like you are, that’s all I mean. I’m sure she’ll find her path. But you’re already on it’ she said with a sharp look at her daughter. ‘I wouldn’t want that to get derailed. That’s all.’ 
 
    Phoebe wanted to die. But not before she’d murdered her Mother first. ‘That’s… That’s…’ 
 
          ‘S’alright, Pheebs’ Megan said quietly. ‘She’s right. I’m a directionless loser.’ 
 
    Alice gasped aloud. ‘Megan, darling, that’s not at all what I mean-’ 
 
          ‘Maybe you should stop talking now!’ Phoebe said angrily. Her Mother looked shocked and with good reason. Phoebe had never talked to her Mother like that before. If she hadn’t felt so bad for Megan, she would have enjoyed the way her Mother had indeed shut her snobby mouth. 
 
    But glancing at Megan, there was no room for delight. Megan looked crushed. 
 
      
 
    An hour later, Megan and Phoebe were on the coach to Penkness, a cold goodbye from Alice having been dispensed with. As they got comfy, Phoebe turned to Megan. ‘I’m really sorry.’ 
 
    Megan clicked her belt in, glancing at Phoebe. ‘If you’ve farted, it hasn’t hit me yet. Shouldn’t be so quick to apologise, you might get away with it next time-’ 
 
          ‘Meg, stop. You know what I’m apologising for. My Mum was completely out of order. She’s just angry I’m doing this. She didn’t want me to go so she’s taking it out on you.’ 
 
    Megan shrugged the apology off. ‘It’s fine. Let her think what she wants. Why should I care?’ 
 
    But Megan wasn’t careless at all. Alice Fitzgerald’s comments had wounded her more than she would have liked. It chimed too closely with what Kelly had said this morning. Kelly had implied she was too much for her Mother. Mrs Fitzgerald thought she wasn’t good enough to be friends with her daughter. It all added up to the same thing. Megan was lacking, plain and simple.  
 
    Phoebe didn’t know exactly what was going around Megan’s head but she had an idea it was something dark. How could it not be? Phoebe wanted to deal with her Mum’s horridness properly, to rid this day of her snobbish ghost. But she could see that Megan didn’t want to talk about it. And when Megan didn’t want to talk about something, it didn’t get talked about. Phoebe would have to let it go. So instead of opening her mouth, she opened her hand, grabbing Megan’s. Megan let her do it and they held onto each other for a few seconds, letting go as the coach pulled out of the car park. 
 
          ‘Dinkles…’ Megan said to her friend with an easy smile, her usual indifferent exterior haphazardly put back in place. ‘You don’t know what’s about to hit you.’ 
 
    Phoebe smiled back and then they were on the road, to Penkness, to their last summer together. Neither Megan nor Phoebe knew how to feel about it but they tried to be excited for what lay ahead, whatever that might be.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe staggered into the tiny bedroom she was sharing with Megan, less than fresh from her first day at Dinkles. She’d been rehearsing all day and then gone straight into a set and even though Phoebe was no stranger to hard work, she was knackered out. 
 
      
 
    Megan was already in the room, laying on top of the covers of her small bed, staring at the ceiling, also in a state of exhaustion. She was wearing a Supergirl costume, her cape dangling off the bed. ‘I’ve only got one thing to say today and I vow it in blood. I’m NEVER having children.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe sat down on the single bed opposite. ‘No?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘It’s not that they’re horrible or anything. It’s just that they have so much energy. The twins were only a couple of years younger than me, I didn’t realise how bananas kids under ten are. They never stop. And they don’t want you to, either. ‘Megan, let’s dance.’ ‘Megan, let’s play hide and seek!’ ‘Megan, can I poke you in the eye six times?’  
 
      
 
          ‘Well, you should see forty drunk adults dancing to ABBA covers. Not great’ Phoebe complained as she slipped off her shoes. Her feet were killing her. She didn’t care what the rules said, tomorrow she was going to work in trainers. 
 
      
 
    Megan turned her head to look directly at Phoebe. ‘Sorry, mate.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘What for?’ Phoebe asked, confused. 
 
      
 
          ‘I thought this was going to be fun.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe smiled and fell back on her bed. ‘Don’t apologise. I kind of had a feeling it was going to be like this.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Did you? Well, I wish you’d told me.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘But then I would never have gotten to watch you singing ‘Old McDonald’ to a bunch of hyperactive toddlers, would I?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Oh shit, did you see that?’ Megan moaned. 
 
      
 
          ‘I particularly liked your impression of a duck. Very authentic.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan sighed, long and deep. ‘There’s a coach home in the morning. We could-’ A shoe suddenly hit Megan in the leg. ‘Ow! What was that for?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘We’ve been here a day. We’re not quitting.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘But it’s awful!’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Yeah. But you promised me a fun summer. And I’m not having that yet so you’d better work a bit harder. You said no backsies? Well that applies to you too.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You’re a ballbreaker, Fitzgerald.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘And you’re a flake, Hunter.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Yeah and I’ve always loved that about me. It means I don’t have to do shit I don’t like doing.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You got through two years of A-levels that you technically didn’t have to do. And you talked about chucking it in every day but you never did. Why not?’ 
 
      
 
    Megan knew the answer to that. But she wasn’t going to admit to Phoebe that she’d stayed at school for her. Not a chance. 
 
      
 
          ‘It was either that or get a proper job. Probably would have ended up at KFC. Bugger that.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan went quiet as she contemplated. Eventually, she turned back to Phoebe. ‘Fine. We won’t quit. But you can’t moan if it gets worse.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Alright. On my head be it.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
    Megan looked at the rabbit costume and closed her eyes at the horror. ‘Mike, no. Please.’ 
 
      
 
    Mike, the children’s entertainment co-ordinator, slapped a conciliatory hand on Megan’s back. ‘Everyone takes a turn in Bugs, I’m afraid. I clocked a lot of field time in this bad boy back in the day.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan desperately tried to come up with some reason she couldn’t be forced into the costume. Super girl was one thing, she’d been wearing that costume for a few weeks and she’d gotten used to its tightness. But this monstrosity was another level of hell altogether.  
 
      
 
    Just as Megan was about to give Mike a load of crap about being allergic to whatever the hell the thing was made out of, Mike said ‘Oh and if you get any stains on it, you’ll have to sponge it down at the end of the day. It’s not machine washable’ and he walked off, apparently considering the matter dealt with. 
 
      
 
    Megan picked up the head and sniffed inside. She almost swooned. Had someone pissed into the thing? Megan didn’t know how she was going to get through this. Trapped in a stifling, stinky rabbit costume as the British summer hit its highs? Surely, she’d pass out. Or puke. Or both. Maybe she’d die in there? Her epitaph would read ‘Expired in a rabbit costume, being jumped on by kids who didn’t realise she was dead.’ It seemed about right. 
 
      
 
    She briefly remembered the coach that left every morning. But it was pure fantasy and she knew it. She’d made Phoebe a promise that she wouldn’t flake. She’d have to keep it or all this was for nothing. 
 
      
 
    She slipped into the body of the costume, slowly, trying to delay the moment her entire body was encased in polyester rabbit, the moment the head had to go on. But eventually, there was nothing for it. She was due to go out. She took a deep breath, holding it as she placed the dreaded head on.  
 
      
 
    Show time.  
 
      
 
    Megan went out into the kids play area and heard the roar of numerous children reacting in excitement to her visage. 
 
      
 
          ‘BUNNY!’ cried out one little girl with a snotty nose who then ran at her, headbutting her in the stomach. ‘Oof’ Megan expelled as she bent double, winded. Rule one of the job - always make the kids think you’re having fun - had just been broken. Her smile had dropped. Megan quickly checked around for a staff member who would come and tell her off. And there he was, Mike, watching her with the kids. But he didn’t look annoyed. He was giving her the thumbs up. 
 
      
 
    That was when Megan realised the hidden benefit to the costume. Before she’d had to be ‘On’ all day. But today, no one could see her expressions inside the costume, nor did she need to speak. As long as she kept moving her body, her face could do what it wanted. 
 
      
 
    The two hours inside the costume was the turning point. All she had to do was jump about in the ball pit, getting plastic balls thrown at her full force and not only was her face protected but no one knew that she was off somewhere else. She could allow the kids to jump on her and be yawning in the costume. It was as close to a perk as she’d yet to find in this job. And she grabbed it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Three hours later, Megan popped her sweaty head out of the costume in the break room, so as not to traumatise any kids who might see ‘Bunny’ pull her own head off. Mike walked in. ‘Megan, you’re a trooper. If you wanna jump out, we’ll put you somewhere else after break-’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Nope. Think I’ll stick with the cossie if you don’t mind.’ 
 
      
 
    Mike’s mouth dropped open in astonishment but he was not one to look a gift horse in the mouth. ‘Great, you can stay on Bugs today then.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan spent the rest of the day in the costume. It was sweaty but she was free, in her own little way. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was ten minutes before the next show and Phoebe was tuning up, trying not to look across the stage at the drummer, Joy. She was a bit older than Phoebe, about twenty-five at a guess. She was a raven-haired beauty with delicate cheekbones and a roman nose, and the fact she was wearing the absurd Dinkles green and black lycra band costume took nothing away from her exquisiteness. Phoebe didn’t know who had decided to give her the name Joy, but it was a truly ironic moniker. She was one of the angriest people Phoebe had ever met. Phoebe was terrified of her. 
 
      
 
          ‘Oy, Guitar Girl’ Joy yelled across the stage. 
 
      
 
    Phoebe looked up.  
 
      
 
          ‘Before we go on today, I just wanted to let you know you need to slow the hell down.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe felt adrenaline pump into her veins. It wasn’t that she couldn’t handle a little  criticism, far from it. It was that she’d never heard it shouted at her by someone she barely knew before. She didn’t know how to react. 
 
      
 
          ‘Guitar Girl, did you hear me?’ Joy said, standing from her drums. 
 
      
 
    Phoebe froze as Joy stalked toward her. And then she was simply looking up at the woman, standing over her, furious. 
 
      
 
          ‘I said you need to slow down. If you’re deaf, you picked the wrong career.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I heard you’ Phoebe said. Joy looked down at her a moment longer and then turned, walking back to her drums. And then Phoebe, who’d feared this woman on sight, found her real voice. The voice that knew she’d been doing good work for the last fortnight, under less than easy circumstances. ‘And my tempo is fine.’ 
 
      
 
    Joy stopped walking. Phoebe heard someone let out a whistle and realised that the rest of the band, three guys, were listening with growing interest.  
 
      
 
    Joy turned back to Phoebe, her eyes ablaze. ‘I set the rhythm. You know that, right? So, if I tell you you’re going too fast, then you’re going too fucking fast. Alright?’ And with that, she went back to her drums and sat down smugly. 
 
      
 
    Phoebe put her guitar down carefully on the stand and stood. She didn’t enjoy confrontation in the slightest but when it came to her music, she knew her business. She wouldn’t be told otherwise, even by Joy. ‘You don’t need to talk to me like that. If you want to discuss the set, we can do it calmly. Like adults.’ 
 
      
 
    Joy’s eyes fell upon Phoebe with something like hell in them. ‘Are you calling me a child? When you’re… what? About twelve? You cheeky little-’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Right’ the stage manager said, strolling onto the stage, unaware of what she was breaking up. Everyone immediately picked up their instruments and put their eyes to the ground. ‘Going on shortly. Everyone ready?’ Mumbles and nods came back and she pulled the curtain back on the tiny stage, sat in the corner of the bar. 
 
      
 
    The singer did his patter to the already semi-drunk crowd, gave his cue and band struck up. Joy started up first and Phoebe went in, listening to Joy, trying to discern if there was anything in her remarks. But if there were any lags, she couldn’t find them.  
 
      
 
    Eventually, the rhythm of the song took her and she found her attention drift away from the incident, her concentration only on the instrument in her hands. 
 
      
 
    They played three covers and then, somewhere in the fourth one, Phoebe heard someone shout ‘duck’ and she turned just in time to dodge out of the way as a drum stick came flying at her person. As it clattered behind her, everyone stopped playing and a moan went through the audience. Phoebe turned to Joy angrily whispering, ‘What the hell?!’ 
 
      
 
    Joy shrugged. ‘Slipped. Sorry. Guess I was having to go too fast to keep up with you.’ 
 
      
 
    The singer picked up the stick and tossed it back to her with an apology to the crowd for the break. He gave everyone the nod and they began to play again.  
 
      
 
    But Phoebe kept a watchful eye out for flying drumsticks. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Megan locked the room with her key and turned from the door, moving down the hallway. Another sweaty day in the bunny and she was ready for some fun. After she’d grabbed a burger from the restaurant, she decided she really wanted to watch Phoebe play so she headed back to the room, showered off the remnants of the bunny costume (it took a long time to feel truly clean), got ready and headed back out. 
 
      
 
    As she approached the bar she saw looked through the glass walls, watching Phoebe playing, performing backing vocals, muted by the glass. It was funny, Megan had watched Phoebe play a selection of instruments but she was always struck by how different she looked with a guitar in her hands. She was calm, content, queen of her own private kingdom. She was a pretty girl with her long red hair and perfect skin but when she played, she looked like something else. ‘Beautiful’ was the word that came to mind.  
 
      
 
    Megan pushed the thought quickly away, as she’d learnt to do. Now and again she had that type of thought about her best friend. But she had a handle on it, had it sussed. Phoebe was the person closest to her on the entire planet. And she was attractive, that was difficult to ignore. And Megan was a bag of hormones with nowhere to direct them. Megan wasn’t intellectually gifted but she could do those type of sums and she knew what they might add up to if she let herself get carried away. She refused to become that girl, mooning over someone she’d never be able to have. All it would do was twist her up in painful knots and ruin their friendship in the process. No sir, not her and Phoebe. She wouldn’t allow it. 
 
      
 
    When these feelings crept over her mind, or indeed her body, Megan would picture a steam roller, crushing the thoughts to dust. It helped to keep them under control most of the time. And when that didn’t quite work, she’d take those feelings and put them somewhere else. There was usually someone around who’d do. The supply teacher with the naughty looking dimples, the girl who stocked the shelves in the local Tesco who displayed her tramp stamp every time she went for a high shelf, that one woman she always saw on the number twenty-eight bus with the legs. She could let her mind wander all over the place with these woman, safe and sound. She didn’t know them and she didn’t care about them, in her mind they could be whatever she wanted them to be.  
 
      
 
    So it didn’t matter that Megan’s pupils occasionally felt like they were ablaze when she looked at Phoebe. It was just her sex drive misfiring. Megan poured all her strength into believing that. She had no choice. 
 
      
 
    Megan entered the bar, just in time to hear the singer announce they were playing the last song of the evening.  
 
      
 
    She caught Phoebe’s eye and waved at her. She nodded and smiled back. But there was something in her eyes, something off. And then she looked across the stage and saw someone else. The drummer. Megan felt like someone had just shot electricity into her downstairs area. The woman was sex on a stick.  
 
      
 
    As she found herself staring at the drummer, the woman’s eyes caught hers but she didn’t look away, holding Megan’s gaze. She winked. Megan felt her face go red hot. Had a sexy woman just winked at her? 
 
      
 
    Although Megan knew she liked girls, it had been theoretical up to this point. But that wink… Was it possible she might have a shot? The thought was fantastic and terrifying.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After the set ended, Megan waited in the bar for Phoebe, who appeared looking strangely frazzled. 
 
      
 
          ‘The rock star arrives’ she said and held her hand up to invisible paparazzi. ‘No pictures, please.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe smiled thinly. 
 
      
 
          ‘You alright?’ Megan asked, sniffing out trouble. 
 
      
 
          ‘Yeah, just tired.’ Phoebe could have explained about the drum stick incident but it had been embarrassing and she wasn’t ready to talk about it yet, not even to Megan. But she was still burning up about it. 
 
      
 
          ‘Not buying it. What’s up?’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe took a deep breath, thinking maybe she should talk about it, get it off her chest, when… 
 
      
 
          ‘Hey, Guitar Girl’ a voice said behind her. Phoebe turned, as did Megan. Both reacted to the sight of Joy. But in rather different ways. 
 
      
 
          ‘Sorry about earlier. Drum sticks can be slippery little fuckers when you get sweaty’ she said, insincerely. 
 
      
 
    Phoebe wondered if she should call her out, let her know she knew full well it hadn’t been an accident. But she had to work with this person. If she let it go now, it might all turn out alright in the end. Perhaps they’d be laughing about it next week. ‘Don’t worry about it’ she said, trying to feel as forgiving as she was pretending to be. 
 
      
 
    Joy smiled briefly and then turned to Megan. ‘Who’s your friend?’ Megan felt her face do that hot thing again. 
 
      
 
          ‘This is Megan, she works with the kids’ Phoebe told Joy and then glanced at her friend. She looked kind of weird. ‘Megan, this is the drummer from the band, Joy.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Yeah. I’m Megan’ Megan parroted. She couldn’t seem to think of anything else to say. 
 
      
 
          ‘Megan. OK’ Joy said, giving her a quick look up and down.  
 
      
 
    Phoebe caught the look and realised what was happening.  
 
      
 
          ‘There’s a thing tonight, staff party in the quarters. You two coming?’ Joy asked them. But mainly Megan. 
 
      
 
    Phoebe opened her mouth to say thanks but no thanks, but in the momentary polite pause she took to pretend she was considering it before deciding she was feeling kind of tired, she heard Megan say, ‘Yeah. We’ll be there.’ 
 
      
 
    Joy gave her a small nod and said, ‘Maybe I’ll see you there’ and walked off. Megan watched her walk away, feeling useless. A woman like that had spoken to her and she said only two things to her. ‘Yeah, I’m Megan’, which was utterly redundant being that Phoebe had already mentioned her name, and ‘Yeah. We’ll be there.’ Rubbish.  
 
      
 
    Phoebe rounded on Megan. ‘Err… What was all that?’ 
 
      
 
    Megan shrugged. ‘All what?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Do you seriously want to go to the party?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I dunno, really’ Megan lied. She was absolutely going, if only to try and be slightly more interesting in front of Joy. 
 
      
 
          ‘But you told her we’d be there.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘It’s in our quarters, so technically, we will be there.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I’m not up for a party’ Phoebe said, snappily.  
 
      
 
          ‘Why?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Because I’m tired and I want to go to bed. I’m not going to hang about with that lot, getting wasted.’ Forgiving Joy for throwing the stick was one thing. Hanging out with her was quite another. And she didn’t like the way Joy had been looking at Megan. And vice versa. It gave her a bad feeling. Joy seemed like more than Megan could handle. 
 
      
 
    Megan looked at Phoebe. ‘What’s up your arse all of a sudden?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Nothing. What’s up with you? Why are you so desperate to go?’ Phoebe asked. But she knew why. 
 
      
 
    There was a silence which was broken by Megan saying. ‘Go to bed, then. I’m going to the party.’ And then she walked off, leaving Phoebe to wonder how someone like Joy had just managed to come between them. But the answer was obvious. She was sexy and Megan liked it. And that fact pissed Phoebe off very much indeed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was midnight and everyone was officially off and partying, barring a few unlucky night staff. Megan was standing with some of her fellow children’s entertainers in the common room, chatting about the job to a soundtrack of particularly boring indie music. But it was a façade.  
 
      
 
    As she listened to them ramble on about playing with the kids and how they were trying to ‘Use this opportunity as a springboard to the stage’, her focus was fully on the other side of the room, where Joy was drinking with the rest of the band, minus Phoebe. They were three guys of differing horniness levels and they were hanging all over her. Megan was a little jealous. But she took comfort from Joy’s obvious disdain for their desperate efforts to get her attention. 
 
      
 
    Eventually, Megan decided enough was enough. It was doing her no good to stand and wait for Joy to get dropped into her lap. She was going to have to go and talk to her. The thought of trying to make a move brought her out in a cold sweat but this night had to count. She’d had a row with Phoebe over it. If she’d had a tiff with her best friend for the sake of standing Joy adjacent for two hours drinking warm beer and listening to Coldplay, then she really was a drip. 
 
      
 
    So off she went to talk to Joy, like a sherpa taking her first step onto Everest, not at all sure if she’d be coming back alive or die on the mountain.  
 
      
 
          ‘Hi’ she said and Joy, plus all the band boys, turned to look at her.  
 
      
 
    Joy smiled with half her mouth. ‘Alright?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Yeah.’  
 
      
 
    Oh shit, I’m already out of things to say. 
 
      
 
    Joy turned to the band boys. ‘This is Guitar Girl’s friend.’ They all nodded, not very interested. ‘How do you know her anyway?’ Joy asked. 
 
      
 
          ‘Oh, we’ve been friends for a million years’ Megan said dismissively, not wanting to talk about Phoebe right now. But then she realised, it was a legitimate topic of conversation that had just been dangled in front of her. She’d better grab on. ‘I’m actually the reason she plays guitar, gave Phoebe her first one when we were twelve.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Oh yeah?’ Joy said, semi-interested. 
 
      
 
          ‘Yeah. Her Mum didn’t like her to play anything that wasn’t proper classical. But she really wanted to play so I got my Dad to give her his old one. She picked it up dead quick, proper prodigy.’ 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, the singer, Ricky, said ‘I’m gonna get another beer.’ 
 
      
 
    The other two boys mumbled in agreement and then they left. In a minor miracle, Megan was alone with Joy.   
 
      
 
          ‘So you play the drums?’ Megan said. 
 
      
 
          ‘Yep.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘How come? I mean, what made you choose that instrument?’ 
 
      
 
    Joy took a sip of beer and said ‘I’ve got anger issues, apparently. I was given a set of drums so I could bash the shit out of something that wouldn’t press charges.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan had no idea if that was a joke or not, so she gave a light laugh. It was meant to acknowledge what Joy had said without mocking it, if she was actually being honest. Even Megan had to admit, it came out weird. But Joy didn’t seem to care. 
 
      
 
          ‘How old are you?’ Joy asked, bluntly. 
 
      
 
          ‘Eighteen’ Megan answered nervously. Was Joy checking she was old enough to drink? 
 
      
 
          ‘Do you want to come to my room?’ Joy asked without blinking. 
 
      
 
          ‘Do I… Can you repeat that? I think my ears have lost their minds’ Megan said, unable to believe Joy had really just said that. 
 
      
 
          ‘I’m pretty sure you fancy me and I’d really like to get off with someone tonight but I’m not really one for the male persuasion. So do you want to come?’ 
 
      
 
    Megan was sure for a second that she was going to faint. ‘Err...’ 
 
      
 
          ‘That a no? Because if so, I’m going to find some other little baby dyke whose willing.’ 
 
      
 
    For a moment, Megan was confused. ‘Baby Dyke?’ Was that what she was? Megan shook her head and said ‘No, no, no. I’m willing.’ She realised that had come out a little too enthusiastically.  
 
      
 
          ‘I’m in room twelve. I’ll leave now and you come in ten minutes. I don’t need the gossip.’ Joy strutted off. 
 
      
 
    Megan stood like a statue, frozen in place, considering what had just happened and what was supposed to happen next. Was she actually about to get her V plates off? 
 
      
 
    She suddenly really wished Phoebe was there to talk it through. Even though she’d been in a bad mood earlier, she was the only person Megan wanted to talk this through with. She was a fellow virgin and Megan thought she’d say something wise about it, something to help her. Spat or no spat, this was bigger than that. She needed Phoebe. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Phoebe was sitting on her bed, still dressed in lycra. She’d said she was too tired to go to the party but she knew she couldn’t sleep yet either. Not a chance. Because Phoebe was seething with anger. She was so angry that she was talking out loud. 
 
      
 
          ‘I come all this way. For you. And then you ditch me the second some bitchy drummer shows you a tiny bit of interest. What kind of friend does that?’ 
 
      
 
    She took a moment to shake her head. And then it was as though she were listening to Megan make an excuse. 
 
      
 
          ‘No. I don’t care if she’s got a pretty face. Does that matter to you more than me?’ 
 
      
 
    Imaginary Megan refuted that. 
 
      
 
          ‘That’s exactly what this means. And you don’t even know what’s she’s like. She’s been horrible to me. So when you look at it that way, this is really quite a big betrayal.’ 
 
      
 
    Imaginary Megan made a good argument in response. 
 
      
 
          ‘I don’t care if you didn’t know that. You should have picked up on the atmosphere. But you were too blinded by your… your… bathing suit area!’ 
 
      
 
    Even in rage and alone, Phoebe had never really found a comfortable term for that. She listened to imaginary Megan laugh at her and explain that she was being ‘Way too Phoebe right now.’ Phoebe hated it when she said that. 
 
      
 
          ‘Yeah, well, maybe I am being Way Too Phoebe but I know her better than you. She’s older, she’s horrible and she’ll use you. And then you’ll probably spend the whole of the summer chasing her about and not caring that this is our last time together!’ 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, there was a knock at the door.  
 
      
 
    Phoebe sat up. ‘Come in?’ 
 
      
 
    Megan walked in. Phoebe felt herself flush at the sight of the person she’d been ranting at only seconds ago. She couldn’t tell, could she? 
 
      
 
    But Megan didn’t seem to notice. ‘Pheebs, I need your help. Like, stat!’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe tried to make her face look normal and her voice sound even. ‘What’s up?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I think I’m about to, err…’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe watched Megan splutter to a stop. ‘You’re about to what?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Umm… Joy wants me to come to her room in…’ she checked her watch. ‘It’s seven minutes now.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe blinked. ‘Then what are you doing here?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You’re still mad, aren’t you?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘No.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I don’t even know why you’re angry with me. Cos I wanted to go to a party and you didn’t?  
 
      
 
    Phoebe was about to bark out a snarky response when she realised, from Megan’s point of view, that was all that was happening. So why was she so angry? 
 
      
 
          ‘We’re fine. Honestly’ she said, convincing herself. ‘But if Joy wants you to go to her room, why aren’t you there already? You fancy her, don’t you?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You could tell?’ Megan asked, surprised. 
 
      
 
          ‘You could see it from space.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘But… I’ve never even kissed a girl before. And she’s so… She’s probably done it loads.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Probably.’  
 
      
 
          ‘I won’t know what to do! And she called me a Baby Dyke!’ 
 
      
 
          ‘What?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Yeah! I think it means I’m young and inexperienced or something.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Then she knows you’re a virgin, doesn’t she?’ Phoebe reasoned. ‘She’s probably fine with it.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan seemed surprised by that. ‘Oh shit. Yeah.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe sighed. ‘You should just go.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan scrunched up her face, apparently summoning her courage. ‘You’re right. I’m gonna do it.’ She walked over to the bed and said ‘Thanks, buddy’, kissed Phoebe on the cheek and ran out. 
 
      
 
    Phoebe stayed where she was, sat on the edge of her bed, the warmth and slight moisture of Megan’s lips still on her cheek. So now she knew for sure. Megan was about to have sex. With Joy. And she’d given her blessing because that’s what friends were supposed to do for each other. Support even the mistakes. So why did she want to scream?  
 
      
 
    Just like that, she was angry all over again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Megan smoothed her hair and adjusted her clothing, took a deep breath and tapped on the door. It opened and Joy was standing there, in all her angry hotness. 
 
      
 
          ‘Get in’ she said, pulling Megan into the room. Megan allowed herself to be pulled, deciding to find it sexy rather than rude. ‘Wanna drink?’ 
 
      
 
    Megan said ‘Yeah’ and then looked around the room, noting that it was similar to hers and Phoebe’s. Two beds. ‘Have you got a roommate?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Yeah, but don’t worry. She’s off shagging a guy from the kitchen tonight. No interruptions’ Joy replied, giving her a can of un-chilled lager.  
 
      
 
    Megan nodded but she couldn’t think of anything to say so she pulled the tab on her can. It snapped off clean, without making a dent on the drink. She looked at the tab hanging from her finger and thought ‘Of course. Can’t be cool for even five seconds.’ 
 
      
 
    But Joy looked at the can and simply took it from her, putting it down casually. ‘Forget the drink anyway’ she said and sat down on the bed, patting the spot next to her. Megan felt like she was going to wee down her leg. But the feeling passed and she perched next to Joy, thankfully urine free. 
 
      
 
          ‘So, you ever had a girl before?’ Joy asked, casually. 
 
      
 
    Megan blinked. Joy wasn’t fucking around. ‘No’ she answered, truthfully and then wanted to kick herself. She should have lied. She could have said she’d run through half her year, bagging girls left and right. But then she realised that was completely stupid. Joy would expect her to bust out a load of sex tricks that she simply didn’t have. She had a rough idea of what she was supposed to do. But she knew there was probably a bit more to it than that. And Joy had probably done everything in the book. Megan hadn’t even read the book. She’d only skimmed the blurb. 
 
      
 
          ‘That’s OK. I’ll steer you round the curves’ Joy said and began to lean in. Time seemed to slow down as she watched Joy’s lips coming toward her. Here it was. She was about to do it. She moistened her lips, closed her eyes and waited for Joy’s kiss. 
 
      
 
    But it never came. 
 
      
 
    LINGALINGALINGALINALINGA! 
 
      
 
    Megan thought for a moment that the sound was happening inside her head, that loud, incessant, nasty ringing. Maybe she was getting hysterical tinnitus? 
 
      
 
    But then Joy leaned away and yelled, ‘For fuck sakes!’ 
 
      
 
    It was the fire alarm. 
 
      
 
          ‘It’s probably bollocks but I suppose we’d better make sure’ Joy said, standing up. Megan stood and followed, surprised at how relieved she was by the interruption.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Outside, at the fire assembly point (main car park, near the go-kart track) some very annoyed staff members stood, in various stages of undress and sobriety. Megan was stood with Joy. But she wasn’t very concerned with her right now. She was trying to spot Phoebe.  
 
      
 
    She began to ask around, but no one had seen her. Where the hell was she? There wasn’t any smoke coming out of the building but that didn’t mean there wasn’t a fire. And if Phoebe wasn’t out yet, did that mean she was stuck somewhere? Megan began to picture her trapped at the end of a corridor, a roaring blaze cutting her off from the fire escape. It was a dramatic image. But if it was even remotely possible, Megan had to get to her. To know she was safe. 
 
      
 
          ‘Hey’ Joy said to her. ‘This’ll probably be over soon. The night doesn’t have to end here.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan glanced at Joy. ‘Yeah. Maybe. Look, I’ve got to find Phoebe, might find you later.’ And she walked toward the building. If she’d glanced back, she would have seen a look of utter shock on Joy’s face. But she didn’t. Her attention was on the building. 
 
      
 
    Mike was between her and the doors of the sleeping quarters, holding a clipboard, fire marshalling the hell out of the situation. ‘Woah, cowgirl! Where do you think you’re going?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I’m looking for my friend.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘What’s her name? I’ll check my list, see if she’s been ticked off.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Phoebe Fitzgerald.’ 
 
      
 
    Mike scanned his list. ‘Don’t have her. She’s probably around here somewhere. I’ll have a look.’ 
 
      
 
    He walked away, talking to the crowds. Megan didn’t wait around to see if she would turn up. She slipped through the doors before Mike could notice. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Eighteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe was alone in her room, pacing. There was no fire trapping her. In fact, there was no fire at all.  
 
      
 
    In Phoebe’s hand was a small plastic hammer with a steel tip, the one she’d used to smash the safety glass and start the fire alarm. She didn’t realise she was still holding it. She was spinning out. 
 
      
 
    Phoebe was trying to understand why she’d done this bananas thing. She was a good girl. She’d always been a good girl. She did what she was supposed to do, she was always where she was supposed to be and the rules mattered to her. And yet she’d just broken one of the major ones. She’d cried wolf when there was no wolf. 
 
      
 
    There was one thing she knew. She’d done this to stop Megan having sex with Joy. And she’d done it after she’d encouraged Megan to do it. That was where the logic began to break down a bit.  
 
      
 
    The door suddenly exploded open and Megan rushed in. ‘Thank fuck!’ she cried. Phoebe said nothing. ‘Are you OK?’ Megan asked her. ‘The fire alarm went off. Didn’t you hear it? 
 
      
 
    Phoebe didn’t answer her.  
 
      
 
          ‘You couldn’t have slept through it, it was so fucking loud’ Megan went on. And then her relief began to fade. She was starting to realise that she’d walked into an extremely weird vibe. ‘Pheebs, what’s-’ She suddenly saw what was in Phoebe’s hand. A small, red hammer. ‘What’s that?’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe looked down in surprise to see the hammer. The one time she’d ever done something wrong and she was holding on to the most damning piece of evidence possible. ‘It’s the hammer for the fire alarm.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan did a double take. ‘What are you doing with it?’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe tried to think of a reason she’d be holding it. But she wasn’t an experienced liar. All she had was the stupid truth. ‘I hit the alarm.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Oh my god!’ Megan exclaimed. ‘What happened? Did you see it start?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Megan… There’s no fire. There was never a fire.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan’s brow scrunched up, her confusion boundless. Phoebe had seen the same look on her face in maths, when she’d been asked to grapple with the concept of algebra. Utter bewilderment. 
 
      
 
           ‘So why did you start the fire alarm? Was it another emergency? Like you saw someone breaking into the place?’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe couldn’t understand why Megan was trying to assign some positive motive to what she’d done, why she wasn’t just asking ‘What the hell did you do that for, you fool?’ Then it hit her. Despite all evidence pointing to the truth, Megan would never believe she could do something like this for a bad reason. It was the same thing that was foxing Phoebe herself. Why had she done it? Phoebe wanted to know the answer to that even more than Megan did. 
 
      
 
    At the front of it was the simple bit, she’d done it to box block Megan. Yes, she didn’t like Joy and that was mixed in with all this. But what else? Why had her dislike of Joy necessitated this mad move? Why had she cleared out a building to keep her away from her best friend? Megan was an adult, after all. If she wanted to make a mistake, then that was her business. So why was it so important that Megan did not sleep with Joy?  
 
      
 
    The answer to that was so incredibly obvious, she couldn’t understand why it had only just hit her. Even when she smashed the glass, she didn’t know. But now it was like a giant, invisible hammer, smashing Phoebe over the head. The truth.  
 
      
 
    She was jealous. 
 
      
 
           ‘I started the fire alarm so you wouldn’t sleep with Joy’ she admitted, speaking like she was half asleep, just waking up.  
 
      
 
    Megan blinked, no less confused than when she’d come in. ‘Why?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘I’m still trying to understand that but it’s… It’s something to do with feeling, I don’t know-’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Is it because I’m gonna pop my cherry before you?’ Megan interrupted, trying to pick this thing apart. ‘Because no one is more surprised than me that it’s happening this way around. But you’ve only got yourself to blame. You’re too choosy. You could have had your pick at Harewood.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘It’s not about that, Meg. I’m not that sad.’  
 
      
 
    Megan tutted. ‘I never said it was sad. I just can’t understand-’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Then listen!’ Phoebe said angrily. ‘I’m jealous, OK? Of Joy. Because she was going to… be with you. And I guess I always took it for granted that you were, I don’t know… Mine.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan said nothing. And Phoebe kept talking. Something was coming out, something she’d buried deep. But with that breaking alarm, there was no denying it. She’d cracked more than glass, she’d cracked something else open too, something in herself. And she was hearing all this with nearly as much surprise as Megan, understanding as she talked. 
 
      
 
    ‘We’ve been friends since forever. I can’t even picture you not being around. But I didn’t think about things like that when we were twelve. Even when you told me you were gay, I didn’t think about any of… This.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Any of what?’ Megan asked quietly. 
 
      
 
           ‘I think it’s obvious what I mean’ Phoebe sighed, her eyes turned away from Megan. 
 
      
 
           ‘I know it is, but I’m scared shitless right now, Pheebs. I need it spelled out.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Why are you scared?’ Phoebe said, at last looking at Megan. ‘I’m the one saying all this stuff.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Because maybe I’ve thought about this too. And maybe I’ve tried not to because you’re my best friend and I didn’t want it to be like that. Me lusting after you while you never notice. And you’re gonna be gone soon.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Lusting?’ Phoebe repeated. She didn’t notice the hammer drop out of her limp hand.  
 
      
 
    Megan rolled her eyes. ‘Ugh. This is why I didn’t want to talk about this. I feel a right tool.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘How do you think I feel? I just broke the law!’ 
 
      
 
           ‘What, the alarm? I don’t think that’s actually illegal.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Isn’t it? Well, it’s still very frowned upon. And I did it to stop Joy from… sexing you up!’ 
 
      
 
    Megan couldn’t help it. She started laughing. ‘Sexing me up?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Stop it. It’s not funny’ Phoebe said seriously.  
 
      
 
    Megan stopped laughing. ‘So what do we do now?’ Megan asked after she’d calmed down. 
 
      
 
           ‘Fucked if I know’ Phoebe said. 
 
      
 
    Megan gasped. ‘I think that’s the first time I’ve ever heard you say the F word.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘I’ve been saving it for a good moment. This seems like the one’ Phoebe said, slumping back down to sit on the edge of her bed. Megan joined her and they sat on the bed together for a silent moment, trying to find some normality. But normality was gone. As soon as Phoebe had smashed that alarm, it had fled. Megan and Phoebe both felt like they would never see it again.  
 
      
 
    But if that was the case, was there a chance they might find something else in its place? 
 
      
 
           ‘Pheebs?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Yeah?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘I’m gonna kiss you now.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe felt her stomach do something that reminded her of the time she’d gotten stuck in a faulty lift. It had dropped a little while they were trying to get it fixed. Just a few inches, but it had felt like she was plummeting to her death. That was what her gut was doing, dropping a little, feeling like it was falling forever.  
 
      
 
           ‘OK. Yes’ she said uncertainly. 
 
      
 
    Megan didn’t move. After a while, Phoebe couldn’t take the tension. 
 
      
 
           ‘I thought you were going to kiss me?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘I’m working my way up to it’ Megan said irritably. ‘Don’t rush me.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe tutted. ‘Well, this is a romantic start to it, I must say.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan turned to Phoebe. ‘You’re a ballbreaker, Fitzgerald.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘And you’re a flake, Hunter.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Only when I don’t want to do things. And I want to do this. But I can’t do it with you… looking at me like that.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe sighed. ‘I don’t think this was a good idea. I shouldn’t have said anything.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan felt the opportunity she’d never thought would ever come slipping away. And though she wasn’t good at seeing things through, nothing had ever really mattered like this. She turned quickly and put a slightly trembling hand out, touching Phoebe’s face, catching her quite by surprise. They’d never done this before but somehow, when Megan’s lips met Phoebe’s, they fitted together perfectly. Perhaps it was due to the length and depth of their friendship, perhaps because of the intensity of the situation. Perhaps just because. 
 
      
 
    It was the first time Megan had kissed someone and the second time for Phoebe. But it wasn’t the fumbling moment that it could have been. It was lightening striking, intense and electric.  
 
      
 
    A few sweaty, fiery minutes later, Phoebe broke the kiss, saying ‘I need a breather.’ She was being literal. She kept forgetting to breathe.  
 
      
 
    Megan sat back, certain that was Phoebe’s code for I’m not into this. She should have known better. She was, after all, half of the kiss. And she couldn’t like it as much as she did if Phoebe hadn’t been there with her. But the stakes were high and paranoia ran rife through the situation. ‘Sorry’ Megan said.  
 
      
 
    Phoebe blinked. ‘What are you sorry for?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘I’m not sure. But I am.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘I can’t think what you’ve got to apologise for.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘So you don’t hate this?’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe’s eyebrows met in consternation. ‘Meg, you’re a good kisser but you can be pretty dense at times.’ Megan’s face broke into a grin and Phoebe leaned in to kiss her again. And this time, it was less fraught with worry. Either of them could have stopped this by now. And no one had any intention of doing so.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Nineteen 
 
      
 
    Megan awoke to the vague sensation of pain. Her arm hurt.  
 
      
 
    As she came closer to the surface of consciousness, she realised the pain was because of Phoebe. She was asleep on top of it, causing it to go numb. But as sore as it was, Megan wasn’t about to move. She wanted to enjoy this moment alone before she woke Phoebe.  
 
      
 
    She looked over at her best friend, still hazy, her veins running with a vague, pleasant feeling. But as she became sharper, she began to have the fear that everyone who has ever gotten the thing they want most eventually has. She started to wonder how long this could possibly last before she buggered it up. 
 
      
 
    Last night had been special. But not so special that anyone had taken their clothes off. It had been fully-clothed, hands-above-the-waist, shoes-still-on-their-feet kissing. Not that Megan was complaining. Even though she’d started her evening with the possibility of having honest to god sex, she’d gotten something way better. Getting to kiss Phoebe beat whatever gymnastic porn star stuff Joy had to offer. Because she loved Phoebe.  
 
      
 
    She wasn’t sure what kind of love that was yet. It was all too raw, fresh, new. Megan had gotten far too good at suppressing her feelings about Phoebe. She was still digging them all out. The kissing had expedited the process, that was for sure. But Megan was still a ball of confusion. 
 
      
 
    While she was lying there, numb armed and needing a pee, thinking over her epic snog with Phoebe, the girl in question suddenly sat bolt upright. 
 
      
 
           ‘Are they coming?’ she asked no one in particular.  
 
      
 
    Megan put a hand to hers and asked ‘Who, Pheebs?’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe turned around to see Megan and asked, ‘The police? Because I pulled the alarm.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘I think you were having a nightmare’ Megan explained. 
 
      
 
    Phoebe examined her thoughts and realised it was true. And then reality began to settle into her mind. She looked down at Megan. ‘Oh my god! Did we...?’ 
 
      
 
    Megan’s eyes went wide. ‘Yeah. Is that OK?’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe nodded. ‘I think so. Is it alright with you?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Yeah.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Well… Good, then.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan sat up, not sure what else to say on that subject. ‘I need to wee.’  
 
      
 
    Phoebe watched her go into the bathroom and listened to the sound of water hitting water.  And then Megan called from the toilet, ‘I’m starving. Can we go get a bacon sarnie?’ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Megan squeezed ketchup onto her sandwich. It was way too much sauce, Phoebe noted. But Megan had always treated ketchup as though it were a food group, applying it liberally to whatever she ate until the structural integrity of the meal was in danger. 
 
      
 
    Phoebe wasn’t eating anything. She was just having a cup of tea. And as she watched Megan demolish her sandwich, washing it down with her usual breakfast coke, she was in a state of pure panic. She had about a billion questions that she would have liked the answers to, but if she could have sifted through to the main points, they were these: 
 
      
 
    How do I feel about last night? 
 
      
 
    If I turn out to be a lesbian, what’s my Mum going to say? 
 
      
 
    Am I a decent kisser? 
 
      
 
    What’ll we do now? 
 
      
 
           ‘Are you freaking out?’ Megan asked, once she’d swallowed her current mouthful.  
 
      
 
           ‘What? No. Why? Are you?’ came the quickfire responses. 
 
      
 
           ‘I’m not sure. On the one hand, we’ve been friends for ages and I’ve heard people say that this sort of thing ruins friendships. On the other hand…’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe waited for the rest of the sentence but Megan simply took another bite of her sandwich. It took Phoebe every last bit of restraint not to scream out ‘On the other hand, what?!’ But she didn’t. 
 
      
 
    But Megan, who had completely been playing for time with that bite, couldn’t deny the inevitable. She was going to have to finish her sentence. She chewed and swallowed. ‘On the other hand…’ She rolled her eyes and took a deep breath. ‘Here’s the thing. We know I like girls. I’ve said it more than once. But I don’t know where your head is. If this was a once-in-a-lifetime trying-it-out thing, that’ll be alright. If you let me know now.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe knew Megan well enough to understand what she was doing. She’d provided Phoebe with the words to wrap this neatly up, with no egos bruised or feelings badly hurt. Phoebe hadn’t known what she wanted to say two minutes ago. But hearing the words laid out, the trapdoor for escape left open, she knew something. She didn’t want to get out. 
 
      
 
           ‘And what if I didn’t say that? What if I said I really liked kissing you and I don’t think I want it to be the last time.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan put her sandwich down and dabbed her lips, preparing to lay herself out, to put it all on the line. ‘If you said that, then I’d say the same. Actually, screw it, I am saying that. It was amazing. And I want us to be more than friends-’ 
 
      
 
    Megan stopped talking as the deeply disconcerting sound of Phoebe bursting into a momentary shrill laugh broke her concentration. Phoebe held a hand up, trying to ask for mercy. ‘No, I’m not laughing at you. This is all just so…’ 
 
      
 
    Megan got it. ‘Yeah. I know. I’m losing it as well.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Then let’s just get this part of the way’ Phoebe said, the laughter subsiding. It was her turn to be brave. She glanced around to check no one was looking and then leaned in and kissed Megan across the table, softly yet definitively. Megan returned the kiss without hesitation. 
 
      
 
    A small cough from a nearby table broke it up and they sat back down quick. They smiled at each other conspiratorially across the table. Both of them were terrified. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Twenty 
 
      
 
      
 
    The weeks that came next passed in a blur. But a nice blur.  
 
      
 
    Megan and Phoebe continued to do their jobs at Dinkles, Megan in the day, Phoebe in the night. But they couldn’t have been less present. That was par for the course for Megan, always one to phone it in. But even Phoebe, who lived every note she played, found herself drifting off in the middle of sets, her muscle memory and lower parts of her brain keeping the music going as her thoughts turned, again and again, to Megan. Even Joy couldn’t make much of a dent in the pleasure that filled Phoebe’s mind at the knowledge she’d soon be back in Megan’s arms and lips.   
 
      
 
    And Megan was thinking about Phoebe. She’d be diving about in the ball pit, head to toe in stinky rabbit and her mind was on the other side of the building, where she knew Phoebe was. She could picture her, plucking the strings of her guitar, that focus in her eyes, music flowing from her fingers. Even when she was playing some crappy pop hit, Phoebe could add depth and beauty to it. Megan had always felt something happen to her when she watched Phoebe play. But now she didn’t feel a weird embarrassment about that sensation. She was allowed to get soppy about it. Because Phoebe, who’d always belonged to her, had become hers in a new way. The best way. 
 
      
 
    They grabbed every moment together that they could. They’d always done that, of course. But now there was an unbearableness to their separation. Where once it had been a general desire to be together, now there was a sexual magnet pulling them like never before. 
 
      
 
    Because once the awkward conversation had been gotten through, they transitioned into a couple with surprising ease. It made a kind of sense. For years, they’d understood each other and laughed together. And now those things had been sprinkled with hot make-out sessions. It was more than the cherry on a cake, it was an ice cream sundae thrown on top. 
 
      
 
    But still, there was an unspoken topic that was a little troubling, a cloud hovering over paradise. Phoebe was leaving at the end of the summer, off to Manchester. And Megan was going back home. 
 
      
 
    At midnight, on one particular night of lying together on Megan’s single bed, going hot and heavy in a session that was threatening to step over the line into something else, a something else they were both quite desperate for at this point, even if they weren’t completely sure how to get that something else started, Megan suddenly put on the breaks.  
 
      
 
           ‘Pheebs?’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe, whose hand had been quite high up Megan’s thigh, snatched it quickly back, thinking she’d gone too far. ‘Sorry!’ 
 
      
 
           ‘What for?’ Megan asked, confused. 
 
      
 
    Phoebe realised she’d misread. ‘Oh. Nothing. What’s up?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘I was just thinking about the end of summer.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe nodded. ‘I’ve been thinking about that too.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Have you?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Of course.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘It’s making me feel kind of weird.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe nodded. ‘Yeah.’ 
 
      
 
    There was a silence. And then Megan decided to jump off the cliff. ‘I love you’ she said quietly. 
 
      
 
    Phoebe felt her vision blur. ‘Do you?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Yes.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Then come with me to Manchester’ she said, glad of a chance to verbalise what she’d been thinking since Megan had first kissed her. 
 
      
 
           ‘I… But what would I do?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘I don’t know. You definitely don’t want to go to uni?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘No. I can’t do three more years. I’ll go barmy.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Then you could get a job.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘As what?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘You’re good with the kids, the whole costume thing. You could get a job like that in Manchester. Or something similar.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan looked dubious. ‘I don’t know…’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Look, we don’t know what’s going to happen. We’d be leaving home for the first time. But we did this whole thing, Dinkles, didn’t we? And you made it happen.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan realised she was right. She’d taken this leap and she’d taken it for Phoebe. And it had turned out good. It was better than good, actually, but Megan didn’t think there was a word in the dictionary to define how the last few weeks had been so she’d stick with ‘Good.’ And if she wanted to hold onto this feeling, she could do it again, the leap. She could make it work. It was worth just about anything to hold onto Phoebe and the way she made her feel. 
 
      
 
           ‘You didn’t say anything’ Megan suddenly noted. 
 
      
 
           ‘What?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘When I said I loved you. If I’m coming with you, I just need to know… I don’t expect you to say it back or anything. I guess I just want to know that you’re, that you’re, that you might, maybe, one day…’ Megan stuttered, not sure what she was trying to say. 
 
      
 
    Phoebe was shocked. ‘Of course I love you. I’m sorry, I thought I’d said it. I guess I just said it in my head so loudly, I suppose I thought it had come out of my mouth.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan tried to suppress the enormous grin that was fighting to appear. But she couldn’t. 
 
      
 
           ‘So you’re coming?’ Phoebe asked. 
 
      
 
           ‘Yeah. I’m coming to Manchester.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe smiled and grabbed Megan for another kiss. 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, buoyed by the commitment they’d both made, things developed. Clothes started to lift and be pulled down, hands began to touch new parts. They were both scared but there was something stronger than their fear at work. It was need. 
 
      
 
    Megan half wished she’d gotten a few pointers from Joy. But as she slipped her fingers down into Phoebe’s knickers, she heard an appreciative low moan and felt a shocking wetness and she knew that winging it was going well so far and maybe she should just try to go with the flow. 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, a confirmation came that she was on the right track. She felt Phoebe’s body begin to shake and then Phoebe gripped onto her arm, squeezing it tightly. It hurt a little but Megan barely noticed. She was too busy watching Phoebe squeeze her eyes shut and make a soft, breathless wail. And then Phoebe released her grip and her entire body went limp. Megan took that as her cue to stop what she was doing.  
 
      
 
    She looked down at Phoebe, whose eyes were still closed. She seemed to be trying to catch her breath. This was what it was like to make a girl come. Megan couldn’t imagine anything better to do or see on the entire planet. It was like having some sort of enormous life secret unlocked. This was what people talked about when they talked about ‘It’. 
 
      
 
    Eventually, Phoebe’s eyes opened and she looked at Megan. She smiled, her eyes trying to focus. ‘I’ve never had… One of those before.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘One of those?’ Megan said, trying not to laugh. ‘What’s one of those, exactly?’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe whispered, ‘An orgasm.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Why are you whispering? It’s just you and me’ Megan said, amused. 
 
      
 
    Phoebe tutted and smiled. And then the smile dropped. ‘I don’t know if I’m going to be able to do that. For you.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan made a pfft noise. ‘Yes, you will.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Seriously. You’re good at that. I’ve never actually even touched myself’ Phoebe admitted, embarrassed.  
 
      
 
    Megan’s eyes went wide. ‘You’re kidding!’ 
 
      
 
           ‘No, why? Do you do it a lot?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Every chance I get’ Megan said and then realised that didn’t sound so great. ‘I’m not doing it constantly or anything. Just a few times a week.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe began to feel a concern. Was it weird that she didn’t do it? She’d thought about it many times, when she was in bed at night. But she always ended up picturing her parents in the next room. She had this vague notion that if she touched herself, she’d be letting them down somehow. 
 
      
 
           ‘Look’ Megan assured her. ‘Worked up as I am right now, there’s no pressure on you at all. If you touched me for a second, I’ll probably explode.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe giggled nervously. It did make her feel better. And then Megan kissed her and she began to relax again. 
 
      
 
    It turned out Megan was wrong. It didn’t take a second. It took about twenty. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Twenty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was two days till the end of the summer season at Dinkles and Phoebe and Megan were in the kind of daze that only a lot of sex can induce. They were both a lot more confident about it now. They could barely keep their hands off one another. But sooner or later, someone would be forced to leave the room to do their jobs and it was like being ripped away from each other, every single time.  
 
      
 
    And on that penultimate day, Megan found herself in the bunny, counting the minutes till she saw Phoebe again when five-year-old boy who was more the size of a ten-year-old jumped on her back, shouting ‘I’m a cowboy!’ Megan went sprawling, truly winded. The over exuberant boy’s Mum came flying in, shouting ‘Shane! Calm down!’, grabbing the boy off. Megan sat up, trying to catch her breath. ‘Soz, love’ Shane’s Mum said as she dragged him away. ‘Too much sugar.’ 
 
      
 
    Mike dashed over and pulled her to her feet. ‘Megan? Are you alright?’ 
 
      
 
    Megan nodded.  
 
      
 
           ‘Why don’t you knock off early? Get your breath back.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan didn’t need to be told twice. She strode quickly out of the chaotic play area, dashing past the kids who looked like they might want to have a play with her. Megan usually liked the kids but not right now. They’d been treating her like a trampoline all summer and she was just about over it.  
 
      
 
    Every day was a new bruise. Once, she’d had a child leap directly off the top of the slide that went into the ball pit, obviously deciding that the slide wasn’t a direct enough route to the balls. Unfortunately, Megan had been wandering past at the time and been kicked straight in the face. The bunny head was thick, which was probably the only reason she hadn’t gotten a broken nose. Instead, she’d walked away with a cut lip and a nose bleed. 
 
      
 
    As she sat in the break room, bunny head removed and on the table, a coke from the vending machine in her hand, she wandered what Phoebe was up to right this moment. Probably taking shit from Joy the Angry Drummer. She’d apparently gotten wind of the romance between them and wasn’t best pleased to have lost out to Phoebe. But Megan wasn’t too worried for Phoebe. She could handle Joy. 
 
      
 
           ‘Natalie, don’t be such a dumbass’ said a voice from outside the door and then the voice’s owner slammed into the break room. It was Casey, from the improv group, The Pickle Pickers. She didn’t notice Megan. She was too angry. ‘We’ve got the next gig lined up. Why on earth would you quit now? You quit when you can’t get work. And we’ve actually got some.’ 
 
      
 
    Directly behind her was Natalie, a little red in the face. ‘I’m sorry but that’s my decision’ she was explaining to Casey. ‘I’m not good at this. I only got in the group because my sister left and she forced me to take her place. I thought if I gave it time that I’d get into it. But I hate comedy. I hate the audience, I hate the hot lights, and I fucking hate ‘Yes, And.’ Sometimes I just want to say ‘No.’   
 
      
 
           ‘So what the hell are you going to do?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘I’m going to Guildford Polytechnic to get my B.A in computer science.’ 
 
      
 
    Casey was horrified. ‘Guildford? Well, if you’d choose that over improv, there’s no fucking hope for you at all.’ 
 
      
 
    Natalie shrugged. ‘Will you send the group my apologies?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘You’re not even going to do the final show? You’re just going to leave us in the lurch?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘You’ll be alright.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘There’s only three of us right now, two without you. Freddy broke his toe doing that backflip off the stage.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Yeah and I don’t know why he did that. The situation didn’t really call for a backflip.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘And that’s why he landed wrong. He was putting his ego ahead of the group and he paid with a broken toe. I’m begging you, do not do the same. Just do tonight.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘I can’t, Casey. I’ve got to be at orientation early tomorrow.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Natalie… you’re a fuckwit. That’s all I’ve got to say’ Casey said with finality. 
 
      
 
           ‘Nice working with you too’ Natalie replied, and walked out of the breakroom. 
 
      
 
    Casey looked at the ceiling and roared like a lion enraged. Only then did she turn to see Megan. ‘Oh, hello’ Casey said, not particularly embarrassed to have been seen screaming at the sky. ‘I suppose you caught all that?’ 
 
      
 
    Of course, Megan had. She’d been sitting at the other end of the room, completely frozen so as not to break up the show that had just turned up to entertain her. She only wished she’d had some popcorn. ‘Yep. And I’ve got to say, I’m with you. Natalie does seem like a bit of a fuckwit.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Right?’ Casey said, sitting down with Megan. Megan wasn’t sure what to say. She hadn’t thought Casey was going to join her. But Casey seemed oblivious. ‘You’re the rabbit?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Yeah, Megan. I’m on a break because one of the kids had too much sugar and decided he was Hulk Hogan.’ 
 
      
 
    Casey nodded, smiling. ‘I like your energy, Megan. Ever do improv?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘What? No’ Megan said, thrown. 
 
      
 
           ‘I need a third and we’re on in an hour. Wanna do it?’ 
 
      
 
    Megan was having trouble keeping up. ‘But I just told you, I’ve never done it. I don’t even know what it involves.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘That’s the thing about improv. You can improvise. And you’re kind of a performer, aren’t you? You get into character, make the kids laugh?’ 
 
      
 
    Megan wasn’t swayed. ‘It’s really not like what you do. I just wave my hands and run about and let them hug me for the maximum legal amount of time.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Honestly, I’m desperate. And you’ll do’ Casey begged. 
 
      
 
    Megan started to laugh nervously. ‘Sorry, I don’t-’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Megan, what we do is fun, creative and it requires very little preparation. Give me ten minutes to tell you about it and you’ll be ready to go on stage. And if you shit the bed, it’ll be my fault. But you don’t need to worry, because me and Greg will carry you until you find your feet. We just need a bit of backup. No one’s expecting you to be hilarious. You can leave that to me and Greg. We’re the professional comedians. Just remember, it’s always ‘Yes, And.’ Agree to our prompts and build on them.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan was about to say no again when she started to wonder why she was going to say no. What did it matter if she went on stage and made a tit of herself? She’d been doing that for weeks.  
 
      
 
           ‘Oh’ Megan exclaimed, remembering something. ‘Yes, And how much does it pay?’ 
 
      
 
    Casey laughed. ‘Thirty quid?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Call it fifty and I’ll do it’ Megan said cheekily. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe was waiting outside the kids play area for Megan, as she did every day. And Megan was late, as she was every day. But Phoebe was inclined to a feel a little more lenient about Megan’s timekeeping these days. Especially after the last few weeks. She’d barely had any sleep and she was exhausted. But she didn’t care a bit. She was walking on air. 
 
      
 
    It was funny, every time she and Megan had done something that necessitated the changing of clothes – swimming, PE, etc – Phoebe had always gone to incredible pains to make sure that she never saw Megan in the nude. And vice versa. It wasn’t that she was uncomfortable with nakedness… No, wait. Yes, it was that. She had grown up in a house that had been full of people that locked the bathroom door without fail. She’d heard stories about people seeing their parents’ various naked wobbly bits but she’d never seen either of her parent’s bodies above the knee or below the neck. So nudity had a certain unnaturalness to it for Phoebe. But now she and Megan were spending a lot of time naked with one another. And once she’d gotten over the desire to giggle, it had begun to feel sensational. She couldn’t wait for the next time she felt Megan against her.  
 
      
 
    Still, she worried every time might be the last. She didn’t know why. But since Megan had said she loved her and she was going to follow her to Manchester, perhaps it was time to relax, to let herself feel Megan was a sure thing. 
 
      
 
           ‘Phoebe’ Megan cried, running out of the building, looking flushed. She usually did look a bit warm from her time in the bunny suit but today, the colour in her cheeks was different. It wasn’t over-heatedness. It was excitement. 
 
      
 
           ‘Did you get double items from the vending machine again?’ Phoebe asked her. 
 
      
 
           ‘No, even better. No, actually, not better than that. But still cool. I’m going on with the Pickle Pickers!’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe looked confused. ‘What?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Yeah, one of improv group quit and they need another person. I was in the right time and place so I’m going on with them.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Oh. Is that good?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Yeah! Fifty quid.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘And you want to do this?’ she asked, amused. 
 
      
 
           ‘Yeah. I think it’ll be fun. I mean, it’ll be fun in that way that makes you want to wet your knickers in fear, but still, how cool is that?’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe had never seen Megan look so excited about something that she couldn’t eat. She liked it. 
 
      
 
           ‘Yeah, I guess it is. When you on?’  
 
      
 
           ‘Half an hour. So I gotta run and shower. Can I catch up with you later?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘I’m going on in about an hour myself’ Phoebe said. She’d been hoping to snatch just a little time before she had to go and stand next to angry Joy, to fortify herself. But she wouldn’t stand in the way of Megan’s excitement for anything. ‘I guess I’ll see you later in our room?’ 
 
      
 
    Megan was disappointed. ‘I was hoping you might come and watch.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe smiled, pleased that Megan wanted her there. And she wanted to be there, if she could be. ‘I can probably catch the first half hour.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Great!’ Megan said, kissing her on the cheek and running off. ‘See you later!’ she called over her shoulder.  
 
      
 
    Phoebe watched her run. Megan wouldn’t even run for a bus usually. It was wonderful to see.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe sat down in the small auditorium, looking around to see the ‘Crowd.’ The place was just under half full.  
 
      
 
    A hush fell on the room and the lights went down. A curtain went back and then it was happening. Megan was on stage with two other people, a guy and a girl, Casey and Greg. Casey introduced the group, did some spiel and then explained that the audience would help in getting things off the ground with suggestions. She asked for a location, a situation. She got back ‘A job interview’ and ‘At a funeral home.’ 
 
      
 
    And off they went, Casey and Greg taking the lead at first while Megan sat back like wet lettuce. Casey pretended to be the interviewer, while Greg got the job of answering questions while Megan waited for her turn in the imaginary waiting room, AKA a seat at the side of the stage. 
 
      
 
    After some predictable back and forth between Greg and Casey, interrupted by the occasional cough from the silent audience, it was clear to Phoebe that it wasn’t going too well. Casey was doing her best but the problem was Greg. He was trying but it was clear that he wasn’t naturally funny. After ten minutes, it started to get painful and the audience were fidgeting in their seats, no doubt wondering how to slip out without attracting any attention. 
 
      
 
    Phoebe glanced over at Megan and she saw something in her eyes, in her body, a certain energy she didn’t recognise at all.  And then, without any invitation from the other people on the stage, Megan stood from her seat and walked straight into the scene and into the middle of a speech that Greg was giving about his past jobs. 
 
      
 
           ‘Hey, I’m here about the job?’ she announced. 
 
      
 
    Greg and Casey froze for a second and then Casey glanced at the audience and Phoebe could tell she was in a bind about how to deal with it. In the end, she had no choice but to run with the interruption. 
 
      
 
          ‘Yes, but I’m just dealing with the first applicant-’ 
 
      
 
         ‘No’ Megan said, looking at Greg in horror. ‘You can’t hire him. He’s a known necrophiliac.’ 
 
      
 
    Casey wasn’t ready for that. Her eyes nearly burst out of her head as she said, ‘He’s a…?’  
 
      
 
           ‘Yeah, I’ve heard about him on the… undertaker’s… grapevine. He’ll never pass the CRB check, I can tell you that for nothing.’ 
 
      
 
    A few people started to titter lightly and Phoebe watched as Megan seemed to take confidence from it. Greg didn’t seem to like this new direction, but he didn’t have a ton of choice. ‘Madam, how dare you’ he said, standing wearily. ‘I’ve never been inappropriate with a corpse. I have only the utmost respect-’ 
 
      
 
           ‘In fairness, he does take them on dates first. Not very practical though. It took them hours to prise that old lady out of the rollercoaster.’ 
 
      
 
    Laughter started to build. Phoebe glanced around and people looked a lot less distracted. They all wanted to know where Megan would take the scene next.  
 
      
 
           ‘But I get it, man’ Megan said, conversationally. ‘I mean, necrophilia does mean never having to say you’re sorry.’ 
 
      
 
    There were groans and laughs as people rode the line between disgust and amusement. Phoebe could see that Greg wasn’t too happy at being Megan’s prop. But Casey seemed pleased enough. At least no one was leaving. 
 
      
 
    And that was how the next twenty minutes passed. Megan showboating riotously while Greg and Casey tried to hang on for dear life as they moved from one crazy scenario to the next. 
 
      
 
    Phoebe was genuinely sorry to have to leave, especially as Megan was hitting her stride. People were still laughing as Phoebe crept out of the back, hoping that Megan wouldn’t notice her going.  
 
      
 
    But Megan was in the limelight. She didn’t notice anything that wasn’t happening on the stage. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    Megan watched the curtains close, but the clapping continued. She knew the applause was for her. She was high on it, as though it were a drug. She’d had the laughter of strangers injected directly into her veins. And something in her knew she was hooked.  
 
      
 
    It made her think back to that time in the changing rooms, when she’d rescued Phoebe from the dreaded Melissa, simply by making the room laugh. Since then, she’d gotten other group laughs, saying the odd well-timed line in the classroom. But she’d never really given it much thought, the funny thing. Now she felt like someone had just pulled back a veil, revealing something to her, something about herself, something about her life, something about the world and the place she wanted to have in it. 
 
      
 
    She wanted to do this again. And again. And again. 
 
      
 
           ‘Oy!’ Greg said, once he was sure he wouldn’t be overheard by the front of the building. ‘That was bloody greedy.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan looked at him shocked. ‘I’m sorry, I guess I just got a bit carried away.’ 
 
      
 
    Greg’s face showed no forgiveness but Casey suddenly jumped in. ‘Greg, don’t be a div. She did good.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan tried not to beam into Greg’s angry face too hard.  
 
      
 
           ‘But you did get a touch selfish out there’ Casey added. ‘Just remember next time, there’s two other people on the stage with you. Three when Freddy’s toe mends.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Next time?’ Megan repeated. 
 
      
 
           ‘Yeah. We’re going to London after this, gotta few gigs lined up. I presume you’re coming.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘You’re offering me a job?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Yep. You’re way better than Natalie was anyway. And she’d been doing it for a whole year.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan wanted to grab Casey’s face and scream ‘Yes, yes, a thousand times yes’ into it. But she somehow managed to play it cool. ‘I’m not sure.’ 
 
      
 
    Casey laughed at her. ‘My arse, you’re not sure. I was on stage with you just now. You loved every minute of it.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan couldn’t hold out any longer. ‘Fine. Yeah. I’m coming.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Cool. We leave tomorrow.’ 
 
      
 
    It was only then that Megan thought of Phoebe and the promise she’d made her. She was supposed to go to Manchester. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Megan was sat in the ball pit. The place was dark and empty, spooky in the silence. She wasn’t sure why she’d come here. But she’d needed to think, alone. Her room was empty, Phoebe would be on stage about now. But to be in that room, sitting on the bed where she’d slept with Phoebe, it was too much right now. Only the night before, Megan had made promises in that bed. She’d planned a life with Phoebe. And it had seemed like a fantasy coming true. She was going to live with Phoebe and they were going to be in love forever. 
 
      
 
    But here Megan was, a day later and everything was different. She’d been given an opportunity. Maybe it wasn’t the kind of offer that would entice a lot of people. Touring around the country in a stinky bus with Casey, Greg and broken-toed Freddy. But that’s because they didn’t know, couldn’t know about the stage and the light and the applause. It had meant something to Megan that she couldn’t explain. It had made her feel like she was good at something, that she was valuable, that she was right. She’d never felt right before. She’d only ever felt like she was getting in the way or slowing people down. 
 
      
 
    Kelly and her Dad, for example. She was a third wheel, an obstacle to their happiness. And that thing Phoebe’s Mum had said about her not having any focus.  And school. Middling grades, mediocre test scores, never part of the in-crowd, never one of the strong and clever ones. She’d watched people like Phoebe working hard, flourishing and she’d never understood how that was even possible.  
 
      
 
    And her Mother, walking out all that time ago, not seen since. That had weighed on her all this time, that feeling that she wasn’t enough to hold onto the woman who was supposed to love her. 
 
      
 
    But tonight, on that stage, it had been different. Everything she was missing was suddenly in the palm of her hand. The people had clapped and laughed and it was like they were saying ‘You’re OK, you’re a real person, you count.’ And she wanted more of that. Even with Casey and the crappy group, she knew she could do well, that it could be the start of something. But it wasn’t that simple, was it? She still wanted Phoebe and the life they’d talked about too.  
 
      
 
    That was the trouble. Megan wanted everything.  
 
      
 
    She hadn’t had anything a few months ago. No girlfriend, no money, no prospects, no direction. And now it had all fallen into her lap at once. But with that sudden flourish of good fortune, came a different set of problems. Megan supposed that was what happened when you had something to lose. The choice you made mattered and so it was actually hard to make it. Nothing had prepared her for this. Nothing. 
 
      
 
    Megan lay back in the ball pit and began to pile balls on top of herself. It was comforting. It reminded her of being a kid. She’d sit in the ball pit and nobody would ask her to decide the course of her life. She’d been responsibility free, playing with coloured balls. It sounded pretty good about now.  
 
      
 
    But as she lay on her back, only her mouth visible to the outside world, she knew what she had to do. 
 
      
 
    She had to talk to Phoebe. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘Where have you been?’ Phoebe asked with relief as Megan walked into the room. ‘I’ve been calling you, why didn’t you answer?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘You did?’ Megan asked. She took out her phone and there they were, a bunch of missed calls. ‘Sorry.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘How was the rest of the show? It was going great when I left. They loved you.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan smiled sparingly. ‘Yeah. Went good.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘I was really proud of you. I can’t believe you’ve never even done it before!’ 
 
      
 
    Megan sat on her bed. 
 
      
 
           ‘What are you doing over there?’ Phoebe asked naughtily. She reached over and touched the tips of Megan’s fingers. ‘Wanna come over here and lie down with me? I’ve been thinking about last night all day.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan nearly said to hell with the Pickle Pickers right then. She could just jump into bed with Phoebe and pretend tonight hadn’t happened. She could still be happy, couldn’t she? She had Phoebe, the girl she was madly in love with. It could be more than enough. Couldn’t it? 
 
      
 
           ‘Something’s wrong. What is it?’ Phoebe asked. 
 
      
 
    Damn Phoebe and her bloody perceptiveness. 
 
      
 
           ‘Err… Well…’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe waited. 
 
      
 
           ‘Like you said, tonight went really great. So great, in fact, that Casey offered me a job.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Oh!’ Phoebe exploded, amazed and excited. And then she realised what that meant. ‘Oh.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Yeah. They tour around, wherever they get a gig. They’re going to London next. And then, I don’t know.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe wanted to cry. She wanted to break down, fall to her knees and sob on the ground, renting her garments, the full works. Instead, she said ‘That’s great, Meg.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan sighed. ‘But you know what that means?’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe licked her lips nervously. ‘Yeah’ she said, trying to keep hold of herself. 
 
      
 
           ‘I couldn’t come to Manchester’ Megan said, wanting to be clear. 
 
      
 
    So now it had been said out loud. Phoebe’s stomach roiled with dismay. But she didn’t want to react with complete selfishness. It wasn’t fair to spoil the moment for Megan. ‘Yes. I get that. Still, I’m pleased for you.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘I can say no, though. It’s not set in stone yet. We could still do what we planned.’ 
 
      
 
    Hope gripped Phoebe’s heart. ‘Is that what you want to do?’ 
 
      
 
    Megan paused before opening her mouth to reply, but nothing came out. But that was an answer in itself. Phoebe’s heart sank. ‘You want to go with them, don’t you?’ 
 
      
 
    Megan groaned. ‘I want to be with you. And I want to go with them.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘But you can’t do both.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘We could do a long-distance thing?!’ Megan cried, desperately. ‘I could visit you! You could visit me, wherever I end up?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘And how long would that go on for?’ Phoebe asked gently. 
 
      
 
    Megan frowned. ‘I don’t know.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Because if you do this, that’s the kind of life you’re signing up for. You’ll move around a lot.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘This is all new. I really haven’t had time to think about the future.’ 
 
      
 
    A tear slipped out of Phoebe’s eye and rolled down her cheek. She wiped it away quickly but not before Megan saw it. Megan stood and went to Phoebe, kneeling in front of her, grabbing her hands. ‘Phoebe, I swear, I meant every word I said last night.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe couldn’t look at Megan. It was too much. ‘I know.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘I love you.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘I know’ Phoebe said, still not looking at Megan. 
 
      
 
           ‘Please, Pheebs. Don’t cry. This is killing me.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe felt a flash of anger. She was trying to take this well, to be an adult about it, but she was also hurt. Megan was choosing this over her. She knew it was more complicated than that but still, that was the simple truth at the centre of the situation.  And that truth was digging into Phoebe, a sharp knife in the ribs.  
 
      
 
    And then the dam burst.  
 
      
 
           ‘It’s killing you? You’re the one who told me you loved me and slept with me and promised to come with me. Now you’re just gonna go? But it’s killing you?’ 
 
      
 
    Megan dropped Phoebe’s hands and knelt back. ‘Phoebe, don’t be like that. It’s not fair.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘There’s a lot of things that aren’t fair’ Phoebe said, standing up and walking to the other end of the room, leaving Megan on her knees. ‘But I’m not even allowed to cry about it? Well, fuck you.’ 
 
      
 
    It was the second time Megan had heard Phoebe drop the F bomb. It was different than the first time. It was anger-fuelled and ugly. It hurt. 
 
      
 
    Megan stood, her own pain going the same way as Phoebe’s, translating to anger. ‘It’s alright for you. You’ve had everything. Two parents, money, nice holidays, nice clothes, your lessons. All that bollocks. You’re good at everything. Your life’s been easy. I’ve never had anything. But something happened tonight and I found out I did have something after all. I can make people laugh’ she yelled furiously.  
 
      
 
    Phoebe was stunned. Had Megan always been this jealous, bitter? Did she really believe that Phoebe’s life had been sunshine and lollipops? It was true that her family had money and Megan’s didn’t. But that was the end of Phoebe’s good fortune. Her parents were critical, unhappy people who had turned their disappointment with their awful marriage onto their children, trying to fill the space their love should have been with the achievements of their progeny. Phoebe had never had a moment’s peace under their roof. And Megan should have known that.  
 
      
 
    In fact, she did know that. But she’d taken all that she knew about Phoebe’s life and crushed it in her hands, made it unrecognisable, thrown it in Phoebe’s face. Phoebe wanted to throw up. 
 
      
 
           ‘Well go ahead, then!’ Phoebe shouted. She wasn’t one to blow her top, a lifetime of her mother’s polite domination had curbed the desire to ever state what she thought at high volumes. But she’d trusted Megan and only Megan. And Megan had just shit on that trust. ‘You go ahead and make them all laugh if it’s so important. I don’t care. But once you’re gone, that’s it. Don’t call me, don’t text me, don’t email. I never want to see you again.’ 
 
      
 
    And she walked out of the room. 
 
      
 
    Megan sat on the edge of the bed, face red, her eyes wide, her throat aching from yelling. She was in shock. Phoebe, her best friend, and everything else they’d begun to be, was gone.   
 
      
 
    Phoebe never came back to the room that night. And in the morning, Megan packed her bag and left her room, the room she’d shared with Phoebe, the room they’d fallen in love in. She got on the minibus with the rest of the group, who were indecently cheery, oblivious to Megan’s grief. But Megan barely noticed them.  
 
      
 
    She sat at the back, looking out of the window, trying to see Phoebe. Just a glimmer, that was all she wanted. If she could see her, maybe she could catch her eye and smile. Maybe Phoebe would smile back and Megan would know that even though they were going different ways, that they still had each other in some small way. That it wasn’t the end. 
 
      
 
    But as the bus drove away, the magical moment never occurred. And then Megan was on the road, headed for London. And for god knows what else. 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the nearby field where Phoebe had spent the night, she awoke in the long grass with a headache and the knowledge that her Mother was right about one thing. This had been an easy place to make a mistake. 
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    Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
    Megan Hunter was on the balcony of her flat, hiding. In her bedroom, through the window of the balcony door, Megan could see a naked woman, fast asleep on top of her duvet. Nicole or something. The club had been loud last night so she couldn’t be sure she’d caught it correctly. But it didn’t much matter. She’d be going soon, Megan hoped. 
 
      
 
    As she stood waiting for Possibly Nicole to wake up and realise it was time to skedaddle, she checked her watch. She had somewhere to be today. Goddamn it, why couldn’t one night stands be more bloody considerate?  
 
      
 
    She knew some people offered their overnight guests full amenities after a night of casual sex – breakfasts, showers, offers of a lift home - but that wasn’t Megan’s style. She didn’t like awkward chit chat. She didn’t enjoy that moment when phone numbers were requested. She certainly didn’t like pretending she wasn’t counting the seconds till they fucked off.  
 
      
 
    Possibly Nicole began to stir at last. Megan watched through the glass as she sat up and began to get dressed. And then she began to look around the room for something. It was her bra. And it was right in front of the balcony doors. She walked over to it and looked directly at Megan. ‘Hi’ she said. Megan waved at the topless woman. She wondered briefly if she could stay out here and make a shoo motion with her hand and perhaps Possibly Nicole would just go, like getting a pigeon off your car.  
 
      
 
    But Megan was British. Once eye contact was established, she was pretty much fucked. She opened the door and slipped in. ‘Just getting some air’ she explained.  
 
    Nicole seemed to accept that. She began to put her bra on. ‘So what are you up to today?’ she asked.  
 
      
 
           ‘I’m driving to Deepforest, to the festival. Got a gig.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Oh yeah?’ she said as she put her dress back on. 
 
      
 
           ‘Headlining the comedy tent.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Cool.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Mmm’ Megan nodded. At thirty-five, she was more than old enough to know that when somebody asked you what you were doing with your day, the polite thing was to ask the same back. But she really didn’t want to prolong this. It wasn’t Nicole’s fault. There was nothing wrong with her. She was perfectly attractive and seemed nice enough. But when someone picks you up after a gig, it was clearly not going to turn into a marriage, was it? So why do this dance? Why pretend they hadn’t just been in it for the endorphins? 
 
      
 
           ‘Live nearby?’ Megan asked. 
 
      
 
           ‘Not far’ Nicole replied. 
 
      
 
           ‘Well, don’t let me keep you’ Megan said, plainly. 
 
      
 
    Nicole raised an eyebrow. ‘Alright, I get it.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan felt bad. She wasn’t trying to be cruel. She just didn’t like bullshit. She watched as Nicole headed for the door, wondering if there was something she could say to make this less unpleasant. 
 
      
 
           ‘I’m sorry, I’-’ 
 
      
 
    Nicole turned at the door. ‘I liked you more when you were on stage.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan nodded, unsurprised. She’d heard that said before. ‘That’s really your problem more than mine, isn’t it?’ 
 
      
 
    Nicole snorted derisively and slammed the door shut behind her. 
 
      
 
    Megan sat down on the sofa in the quiet and wondered why she kept doing this. Scenes like this were getting more and more frequent. Was it really worth it for the sex? Her friends said she should stop acting like a twenty-year-old and get a steady girlfriend, settle down, all that. But Megan thought that was death.  She wasn’t ready to spend her Saturday nights binge watching Game of Thrones and her Sundays at B&Q, thank you very much. She was still young. Sort of.  
 
      
 
    But still, her friends dropped their little not-particularly-subtle hints. ‘Meg, do you think it’s maybe time to consider whether you should get to know the girls you sleep with?’ And Megan would answer ‘I don’t think that would work. I like to kill and eat my one night stands after the sex so it’s better not to get attached.’ And then they’d roll their eyes but it would be the end of the conversation, thank fuck. 
 
      
 
    But she wasn’t going to think about all that today. She was far too busy to examine her life choices. She had a trip to pack for. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Twenty-Six 
 
    Phoebe Fitzgerald grabbed her ear and yelled ‘Ow! Danny, would you switch on the amp after you plug in, please? You nearly blew my eardrum out!’ 
 
      
 
    Danny the Tech, who was hired by the festival to look after the musician’s instruments, looked up at Phoebe, mortified. He couldn’t believe he’d almost deafened the singer and lead guitarist of Subatomic.  
 
      
 
           ‘Sorry, Miss Fitzgerald. It won’t happen again.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe relented. The twenty-year-old boy in the Subatomic band t-shirt was clearly a fan. ‘It’s alright. And call me Phoebe.’ 
 
      
 
    Danny smiled, relieved. He would have died if she’d shouted at him. But people said she was nice. He was glad to confirm it. He scuttled off out of the green room tent, to deal with another act, calling ‘Can’t wait to see you play tonight!’ over his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    Joe, the bass guitarist of Subatomic, looked over at Phoebe, blankly. ‘Hey, Fitzy, are we on tonight?’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe sighed. ‘Yes, Joe.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘What, tonight, tonight?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Do you know a definition of that word that I don’t?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘It’s just, I met this bird in the cider tent, supposed to see her tonight.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘We’re tuning up now and you didn’t know we were playing?’ Phoebe asked. 
 
      
 
           ‘I thought we were on tomorrow night.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Meet her after.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘I didn’t get her number, just arranged to hang.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Well, if she looks at the schedule, she’ll figure it out.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘I never told her I was in the band.’ 
 
      
 
    Mack, the drummer, chipped in. ‘Trust me, she knows.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘You trying to say I can’t get a bird if she’s not a groupie?’ Joe asked indignantly. 
 
      
 
           ‘I’m not trying to say it. I am saying it’ Mack replied. 
 
      
 
           ‘Just cos your bird’s preggers and you’re all married and shit, it don’t make you superior.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Alright, mate, relax. I was just kidding’ Mack said. He turned to Phoebe. ‘Tell him I was kidding, would ya.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe shook her head vehemently. ‘I refuse to play Mum to this band anymore. Sort out your own squabbles.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Christ’ Mack said to Joe. ‘Who is this Yoko?! She’s causing arguments and you haven’t even been out with her yet.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘She’s not a Yoko, you cheeky bastard. She makes pottery!’ Joe said, inexplicably.  
 
      
 
    Phoebe stood up, done. ‘I’m going to get a drink.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘But we’re on soon!’ 
 
      
 
           ‘I’ll be back for the gig, I just need a bit of space from you two idiots.’ 
 
      
 
    She left the tent. After she’d gone, Mack turned to Joe. ‘She’s annoyed now. And it’s your fault.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘You started it!’ Joe cried. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Outside the tent, the sound of Phoebe’s bandmates going at it faded to a distant roar. She kept walking until she couldn’t hear them anymore. She needed some space and a large drink of anything with a proof. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
    In Megan’s flat, six minutes after the one nighter left - just as Megan was considering whether to take wellies with her – the doorbell went. Megan rolled her eyes. If Nicole had left her knickers behind, then tough shit. She wasn’t getting in here again. 
 
      
 
    The doorbell went a second time. Megan shook her head, digging her heels in further. Let her ring forever. That door would not open. 
 
      
 
    And then a voice called through the door. ‘Megan?’  
 
      
 
    Megan’s head flew around to look at the locked door, knowing it wasn’t Nicole. But the voice was familiar, very familiar indeed. She got up and went to the peephole, looking through. When she saw who was on the other side of the door, she jumped back from it. 
 
      
 
           ‘Megan, I know you’re in. I can hear you moving about.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan took a deep breath and opened the door to a middle-aged woman who had Megan’s dirty blonde hair and green eyes. Linda, her Mother. ‘Hello’ she said. 
 
      
 
           ‘How do you know my address?’ was the only thing Megan could think to ask the woman she hadn’t seen since she was nine. 
 
      
 
           ‘I went to the old house. There was a woman there wearing too much make-up. She gave me your address.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan looked at the floor. ‘Fucking Kelly.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Presume she’s your Dad’s squeeze?’ 
 
      
 
    Megan looked back up. ‘What are you doing here?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Your grandad died.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan shrugged. ‘My grandad died ten years ago.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘No, I mean my Dad.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘I barely remember him, haven’t seen him since he came to pick you up from the house. Do you remember that?’ Megan asked with naked hostility. ‘I guess he found it a bit difficult to maintain a relationship after that.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘I guess he did’ Linda replied, ashamed. But she barged on irregardless. ‘Well, he’s dead.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Is that it? You’ve come to see me for the first time since I hit puberty to deliver a random death notice?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘He wanted me to give you something’ Linda said and she began to root around in her bag. ‘Here’ she said, handing Megan a small box. ‘It’s a ring, belonged to his Mother and he always said he wanted it to stay in the female line.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Then why don’t you keep it.’ 
 
      
 
    Linda gave Megan a serious look. ‘Because I’ll just lose it like everything else.’ 
 
      
 
    That stopped Megan cold. ‘Go ahead, lose it’ she said and handed the box back. 
 
      
 
           ‘Megan’ Linda said. ‘I didn’t just come to give you a ring.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘No? Got a bracelet for me too? Maybe a necklace?’ 
 
      
 
    Linda shook her head. ‘You’re just like your Dad.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Well that makes sense when you think about it’ Megan said dryly, trying not to react. She didn’t want to give her Mother the satisfaction. 
 
      
 
           ‘Megan, I’ve made mistakes. I know that.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan sighed, long and loud. ‘What is this? Your Dad died so you’re doing some whole re-evaluating-your-life bollocks?’ 
 
      
 
    Linda looked embarrassed. ‘Perhaps I am. I know you must be very angry, but I wanted to know if you might want to talk? Maybe we could get to know each other again.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Sorry, Mum. No sale’ Megan said, slamming the door in her face. She waited for a minute, to see if her Mum would knock again. But there was just the sound of heels walking away. 
 
      
 
    Megan went to pack, as she worked on deleting the last five minutes from her mind. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Twenty-Eight 
 
      
 
    In the beer tent, Phoebe stood alone, hoping not to get recognised. She could cope alright with it most of the time, but there were just some moments that you didn’t want to make nice with a stranger. Now was one of those moments. 
 
      
 
    It had been a long tour, eighteen months. And they weren’t at the end of it yet. Still two more weeks of listening to Joe and Mack bickering like toddlers. The stupid thing was that they were best friends. She supposed that was why it was easy to argue. It was their routine. But it was taking a toll on Phoebe. Listening to those two pillocks squabble was like being twelve again, listening to her parents going at it downstairs. She kept waiting for the argument that went too far, an argument that would end the band, much like her parents had ended their marriage a few years ago, once she’d left home and they’d had nothing to focus on but one another. 
 
      
 
    In the case of her parents, it was long overdue. But in terms of the band, it wasn’t what she wanted at all. They’d been together for twelve years, forming just after they’d all graduated from the same music school. They’d spent years and years toiling in obscurity, playing grubby places for bad money. But then they’d broken out, gotten a hit, followed by a successful album, followed by the tour. They were doing better than they ever had and Phoebe was waiting for the bubble to burst. Might it come in the form of Joe and Mack having a punch-up over something stupid?  
 
      
 
    Maybe. Or maybe people would just get over them and the success would dry up. Or maybe they’d start making crap music but they’d keep going, trying to pretend they were still any good until Phoebe, sickened by selling out, would start taking heroin and then she’d be found in an alleyway, dead at thirty-five, a footnote in rock history.  
 
      
 
    These were the thoughts she had as she contemplated her drink. Her phone went and she looked down. It was a text from Emily, her girlfriend. 
 
      
 
    ‘Good luck with the gig. Wish I could be there but you know, bloody work! Grr.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe didn’t actually mind that Emily wasn’t coming to the gig. In fact, she’d been relieved that Emily couldn’t get the time off work. Emily was a dentist, that’s how Phoebe had met her, sat in her chair, getting a filling. But it made it strange, trying to mix her normality with the music world. It made Phoebe feel like she didn’t know which Phoebe to be.  
 
      
 
    She texted Emily back to the effect that she was disappointed but what could you do? 
 
      
 
    And then it was time to go back to the boys. She finished her drink and put the plastic cup down on the bar, heading out of the rowdy drunk tent. She wandered through the festival, taking in the sights and sounds – not to mention the smells – of the place. It was her third festival of the summer and it was the same sort of crowd at all of them. People enjoying the music but enjoying the booze just as much. She was sick of them. 
 
      
 
    As she got a few feet away from the backstage area, she realised she was in a serious funk.  
 
      
 
    And then she saw a pile of leaflets on the ground, dumped there by someone. It was the listings for the festival. Maybe that was what she needed. To go and see some other bands perform, get out of her own head and enjoy music again. 
 
      
 
    She checked the listing, going down the acts, noting a few that might be worth a look. She was just about to put the leaflet in her pocket when she happened to glance at the bottom, at the acts in the comedy tent. A name jumped out at her. 
 
      
 
    Megan Hunter.  
 
      
 
    Phoebe felt a lurch in her stomach at those four syllables. She hadn’t seen Megan in seventeen years, not since… 
 
      
 
    She screwed up the leaflet and threw it on the ground, feeling guilty for littering but deciding just this once, she was going to give herself license to be a little naughty.  
 
      
 
    She walked on, trying to think about the set list for tonight, trying to think about the next stop on the tour, trying to think about Emily. But they wouldn’t stick. Her brain felt like it was in a washing machine, on the spin cycle. Her thoughts were flying around, while she tried to ignore the thing caught dead centre by the centrifugal force. Megan.  
 
      
 
    After a few minutes of fighting the memory off, Phoebe gave up, letting it take her over. It smashed into her brain feet first, still vivid. That summer. Sleeping with Megan. Confessing love. And then that terrible row. 
 
      
 
    Phoebe wondered if there was a chance they might run into one another. It was a horrible thought. It would be awkward, strange. But everything that happened, it had all been so long ago, hadn’t it? Megan, whose career as a stand-up she was aware of, probably barely remembered any of that. It was only Phoebe that thought about things like that. It was only Phoebe that spent insomniac nights remembering the worst times, the bad things, the regrets. Phoebe supposed Megan had to take a top ten spot on that list.  
 
      
 
    That friendship, once her touchstone of calm in a nervous youth, had ended practically as soon as they’d slept together, Phoebe recalled. That was obviously the mistake they’d made. Sex. If they’d never gone that far, they might still have kept in touch now. The odd phone call or email, the occasional dinner to reminisce about the old days. She didn’t have that because of a stupid error, a lapse in judgement. Which just proved what Phoebe had always suspected. The slightest mistake could cost you everything.  
 
      
 
    And now they were at the same place, at the same time. But there was nothing else to connect them except some dusty memories. Phoebe hoped greatly they wouldn’t bump into each other. But the festival was huge, thousands of people filled the field and the surrounding woods. What were the odds of it? If she didn’t want to see her, then she didn’t have to. 
 
      
 
    Even as Phoebe told herself that, she had a feeling that it wasn’t true.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Twenty-Nine 
 
      
 
    Megan threw her case down on the hotel floor and flopped onto the bed in the cheapish room, tired from the drive.  She wondered if the music acts had to stay at this place, miles from the festival site. Probably not. Because they were the main draw at this kind of festival, not the comedy acts. But Megan tried not to be bitter. A gig was a gig.  
 
      
 
    She could afford to be somewhat picky these days, she’d had a few spots on the panel shows and she could usually fill most of the seats in a small theatre. But she could never get a fifteen hundred capacity room filled. She didn’t have her own sitcom. She didn’t have any endorsements. She was still on the low side of mid-level.  
 
      
 
    She thought about her start, with the Pickle Pickers. In retrospect, they’d been a shaky band of performers. But somehow, they’d trundled along, getting just about enough work to keep going. Megan had taken day jobs when the work fell off but she hadn’t minded because she had her eyes on the prize, going full time with comedy. But eventually, the gigs dried up completely and the group disbanded.  
 
      
 
    That had been scary at first, Megan had felt like she didn’t know which way her compass was spinning without the group. But in the end, it had been for the best. It had given her the push to make the natural jump to stand up. It had been harder than she’d thought it would be. She’d done a bunch of open mics to start and she’d died on her arse every time. Luckily, she’d been young enough to take it on the chin and keep going. 
 
      
 
    Eventually, (very eventually), she’d started to get better and had to fight less for ten minute spots at comedy clubs. She’d even started to make a tiny bit of money at it. And then five years ago, her break came. She was spotted by a more established comedian who’d taken a chance on her, letting her open for him on his tour. After that, it was still an uphill slog but the gradient got less steep and now she was making a living of sorts. Even though she wasn’t where she wanted to be, when she thought about where she’d started, it was a miracle that she’d even gotten to this point.  
 
      
 
    And she was on tomorrow, Saturday, headlining. That was always exhilarating, when she didn’t have to think about paying the bills or where her career was or how to get to the next level. When she just did what she did. It always felt good. It felt like she was exactly where she was supposed to be, if only for a few glorious minutes. 
 
      
 
    But tonight she was at a loose end. She’d come a day early because it had taken hours to get to Deepwood and she didn’t like to perform the same day as she did such a long journey. She had a pass to the festival, she might as well go down and take a look, see some acts, check out the competition. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As the cab pulled up to the entry gates, she slid out lazily and paid the driver. Pasted outside the fence was an enormous billings list. Megan automatically scanned it, looking for her own name, checking its size in comparison to everyone else. It was bigger than the other comics but smaller than the bands, which… 
 
      
 
    Just as she started to go down a rabbit hole of insecurity versus ego, she saw a band name that broke her thoughts up quickly. Subatomic. Well, well, bloody well. That was Phoebe’s band, wasn’t it? Phoebe Fitzgerald. First love. First broken heart. First person she’d slept with. First real friend. All in all, it was a lot of Megan’s firsts that Phoebe could claim as her own. 
 
      
 
    Megan went through the main gate, trying to shake off the unease that Phoebe’s presence was causing her. She refused to give it any weight. It was all just a silly thing that had happened a long time ago. In fact, she’d used it for material once upon a time, dressing it up as a laughable incident, an embarrassing virginity tale that the audience ate up, a story about how she’d waited years to get with a girl and then screwed it up inside a day. She’d gotten ten minutes out of it and no more. So now that time was nothing more than a funny story to Megan. And that was precisely how Megan liked to see it. Just a story. 
 
      
 
    And if it was only a story, then how better to get some new material than to add a postscript to it? She could go to the gig, maybe try to catch up with Phoebe afterward. They could laugh about that silly time in both their lives. And if they didn’t, if it was weird, it became a better story. Megan couldn’t lose, she decided.  
 
      
 
    She realised they were already playing on the main stage. She ran deeper into the festival, following the signs to the stage, wending her way through the various tents. The paths were crowded with revellers in their festival outfits, a girl in a tiara and wellington boots began to throw up a green liquid that Megan couldn’t identify as anything you should consume. She hopped around the vomit, finding the direct route to the main stage. She dashed toward it and a sound began to drift toward her, growing louder with every step. Music. Faint at first under the crowds, it was just noise, but as Megan entered the enclosure of the main stage, it washed over her, full and rich. She looked up at the stage and there she was. Phoebe Fitzgerald, singing lead vocals, a guitar in her hand. 
 
      
 
    Megan experienced a violently powerful sense memory, of being twelve, handing Phoebe her Dad’s guitar, watching her play for the first time. And then the last time, at that holiday camp, in the green lycra, somehow beyond the pappy covers and the sad crowd, making every note count, filling them with complexity. 
 
      
 
    And then Megan was looking up at Phoebe, here and now. Somehow, Megan had drifted through the crowd and she was at the front, pressed up against the metal barrier. She was ten feet away from Phoebe and she looked up at her, agog. She’d googled Phoebe a few times over the years and knew how she looked now, but a 2D image didn’t do her justice. She looked phenomenal. She’d always been a pretty girl but she’d come in to her own in her thirties and she was objectively beautiful now. That straight red hair fell down her back, thick and sexily wild now, almost at her perky, round bottom. The thin, tall girl had grown into pure womanly curves. Megan was horrified by her own reaction to seeing Phoebe in the flesh for the first time in seventeen years. Her face flushed, a single drip of sweat ran down her neck, her chest palpitated. It was like she’d come down with flu. 
 
      
 
    As she stared up at Phoebe, pumping out loud, angry notes from her Stratocaster, she knew she’d made a stupid mistake in coming to see her play. This was not a story. She’d loved this person when they’d been young. And this person, this magnificent woman, had loved her. And she’d dumped her for a chance at a career in comedy. There wasn’t anything funny about that at all. There never could be. 
 
      
 
    Megan began to try and back out of the crowd but she was packed in, tight. It was heaving with fans, dancing, whooping, singing, jumping around. They were like the walls of a prison that Megan could not escape. She turned back in the tight space, thinking maybe she could squeeze along the barrier, get out at the side. But as she pressed herself down the line, she chanced to look up. 
 
      
 
    At that exact moment, Phoebe, who’d just come out of a solo that she knew had gotten the crowd revved up, glanced down at the front row and saw someone trying to push out along the barrier, unsuccessfully. 
 
      
 
    It was Megan. They locked eyes. 
 
      
 
    Phoebe’s continued to sing, to play her guitar, but she almost forgot she was in the middle of a gig, playing to tens of thousands. Because Megan Hunter was looking up at her from the front row. Phoebe had known she was at the festival, that there was a chance she might bump into her if she was unlucky. But she hadn’t expected her to be in in the front fucking row of her gig. 
 
      
 
    Megan’s old wavy hair was gone, her dirty blonde locks now straightened, sleek, highlighted. Her mischievous face had new cheek bones. And her clothes didn’t hide her body anymore, which looked like she’d been hitting the gym. She’d grown up. She looked far more gorgeous than Phoebe would ideally have wanted her to. There really was no justice. 
 
      
 
    As they looked at each other, Megan felt a pressure to do something other than gape like a fool, and she felt her hand come up, giving Phoebe a finger waggle wave. It was utterly awkward, nowhere near as cool as she might have hoped for. 
 
      
 
    On the stage, Phoebe watched the wave and thought ‘Look at that, waving at me like we’re just a couple of old friends. The bloody nerve of it.’ Just at that moment, the song hit a drum solo and Phoebe’s hand was freed up so she raised it. But she didn’t wave. She gave Megan the finger. 
 
      
 
    Down in the crowd, Megan’s eyes widened in horror and her hand dropped mid wave. Phoebe Fitzgerald had seen her and she’d told her, in no uncertain terms, to fuck directly off, do not pass go, do not collect two hundred pounds. 
 
      
 
    That confirmed it. This was a serious error in judgment. She started shoving people out of the way, fleeing the crowd at speed, running from the enclosure, mortified.  
 
      
 
    On the stage, Phoebe was in the final bars of the song and she watched Megan leaving. She couldn’t help but smile. So that was that. She hadn’t felt embarrassed or ashamed to see the girl who had rejected her. Quite the opposite. It had been perfect. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Thirty 
 
    Phoebe woke up to a bird tweeting outside her window. The sun streamed through a gap in her curtains, bathing her face in a golden glow. She was smiling, still warmed by the previous night’s events. It was all her Christmases at once.  
 
      
 
    It wasn’t as though she’d spent the last seventeen years thinking about revenge. She didn’t even believe she’d felt ill will toward Megan, not after all this time. It was only a sense of embarrassment that made her want to avoid the woman. But when she’d seen her looking up at her from the crowd, waving at her like it was no big deal, she’d felt a flicker of surprising anger at the casual greeting.  
 
      
 
    And then, instead of feeling a pressure to wave back and pretend it was no big, which was absolutely a normal Phoebe reaction, she’d told Megan to sod off in a brief, simple mime. She’d rejected her. She supposed that was why she felt so good, because she’d turned the tables. So maybe she had wanted revenge all along. People said that it never made you feel better. But they were wrong. It felt like she’d exorcized a demon out of her system. Megan Hunter, the power of Christ compels you to get out of my face. 
 
      
 
    Her phone rang. It was Emily. She answered cheerfully. ‘Good morning.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Wow, you sound perky!’ Emily exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    Phoebe considered trying to explain the source of her good mood but she didn’t think there was any way to do it without coming off as petty. Plus, she’d never told Emily the Megan story. ‘The gig went well last night. Still buzzing’ she lied. 
 
      
 
           ‘Look, I was thinking, are you still going to be at the festival today or are you going on to the next gig?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘It’s not till Friday so we’re going to hang around. Why, are you thinking of coming down?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Only if you want.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Sure’ Phoebe lied, uncertain if she did want to see Emily right now. It was a strange time. 
 
      
 
           ‘I’ll get there about lunchtime. Call you when I arrive.’ 
 
      
 
    They hung up. Phoebe sighed to herself. Her girlfriend was coming to see her. Shouldn’t she be happy about that? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Megan awoke in a decidedly less cheery disposition than Phoebe had. She hadn’t slept well, for a start. And when she did sleep, her dreams were unpleasant. It was like she was having flashbacks to when she was eighteen. She kept seeing the last time she’d spoken to Phoebe, playing on a loop. Only it was worse. Because now she wasn’t a confused teenager making a hard choice. She was awful, monstrous, cruel. And Phoebe cried and cried and could only say ‘Why?’  
 
      
 
    But that hadn’t been what happened. Yeah, it had been painful for Phoebe at that time. Megan knew that. But it had been a tough situation for her too. And Phoebe hadn’t been as understanding as Megan thought she could have been. So why were her dreams telling a different story? 
 
      
 
    And why had Phoebe given her the finger up on that stage? It didn’t feel fair.  
 
      
 
    Megan climbed into the shower, grumbling to herself under her breath, a habit she thought she’d grown out of. But all it had taken was one look at a person she hadn’t seen since her school days and she was being sucked back to the girl she’d been then. ‘Since when did she start flipping people off? Clearly, success has changed her. Well, I hope she swallows her own bloody plectrum’ she grumbled. 
 
      
 
    And with that, she considered it the end of the matter. But as she showered, she kept thinking about Phoebe. However, it was less focused on the bird flipping. She kept thinking about how good she looked. And even though Megan was angry at her, she found herself reaching for the shower head, pulling it off the hook, adjusting the stream for a concentrated trajectory. She didn’t want to think about Phoebe as she came a few minutes later. But apparently, her body and her head were not in agreement about that. She came harder than she had in years. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Twenty-Eight 
 
      
 
    ‘Look what I found on the train down’ Emily began once she’d settled down next to the fire pit near a vegan burger van, getting her mobile out and swiping through to a picture. ‘What’s going on here?’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe took Emily’s phone and looked at a photo of herself flipping the bird to someone in the audience. It was apparently doing the rounds on Twitter. People seemed to realise that it hadn’t been a general fuck you to the audience, that it had been aimed at someone specific. But no one knew who. The general chatter seemed to indicate that Phoebe was known to be unusually polite amid the arrogant arseholes of indie rock so it was being passed around with the gleeful hashtag #WhoBrokePhoebe. People were saying she was flipping off her manager, her Mother, someone who burnt her breakfast. After a few minutes of looking at the phone in mild horror, Phoebe’s attention was caught by a cough from the phone’s owner. 
 
      
 
           ‘So… Who did get Phoebe to break?’ Emily asked, amused. 
 
      
 
    Phoebe exhaled noisily, playing for time. She hadn’t thought she was going to have to have this conversation today. It still felt too fresh. She’d wanted to maybe tell Emily about this months from now, as an amusing tour anecdote. If she mentioned it. 
 
      
 
           ‘It’s kind of a long story.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘I’ve got time’ Emily said, placidly. 
 
      
 
           ‘It’s… Someone I used to know. She turned up at the gig-’ 
 
      
 
           ‘She?’ Emily asked, picking up on the subtext quicker than Phoebe would have liked. 
 
      
 
           ‘It’s not like that. Or, well, it was but that was a million years ago.’ 
 
      
 
    Emily began to look decidedly less amused. ‘Care to elaborate?’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe licked her lips, thinking, Why haven’t I told Emily this story before? Come to think of it, had she ever told anyone this story? 
 
      
 
           ‘Her name’s Megan. We were friends when we were kids,’ Phoebe began. And then she didn’t really know how to explain the rest of it. 
 
      
 
           ‘Then what?’ Emily demanded. She was clearly going to wring every last drop out of this. 
 
      
 
           ‘When we were eighteen… Things developed. We made plans to go to Manchester together. But then she changed her mind.’ Phoebe took a sip of tea. It was weak as piss. 
 
      
 
    Emily blinked. ‘That’s it? She broke a promise, what, seventeen years ago and you were still angry enough to get yourself trending on Twitter because she came to your gig?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘It’s bound to sound crazy when you reduce it like that.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘So what else?’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe realised she didn’t quite know how to explain exactly what had made her so angry when she’d seen Megan. It did seem a little mad. 
 
      
 
           ‘You’re right. I guess it was an unreasonable reaction’ Phoebe replied, hoping to put the matter to bed. 
 
      
 
    They sat in silence for a while and then Emily cleared her throat. ‘It’s funny, I’m just realising we’ve never actually had an argument.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe nodded, agreeing. ‘Yeah. That’s what I like about us.’ 
 
      
 
    Emily went quiet again, turning something over in her mind. Phoebe began to think she’d misinterpreted what Emily had just said. It hadn’t been meant positively.  
 
      
 
           ‘Do you know what’s bugging me about this?’ Emily asked. 
 
      
 
           ‘I really don’t.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘That she could still get under your skin after all this time. I don’t think I’ve ever made you get that het up.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘But that’s good. We’re not a dramatic couple.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘I agree. Drama’s bad. But there’s also passion. You losing your temper with this Megan was passion.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Very, very old passion, I can promise you that.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Still. I’ve never even seen that side of you. Not once. You don’t feel very passionately about me, do you?’ Emily asked sadly. 
 
      
 
    Phoebe’s breath caught. ‘Emily-’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Tell me you love me. If you do, say it now.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe almost did. But she knew it wouldn’t be true. ‘It’s not… We’re still new. I need more time.’ 
 
      
 
    Emily shook her head. ‘I don’t. I was falling for you from practically the first minute we met’ she said and stood up.  
 
      
 
    Phoebe looked up at her, aghast. ‘I didn’t know that.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘It’s alright. It’s not your fault. But I think time would just make things worse. Because I know what the end result will be. And I’m too old to play those type of tricks on myself.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe didn’t know what to say. She liked Emily very much. But Emily was right, she didn’t love her. But wasn’t there still a chance that if they gave it more time, that it could grow? 
 
      
 
           ‘Emily’ she began, a note of pleading in her voice. But Emily was already walking away. 
 
      
 
           ‘Bye, Phoebe’ Emily said quietly and she was gone, vanished into the crowds.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    An hour later, Phoebe was still at the fire pit, staring into its orange and red flickers, something growing inside her. She was thinking about Megan. Specifically, she was thinking that Megan had just wrecked her life for the second time. All because she’d turned up at her gig. Well, Phoebe thought to herself, two can play that game. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Twenty-Nine 
 
      
 
    Megan listened from backstage as her warm up act, Billy, went into his final few minutes. The audience sounded responsive, a good crowd. It boosted Megan as she got herself ready to go on. And then she heard the Billy do his introductory spiel and then her name. Show time. 
 
      
 
    She came out to cheers and took the mic in hand, beginning ‘Hi, everyone…’ 
 
      
 
    And that was when she saw her. Right at the front. Phoebe. She was looking directly at her, unflinching. Megan’s voice trailed into nothing. 
 
      
 
    Immediately, Phoebe cupped her hands around her mouth and shouted, ‘Boo! Get off the stage!’ 
 
      
 
    Megan took a split second to feel a wave of shock slap her around the face and then, thank Christ, her mouth did that thing where it kicked in without her. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, that boo came courtesy of Phoebe Fitzgerald of Subatomic. It was a bit off key but I guess anyone that bought their album isn’t surprised.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe smiled bitterly up at her but said nothing so Megan continued. 
 
      
 
           ‘What’s the difference between your guitar and a vacuum cleaner?’ she asked Phoebe. 
 
      
 
    Phoebe shrugged. 
 
      
 
           ‘When you unplug a vacuum cleaner, it doesn’t suck anymore.’ 
 
      
 
    That got a few light laughs but Megan wasn’t done. ‘Hey’ she asked the crowd ‘How many musicians does it take to change a light bulb?’ 
 
      
 
    The crowd played along, shouting ‘How many?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘One. They hold it up and the world revolves around them.’ 
 
      
 
    There were a few titters. Megan couldn’t expect more than that. The stuff coming out of her mouth wasn’t exactly her A-game material, but she was patting herself on the back that she could speak at all.  
 
      
 
    Phoebe suddenly spoke up. ‘Jesus, do people pay to listen to this? I’ve heard more laughter in a hospice.’ 
 
      
 
    The crowd laughed the loudest at that, which pissed Megan off no end and delighted Phoebe to the moon and back.  
 
      
 
           ‘Look, this is my job. I don’t turn up at your work and choke to death on my own vomit.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan felt the crowd come back to her, but Phoebe wasn’t done, and she stepped right up to the stage. ‘Oh, this is your job? Looking at the size of the crowd, I thought you were the cleaner.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘That’s a low blow. Which is coincidently what your Mum said to me last night’ Megan said, leaning down. 
 
      
 
    By this point, Megan and Phoebe were essentially face to face, inches away from each other. It was the closest they’d gotten since that row seventeen years ago. Megan waited for Phoebe to say something else. But she simply shook her head and walked away. Megan considered aiming one last jab at her. But in the end, she turned back to the crowd. ‘Sorry, folks I thought that was going to turn into some hot angry sex for a second.’ 
 
      
 
    Everyone laughed uproariously at that. And Megan continued her set. She was almost entirely present. But there was about ten percent of her mind that was still on Phoebe. That close after all this time, it had shaken her anew. But she was angry too and that was easier to deal with so she grasped the emotion gladly.  
 
      
 
    The second I’m done here’ Megan was thinking, while her mouth worked the crowd, ‘I’m going to find that stuck up little muso and show her what a heckle really is.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Thirty 
 
      
 
    Phoebe was furious with herself. That had not gone the way she’d pictured it at all. The idea had been that she wouldn’t let herself get angry. That she’d just throw a few shots and leave, just so Megan could be left with a taste of her own medicine. 
 
    But instead, Megan had gotten the better of her again. She’d pulled her into a ridiculous public row. Phoebe could only hope to god no one tweeted it this time. 
 
      
 
    As she walked through the crowds, she thought it might be time to go. The guys weren’t leaving till tomorrow, but she didn’t have to wait for them. She could get a train out tonight, head out early to the next tour site. 
 
      
 
    She left the festival, throwing her pass in the bin on the way out and headed for her hotel, half a mile away. There was a direct road but it was meant for cars, not pedestrians and Phoebe knew she should have called a taxi to take her there, but she didn’t want to wait. She wanted to be packing. She wanted to get the hell out of Deepwoods. 
 
      
 
    She walked along the dark country road, facing toward traffic. Because it would be obsoletely fitting if she got ran over tonight, the way things were going. Luckily, there was no one out on the road tonight, and she got back to the safety of the hotel without incident. 
 
      
 
    Ironically, it was at the hotel where the trouble really started. 
 
      
 
    As she walked into the lobby of the Blue Peaks Hotel, she walked straight up to the reception desk, to let them know she’d be checking out and to request a taxi to take her to the train station. As she got within a foot of the front desk, a voice spoke from a chair in the waiting area. ‘Oy. I want a word with you.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe turned to see Megan sitting in the large leather chair, hands on the rests, one leg thrown over the other. She was only missing a cat to complete the bond villain look completely. 
 
      
 
    Phoebe crossed her arms across her chest, fury rising in her. ‘What the hell are you doing here? Are you staying here?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Oh no, of course not. This place is only for the rock stars who play to thousands of hipsters. Us comics, who only play to a few hundred man-bun-less types, can’t expect this fancy place. Speaking of which, you ruined my set.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe realised that the receptionist behind the desk was eavesdropping. He was holding a piece of paper, pretending to read something on it, but the hotel logo was on the back of it and it was upside down. 
 
      
 
           ‘Bar’ Phoebe said and walked toward it. Megan stood and followed. 
 
      
 
    In the bar, Phoebe decided she needed a drink and approached the bartender, who came dashing over the moment he saw her. ‘Miss Fitzgerald, good evening! What can I get you?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Give us a bottle of vodka and two glasses’ Megan interrupted. ‘And charge it to her room’ she said, nodding at Phoebe. 
 
      
 
    The bartender looked at Phoebe for confirmation and she nodded. 
 
      
 
    Megan took the bottle and glasses out of the bartender hands and grabbed a table, sitting quickly. Phoebe sat opposite her while Megan poured two drinks, setting down the bottle and knocking one back. She made a gagging face. ‘God, how do people do this in movies? Needs a mixer.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Have you just come here to abuse my room tab?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘You know why I came. I want to know what the bloody hell you’re playing at?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘What am I playing at?’ Phoebe demanded. 
 
      
 
           ‘Did I stutter?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘No, you turned up to my gig and tried to wind me up.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘I think you’ve got that backwards, Pheebs.’ 
 
      
 
    Both of them paused at the Megan’s familiarity.   
 
      
 
           ‘Why did you come?’ Phoebe asked eventually. 
 
      
 
    Megan frowned. ‘To see you play.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘What for?’ Phoebe asked her. 
 
      
 
           ‘I don’t think I understand the question.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe gave Megan a cynical look. ‘I haven’t seen you since I was a teenager and then I look down at the front row and you’re waving at me like it’s no big deal.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘I was just trying to be… I don’t know… friendly!’ Megan said, wildly. 
 
      
 
           ‘Friendly?’ Phoebe said with a short, mirthless laugh. ‘You’re not my friend, Megan. You haven’t been for a long time.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan looked down at her empty glass. ‘I can’t believe you’re still angry.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘I’m not!’ Phoebe declared hotly. ‘But you turning up has just cost me a relationship. I thought the least I owed you was a bit of heckling.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan was astonished. ‘How did I cost you a relationship?’ 
 
      
 
    There was no way Phoebe was going to tell Megan that story. She hadn’t meant to bring up Emily up at all. But that was Megan. She could get Gandhi riled up. And before you knew it, you were saying things you never meant to say. Just like that night. But no more. It was time to close this haunted house up for good. 
 
      
 
           ‘Look, we’ve managed to avoid each other for the better part of twenty years. Let’s try for forty this time, shall we?’ Phoebe said as she stood to leave. 
 
      
 
    Megan, who’d thought she’d come to have it out with Phoebe, suddenly realised that wasn’t the reason she’d come at all. It had just sounded more dignified than what she’d really come to do. 
 
      
 
           ‘I’m sorry’ she said softly as Phoebe took a step away from the table. 
 
      
 
           ‘For what’ Phoebe asked, pausing. 
 
      
 
           ‘Everything.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe sighed. She didn’t know what to do next. She could keep walking, go to her room, pack her things, stick with the plan. 
 
      
 
           ‘I don’t know why you’re saying that.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Why do you think I’m saying sorry? Because I am.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Sorry for what? Breaking a promise? Breaking my heart? Which?’ 
 
      
 
    Megan felt her hand reach out, taking Phoebe’s. Phoebe immediately snatched it back. ‘No. Don’t you dare.’ She began to walk away, her decision to leave made anew. 
 
      
 
          ‘I broke my own heart too, you know’ Megan said, her voice cracking. 
 
      
 
    Phoebe kept walking. ‘Good’ she called over her shoulder as she left the bar.  
 
    Megan sat alone for a moment, thinking, Yeah, this is exactly how this should end. Same as the first time.  
 
      
 
    But then, for some reason, Megan thought of her Mother. Standing in her doorway a few days ago. And then her footsteps, walking down her hall, mirroring the sound of Phoebe’s heels on the hotel floor right now. 
 
      
 
    And as the seconds passed, taking Phoebe further way, step by step, something hit her like a slap. Some things were lost. Megan was used to that, as hard as it was. But some things aren’t simply lost. Some things vanish because you let them go. And she was letting Phoebe go. Right now.  
 
      
 
    She’d done that once before. And it had been a mistake. She could have fought for Phoebe, run after her, begged for some time while she went on the road, made it clear what Phoebe had meant to her, asked her to wait. Things might still have turned out the same way. But she’d never know because she’d done nothing. Just like she was doing right now. 
 
      
 
    She’d let a silly argument take Phoebe away before. That was obvious to her now. A fog of years was clearing to show Megan the cost of sitting on her hands. 
 
      
 
    Megan stood, running after Phoebe. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As Phoebe stepped into the elevator, her heart was thudding as though it might smash its way out of her chest. But she ignored it and pushed the button for the third floor, watching the doors sliding shut. But as the doors got within inches of closure, a hand slipped into the elevator and doors automatically opened again. But not before they’d slammed on the hand. 
 
      
 
           ‘Ow!’ yelled Megan as the doors opened to reveal her clutching her fingers. ‘I’m suing. That sensor is completely for shit.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘What the hell are you doing?’ Phoebe asked Megan as she jumped into the lift with her.  
 
      
 
    Megan rubbed her hand, tears of pain in her eyes. ‘I was going to let you go and then I remember doing that once before. Do you remember?’ she asked breathlessly, trying to get to the other side of the pain in her hand. But it was murder. ‘You said you never wanted to see me again and then you walked out of that room at Dinkles. I don’t think I wanna keep repeating history like this. Do you?’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe didn’t know what to say to that so she said nothing at all. 
 
      
 
           ‘I might have broken my hand, by the way’ Megan added. 
 
      
 
           ‘Have you?’ Phoebe asked cynically. She looked over at Megan’s hand. It did look a bit swollen. ‘Oh god. Is it really?’ 
 
      
 
    Megan winced and nodded. She wasn’t going for sympathy. In fact, her damaged hand was really hurting the situation in general, making her feel weak when she’d been trying to be strong. But she’d take what she could get. 
 
      
 
           ‘You can come and run it under a cold tap in my room, if you like’ Phoebe said. 
 
      
 
           ‘I know this is a nice hotel but I don’t think the taps run with bone mending miracle juice.’  
 
      
 
    Phoebe raised an eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    Megan shook herself. ‘Sorry. Force of habit. Thank you.’ 
 
      
 
    The rest of the elevator ride passed in silence.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘The bathroom’s over there’ Phoebe said, waving at the room. Megan went in and Phoebe heard a tap run. She grabbed her case from the corner of the room and went to the wardrobe, where everything hung neatly. She placed the case on the bed and began to pack methodically.  
 
      
 
    After a moment, Megan came out. ‘That helped, thanks. I think it might just be a bone bruise. What are you doing?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Checking out’ Phoebe said, without looking up from her packing. 
 
      
 
           ‘But it’s eleven at night. Why not go in the morning?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Because…’ Phoebe stopped, realising she didn’t have to explain herself. ‘None of your business.’ 
 
      
 
    The brief truce that had been forged over the possibility of an injured hand had obviously broken now that her hand wasn’t. But Megan supposed that was to be expected. She sat down on the bed next to the case. Phoebe gave her a look but didn’t comment. 
 
      
 
           ‘This is killing you, isn’t it?’ Megan said with a slight smirk. 
 
      
 
           ‘What?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘You didn’t ask me to sit down and I went ahead and did it anyway.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘If you knew it was bad manners, why did you do it?’ Phoebe asked, filling the case, refusing to look at Megan. 
 
      
 
           ‘I never had manners. Your Mum made that clear on a number of occasions.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘You have them’ Phoebe corrected her matter-of-factly. ‘You just refuse to use them most of the time’ she continued as she folded went into the bathroom to collect toiletries. 
 
      
 
    Megan waited till she came out before replying. ‘That’s true. For example, I told you I was sorry, downstairs. But you didn’t accept it. And I believe that’s bad manners, now I come to think of it.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe was trying not to get pulled in but she answered despite herself. ‘I didn’t accept it because it’s a worthless apology.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan was wounded by that but she tried not to show it. ‘Why is it worthless?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Because it’s too late. If it had come at the time, or later, even ten years ago, it might have meant something. But we bumped into each other and that’s why you’re saying it. Because I’m in front of you now and you can see that I’m angry with you. You didn’t care when you couldn’t see it.’ 
 
      
 
    It was the first real thing she’d gotten Phoebe to say and Megan liked it too much, getting that real reaction from her. ‘I thought you weren’t angry’ Megan reminded her.  
 
    Phoebe went to the wardrobe and collected more clothes. Megan realised that had been precisely the wrong thing to say. But it was too late now. Phoebe was zipping up her case. Megan realised she was coming at this with her usual finesse, which was to say none at all. 
 
      
 
    But just as Phoebe went to put a hand on her case, the words ‘I’m going’ ready in her mouth, the door to the room busted open and Joe flew in.  
 
      
 
           ‘Thank fuck you’re here! I need your help.’ It was only then he saw Megan. ‘Who’s your friend? My name’s Joe’ he said, a grin sliding onto his face, his impending disaster apparently forgotten or at the very least, downgraded.  
 
      
 
           ‘Wrong tree, Joe’ Megan replied disinterestedly. 
 
      
 
    Joe tutted. ‘Typical.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe shook her head at Joe. ‘What’s wrong?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘It’s Mack’s bird! Her water’s coming out!’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe took a second to decode that. ‘She’s going into labour? But she’s not due for three weeks!’ 
 
      
 
    Joe shrugged. ‘Guess nobody told the baby that.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe still didn’t understand what Joe was trying to tell her. ‘So he needs some time off?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘No… He needs to get home and there’s no transport.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘What about the bus?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Driver took it for a tune up, it’s in the garage till tomorrow.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Train?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘It’s like three connections. She’ll have had the bloody thing by the time he gets there.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Taxi, then.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Can’t get one, everyone’s coming back from the fest.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe wracked her brains and then Megan spoke, with a degree of reticence. ‘I’ve got a car.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe looked at Megan. She wanted to say no, that she didn’t need Megan’s help. But it wasn’t Phoebe that needed it. It was Mack. She couldn’t refuse Megan’s assistance out of pride if it meant Mack missing the birth of his child… Could she? No. 
 
      
 
           ‘Alright then. Joe, go tell him he’s got a lift.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘I’m coming too, by the way’ Joe said. And he ran out before Megan could question it. 
 
      
 
    Megan turned immediately to Phoebe. ‘You’ve got to come, then.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘No thanks. I don’t even think Joe should be going. I’m not piling onto this birth as well.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘I don’t know these guys from Adam. And he’ll probably end up in the car too. Can you just come along?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘What, because it might be awkward without me?’ Phoebe said dryly. 
 
      
 
           ‘I’m doing your friend a solid. Do me one back, alright?’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe wanted to say no. Truth be told, she was suspicious of Megan’s motives for offering the lift, that she was still trying to force a reconciliation. But even if that was true, part of her knew she had to go, to see this whole thing through. The baby, Megan, the whole damn mess.  
 
      
 
           ‘Whatever. I’ll come then. But don’t expect this to be a pleasant journey.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘I wouldn’t have it any other way’ Megan said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Thirty-One 
 
    After Megan had run up the road, a jog she hadn’t anticipated and found all too sweaty, she came back with the car and her stuff, having checked out of her hotel, ready to taxi everyone three counties away. But of course, everyone had a bag and Megan only had a mini. It was something of a squeeze. 
 
      
 
    The four people in the mini sat mutely for the first twenty minutes as Megan drove up the empty, dark motorway, packed tight in the car. Mack, squeezed in next to Joe and his duffel bag, suddenly sniffed. ‘Joe, can you lock in your farts for the duration of this car journey, please? It’s bad enough on the bus. In a mini, it’s a fucking war crime.’  
 
      
 
           ‘What makes you think it’s mine?’ Joe asked, defensively. 
 
      
 
           ‘Like I don’t know your brand’ Mack spat at him. 
 
      
 
    Joe shrugged. ‘Alright, fine. I’ll try to tie things off. But I’m only human.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe pressed a hand to her forehead. ‘Guys, don’t start. Please. Because I swear, I will open the door and roll out of this car if you start bickering like two old ladies.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Good luck, I’ve got child safety locks on this puppy’ Megan told her. 
 
      
 
    That set Mack off. ‘I can’t believe my child is coming into the world right now.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘I know, man. Fucking nuts’ Joe said. 
 
      
 
           ‘I’m gonna name her Jimmi.’ 
 
      
 
    Joe paused. ‘You’re calling your little girl Jimmi?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Yeah. After Hendrix.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Not really a girl’s name, though, is it?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Who says?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Everyone.’ 
 
      
 
    Mack tutted. ‘That’s some old fashioned binary bollocks. You wanna read some shit. New world.’ 
 
      
 
    Joe snorted. ‘Is that why you painted the nursery pink?’ 
 
      
 
    Mack didn’t have a reply to that so he simply punched Joe in the arm and said ‘Dead arm.’ 
 
      
 
    Joe moaned and punched Mack in the leg. And then they were actually scrapping in the back seat. 
 
      
 
    Phoebe turned around and shouted ‘We’re going to crash if you don’t knock it off.’ 
 
      
 
    They quickly stopped. ‘Sorry’ they mumbled. 
 
      
 
           ‘Don’t say sorry to me, say sorry to the person getting you to the hospital.’ 
 
      
 
    Joe and Mack turned to Megan’s back seat. ‘Sorry, Megan’ they said in unison. 
 
      
 
           ‘It’s alright’ Megan replied over her shoulder. ‘I need something to keep me awake, anyway. And you two are better than a red bull.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘So how do you two know each other’ Mack asked the front of the car.  
 
      
 
    Megan and Phoebe looked over at each other, not sure who should answer, nor how. 
 
      
 
           ‘Oh’ Mack said with a cheeky glance at Joe. ‘It’s like that, is it?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘No!’ Phoebe and Megan said in harmony.  
 
      
 
           ‘Definitely is’ Joe muttered, turning to Mack. ‘She was in Phoebe’s room and she says she’s one of her tribe.’ He made two v signs with his fingers, slotting them together to demonstrate a scissoring action. Mack grabbed his hands quickly. ‘Don’t do that, man. Offensive.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Oh’ Joe said. ‘Soz.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘What about Emily, though?’ Mack asked him. They both seemed to have forgotten the people they were discussing were inches from them. 
 
      
 
           ‘I dunno. Maybe Phoebe’s finally gone to the dark side, got some groupie action.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Will you two idiots shut your mouths!’ Phoebe span around in her seat to look at Mack and Joe, inflamed. ‘She’s an old friend, alright?  And if you must know, Emily’s binned me.’ 
 
      
 
    That perked Megan’s ears up. Phoebe had mentioned something about that earlier, the break-up, and she’d implied it was Megan’s fault. Megan was desperate to know more but it didn’t feel like the moment to ask. Phoebe seemed about five minutes from grabbing the steering wheel and driving them all into a ditch. 
 
      
 
    Anyway, it wasn’t at the top of Megan’s priority list. Although she wasn’t terribly optimistic, she hadn’t completely given up hope of getting Phoebe to forgive her. That was indeed the completely selfish reason she was driving Mack to see his child being born. Just to get a little more time with Phoebe. Although, she had no idea what she was going to do with that time. What could she really do or say to fix this? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Half an hour later, Megan glanced in the rear-view mirror to see Joe and Mack had fallen asleep on each other. She smiled to herself. Then she happened to glance at Phoebe. She looked a lot less amused. She was rubbing her temple. Megan remembered that. She recalled what it meant. 
 
      
 
           ‘You’re rubbing your tension spot’ Megan said.  
 
      
 
    Phoebe turned in surprise. She didn’t think anyone knew about that. ‘I’m fine.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘You used to rub it when your parents were arguing.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘It’s these two’ she said briskly, glancing in the back at two mouths hanging wide open. ‘It’s been like this for months.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘They’re just bickering.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe shrugged. ‘I suppose.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘How are your parents, by the way?’ Megan asked, a thin smile on her lips. 
 
      
 
    Phoebe gave her a look but said ‘Divorced.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Fuck me in the eye socket. Seriously?’ Megan said, genuinely shocked. 
 
      
 
           ‘You can’t be surprised.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan thought about it. ‘I guess I just thought they were that kind of couple that argued all the time but, you know, just… kept going.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘It’s for the best’ Phoebe said, looking out of the window. 
 
      
 
           ‘If you say so.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘I wish they’d done it sooner. I wouldn’t have had to live with so much rowing.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘But you might have had to live with your Mum solo. Would that have been better?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Rock and a hard place’ Phoebe said, dismissively. 
 
      
 
           ‘How she’d take the news, by the way, Mama Fitz? That you weren’t sticking with classical?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Not great. It was easier to tell her I was into women, quite honestly. But she doesn’t seem to mind so much anymore, now that I’m successful.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan nodded and Phoebe decided as they were in the midst of another brief armistice, maybe she could ask a few things that she’d wondered about over the years. 
 
      
 
           ‘How’s your Dad? Still with Kelly?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Oh yes, Kelly’s hanging in there’ Megan said, bitterly.  
 
      
 
           ‘You always used to talk about how you could kill her and get away with it’ Phoebe noted. 
 
      
 
    Megan sneered. ‘I’ve not given up on that plan. I still might slowly strangle her.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘You’ve added strangulation? Tougher to get away with, DNA all over the place.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘I’ve decided I don’t mind whether I get away with it anymore. My priority is now to watch the light go out of her eyes in person.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Why, what’s she done?’ 
 
      
 
    Megan paused. ‘Gave my Mum my address.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe gasped. ‘You saw your Mum? When?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Friday, just before I left for the festival.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe’s eyes went wide. ‘Shit! Really?’ 
 
      
 
    Megan laughed. ‘Still amazes me to hear you swear.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe was about to ask for every gory detail of Megan’s visit from her Mum, when she remembered that she couldn’t. They weren’t eighteen any more. It was crazy how easy it had been to forget that for a minute. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    An hour later, the car pulled into the hospital and Joe and Mack piled out, running for the entry, yelling ‘Thanks’ to Megan as they ran. Phoebe didn’t immediately move. 
 
      
 
           ‘Not gonna go in?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘I can’t take those two anymore. I think I’m just gonna find a hotel. I’ll see the baby when I’m called.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘OK, give me an address and I’ll drop you off.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Thanks, you don’t need to do that. There’s a cab rank right there’ she said, pointing at a building across the road. 
 
      
 
           ‘Then go if you want. If it’s that difficult to spend any more time in my company.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe was about to say, ‘It is, as it happens’ as an exit line and then jump out. She reached for the handle, that’s how close she came to the decision to bolt, to never see Megan again. And then she swerved her hand at the last moment, going for her phone. ‘OK, just give me a minute to find somewhere.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan watched her look. ‘I like your bandmates’ she said, conversationally. 
 
      
 
           ‘So do I’ Phoebe said without looking up from the phone. ‘Individually.’ She found a hotel and called up, getting a room. 
 
      
 
    All the while she was on the phone, Megan knew time was running out on her. In about ten minutes she was gonna drop Phoebe off somewhere and that would be it. Game over. If she was going to do something, she would have to do it now. Big guns time. 
 
      
 
    As Phoebe turned to Megan to give her the address of the nearby chain hotel, The Hotel Go-Tel, she stopped short. Megan was staring directly at her, a serious look in her eye. Phoebe had seen that look in the old days, but not often.  
 
      
 
    Megan took a deep breath. ‘Look, you’re right, I should have gotten in touch, tried to talk to you, fix it all. But I was angry too. You said you never wanted to see me again!’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe covered her face with her hands, exhausted. ‘No, Megan. This topic is done. Just start the car.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘No, it’s not. You know it’s not. That’s why you’re still angry. Because we were each other’s family when we were kids. When everyone else fucked me over, you never did. And I let you go. I’m angry at myself for that too, if you want to know.’ 
 
      
 
    It had come out of nowhere, this sudden theme change. But it was that kind of night and Phoebe felt herself pulled back in all too easily. She gave a short, derisive laugh. ‘As if you cared. Something better had come up.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘It wasn’t better, Phoebe. It was never about that.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘What was it about, then?’ Phoebe said, staring at her feet. 
 
      
 
           ‘It’s hard to explain.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Then what are you doing here? Driving my bandmates hallway across the country?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘I don’t know, exactly. But I know one thing. Even when you were heckling me, I never wanted it to stop. Because I fucking missed you.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe’s brow furrowed. She couldn’t look at Megan. She didn’t dare. 
 
      
 
           ‘I wanted both things’ Megan continued. ‘I wanted to go and I wanted to stay. Didn’t you get that?’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe turned. ‘Yes! Of course, I did.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Then why did you tell me you never wanted to see me again?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Because you said all that horrible stuff about how I had everything and you had nothing. And you knew what it was like for me at home, how much pressure I was under, what my parents were like, all the rowing. But you still made me feel like I took something from you, when all I did was care about you.’ 
 
      
 
    That gave Megan pause. Yes, she had said that. She’d always tried to remember around that fact but she couldn’t deny it now. She’d said things to Phoebe that were mean, untrue, shameful. And she’d said them because for a second, they’d seemed true. Or perhaps she’d just wanted them to be true, to make it all simpler. 
 
      
 
    ‘That wasn’t right’ Megan said, shaking her head. ‘If I could take it back-’ 
 
      
 
           ‘But you can’t. You can’t take any of it back. Not the things you said, not dumping me after you’d made me fall for you-’ 
 
      
 
           ‘I was not dumping you’ Megan exploded. ‘I came this close to still following you to Manchester.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe leaned back against the headrest, looking at the car’s roof. It had a dent in it. ‘But that wasn’t the decision you made, was it? Whether you considered coming or not. That stupid improv group was the choice you made.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan folded her arms. ‘It might have seemed stupid to you, but… Well, yeah. It was stupid. But I got my start and that meant something to me.’ 
 
      
 
         ‘Then I’m glad for you. But don’t think you can just walk back into my life and get the thing you sacrificed before, now you’ve got your career.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan swallowed. ‘I never said I was trying to get you.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘I didn’t mean it like that’ Phoebe said quietly. 
 
      
 
    The elephant in the car sat quietly in the back seat inspecting its trunk, while Phoebe and Megan struggled to make eye contact. 
 
      
 
           ‘I just want my friend back, Pheebs. And I realise I was a shit to you back then but I’m sorrier than you know. Because I’m starting to realise that I’ve spent my entire life being angry at my Mother and yet I’ve done exactly what she did. I walked out on the most important person in my life’ Megan said with an unsteady voice.  
 
      
 
    Phoebe looked at Megan, a pain in her chest. ‘That’s it? No jokes? Sarcasm? A punchline, maybe?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘No. No jokes.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe sat quietly, trying to get her wind back from the sheer enormity of all this. It had been seventeen years of silence followed by two days of enormous drama. They’d been following each other around the festival and her hotel and then travelled across the country, arguing, heckling, apologising, refuting, being angry, being sad. And now they were here, at a crossroads. And Megan had shown her hand. So what could Phoebe do with the power Megan had given her? Send her away again? 
 
      
 
    Of course she couldn’t. Because she was Phoebe and Megan was Megan. That was who they used to be, Phoebe and Megan. And they were still Phoebe and Megan, sitting in this car, arguing. Time hadn’t put much of a dent in that. There was simply a thing between them that existed no matter what. Phoebe didn’t know what the hell that ‘thing’ was, but whatever it was, they would always be that thing.  
 
      
 
           ‘Alright, then’ Phoebe said softly. 
 
      
 
    Megan, who’d been waiting for Phoebe’s response with little hope, span in her seat.  
 
    ‘What does that mean?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘I guess it means I could hang on to my pride and keep being mad at you or I can let it go and get my friend back.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan held her breath. ‘And?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘I’m thinking, alright?’ Phoebe said dryly before she let herself smile at Megan. ‘OK. I’ve decided to get over it.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan’s mouth went dry. ‘Because you missed me too?’ she asked. 
 
      
 
           ‘Don’t push it. Give me your GPS and start the car. I’m tired and it’s late. I forgot how bloody exhausting you are. But yes, I missed you’ she added, not looking at Megan. 
 
      
 
    Megan did as instructed without argument, her heart lighter than it had been in a long time. She’d done it. She’d gotten Phoebe’s forgiveness.  It meant more than she could have imagined. 
 
      
 
    Phoebe tapped a postcode into the GPS, handing it back. And off they went. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Thirty-Two 
 
    Megan and Phoebe were lying on two single beds in the hotel. They’d wanted their own rooms but there was a teacher’s conference in town and they’d been lucky to snag even one room. 
 
      
 
    So there they were, blankets up to their chins, trying to fall asleep. As tired as they’d been a few hours ago, they’d both moved past it into a wired state of sleeplessness. But no one spoke of it as they tried to push into unconsciousness. Eventually, Megan had had enough and whispered ‘Pheebs?’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe switched her bedside lamp on. ‘Yes?’ 
 
      
 
    Megan sat up, switching hers on too. ‘I can’t sleep.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Me neither. It’s like my body’s tired but my brain won’t shut down.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘We could watch TV?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Sure.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan grabbed the remote and switched on the television. There was some sitcom on about two detectives who always seemed about two minutes from sex but somehow never did it. ‘I hate this show.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Me too.’ 
 
      
 
    They settled in to watch. 
 
      
 
    Fifteen minutes later, Megan said, ‘What did you mean when you said I cost you a relationship?’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe pretended she hadn’t spoken. Megan threw a sock at her. ‘Oy! I know you can hear me!’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe picked the sock up daintily, flicking it across the room. ‘I do not respond to dirty socks’ she said, thoroughly peeved. 
 
      
 
           ‘If you don’t answer my question, I’m progressing to old knickers.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Fine! I was seeing someone. She broke up with me today.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan raised an eyebrow. ‘Harsh.’ After she’d absorbed that info, Megan said ‘Hold on a sec, how’s that on me?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Because she saw a picture on twitter of me giving you the finger on stage.’ 
 
    Phoebe didn’t say anymore.  
 
      
 
    After a minute, Megan said ‘I think we’re still missing a key piece of data.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe moaned. ‘She wanted me to say I loved her and I wasn’t ready.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan’s brow scrunched as she tried to connect the dots. ‘Still not getting it. In fact, I’m getting further away from it.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘She said it was… passionate, giving you the finger. She said I wasn’t passionate with her like that.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan was still a little baffled. ‘She wanted you to flip her off?’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe rolled her eyes. ‘No, she wanted me to get, I don’t know, excited about her. In whatever way.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘And there it is’ Megan said, the light going on. ‘Thank you.’ 
 
      
 
    They watched TV for a few more minutes. 
 
      
 
           ‘Did you love her?’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe glanced over at Megan. ‘You know what? Let’s talk about your love life, while we’re catching up.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan’s face dropped. ‘Fuck that. We were talking about you.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe laughed, enjoying having Megan on the ropes. ‘Oh... Are you not getting any action?’ 
 
      
 
    Megan was quickly affronted. ‘I get laid. Don’t worry about that!’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe caressed her own chin, calculating. ‘So it’s the other thing you’re missing out on? The hearts and roses bit?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Wow, Jessica Fletcher, what mystery will you solve next?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Touchy, are we?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Nosey, are we?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘You’ve got a nerve. You were quizzing me about Emily five minutes ago when it was obvious I didn’t want to talk about it.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘What did she do for a living?’ Megan said, ignoring Phoebe’s protest. 
 
      
 
           ‘She was a dentist. Still is, actually. I don’t know why I’m talking about her like she’s dead.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan considered. ‘Emily the dentist. Doesn’t sound hot.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe twisted her ring on her finger, a gift from Emily. ‘She was better than hot. She was affectionate, nice, loyal.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘You sound like you’re talking about a golden retriever’ Megan commented. A pillow hit her in the face. 
 
      
 
           ‘Fine. I didn’t love her. But I wanted to’ Phoebe finally said. 
 
      
 
           ‘Why?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘I guess I thought she’d be reliable’ Phoebe explained, rubbing at her temple. 
 
      
 
    Megan pursed her lips. ‘That’s a dig at me, isn’t it?’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe rolled her eyes. ‘You asked a question and that’s the answer. You wanna project your own issues onto it, I can’t stop you.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan threw back the pillow at Phoebe. ‘You’re still a ballbreaker, Fitzgerald.’ 
 
    ‘You still a flake, Hunter?’ 
 
      
 
    Megan bit her lip, thinking. ‘I guess. I never want to take it past the physical bit with women, I know that much’ she confessed. 
 
      
 
           ‘Why not?’ 
 
      
 
    Megan shrugged. ‘Maybe I’m just not cut out for all that. Not everyone is.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Who says?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘My Dad. My friends. Fucking Kelly.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘But you must have had some serious relationships?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Never made it past six months.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Whoa’ Phoebe said in shock. She immediately regretted it. ‘Sorry.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Nah, it’s fine’ Megan said, seemingly unoffended. ‘You’re not the first person to react that way. How about you? Actually, don’t answer that. Let me guess. Serial monogamist?’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe didn’t answer. 
 
      
 
           ‘Am I right? I’m right, aren’t I?’ Megan said, pleased with herself. ‘You were always the marrying kind.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Then how am I still single, genius?’ Phoebe said, shooting Megan a wry look. 
 
      
 
    Megan gave Phoebe a serious look of assessment. ‘I really don’t know. You totally should be married right now. How the hell haven’t you been snapped up?’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe pretended to be annoyed. But she wasn’t. ‘Came close, once or twice’ she admitted. ‘But it’s hard, with my job. I’m constantly on the road.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘That’s always been my excuse too.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘It’s not an excuse. It’s the truth’ Phoebe said, trying not to sound as defensive as she felt. The fact was, she did sometimes wonder about that herself. Other people maintained relationships in her position. Look at Mack. He had a wife who was giving birth tonight.  
 
      
 
           ‘So, we’re both single, then?’ Megan said, suddenly struck by the knowledge that it was possible to regret words before you finished speaking them.  Phoebe’s mouth opened and closed only once and then Megan felt the need to try and correct the stupid thing she’d just said. ‘That sounded like a come on, didn’t it? It wasn’t.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘No?’ Phoebe asked. Megan was really sweating right now. Phoebe wasn’t quite sure what to make of it. 
 
      
 
           ‘I mean, yeah, you’re looking really good and everything, fantastic actually, but no, I wouldn’t try to… Shit. I’m digging myself in deep here. What I mean is, I only just got you to stop hating me so time’s been kind but I’m not going to try and bag you. Nope, that’s worse.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan decided to stop talking and she lay back on the bed, trying to will time backwards. She was never like this with women. She was usually sarcastic, dry, detached. And women ate it up with a spoon. But this wasn’t like that. She really wasn’t trying to get into Phoebe’s pants. She was too relieved to have her friendship back, there was no way she was prepared to fuck with it. And since that had happened only about an hour ago, Megan felt strongly on that point. Still, Phoebe had turned out absurdly hot. It was difficult to ignore that.  
 
      
 
    It was then Megan remembered her old system, the one she’d used before things with Phoebe had been given an eighteen rating. Suppress, deny, push it down. It was the only way she was going to be able to do this.  
 
      
 
    After a few minutes of Megan’s internal discourse, Phoebe spoke up. ‘You look good too, by the way’ she said quietly, still looking at the TV.  
 
      
 
    Megan felt a heat spreading up her chest and thought No. Don’t say anything. It will be your downfall. It always is. There’s only one thing for it. Pretend to be asleep. 
 
      
 
    Phoebe looked over at Megan, whose eyes were closed. She assumed Megan hadn’t heard her say that she looked good and thank heavens for that. It was a stupid comment, anyway.  
 
      
 
    She reached for the remote and switched off the TV and lights. She climbed back under the covers, looking over at Megan in the near dark, thinking that this was the strangest weekend of her life. And for someone who worked in the music industry, that was no mean claim. 
 
      
 
    A minute later, she was asleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Thirty-Three 
 
    Megan awoke the next morning to the sound of an electric toothbrush. She sat up and checked her phone. 9.32. 
 
      
 
    She climbed out of the bed and staggered into the bathroom. Phoebe was just switching her toothbrush off, already showered and dressed. She looked fresh as a daisy on what couldn’t have been more than four hours sleep. Megan found that unfathomable. 
 
      
 
           ‘What’s happening?’ Megan asked. ‘Why you up?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Got a text an hour ago telling me that Jimmi Clarke came into the world about half two this morning, weighing six pounds and two ounces. I’m going to see her.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘People always announce the weight of a baby and I never have a fucking clue what it means. Can you break it down into something I can understand?’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe thought for a moment. ‘Bit bigger than a chihuahua?’ 
 
      
 
    Megan pictured the dog. ‘A chihuahua came out of someone’s vagina? That sounds like a rough night.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe smiled into the mirror, applying mascara. ‘Are you coming?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘No, it’s just a bit warm in here’ Megan said automatically and then checked herself. ‘Sorry, what? To the hospital?’ she asked, surprised.  
 
      
 
           ‘You got other plans?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘No, I just wasn’t expecting an invite.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Are you kidding? Mack said you HAD to come, considering you got him there to see his daughter born. You’re the woman of the hour.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘That’s nice but I feel like Mack’s wife deserves at least some of the credit.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘True’ Phoebe conceded. ‘She gave birth between two of the biggest idiots in indie rock.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Give me fifteen minutes and I’ll be ready to go.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Thirty-five minutes later, Megan finally stepped out of the bathroom. Phoebe’s first thought when she saw her was that she looked edible. But she wasn’t about to say that, so instead she said ‘Nothing changes, does it? Still late for everything.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Nope, nothing does. But I take comfort in that’ Megan said, trying not to wonder how Phoebe’s hair smelt right now. 
 
      
 
    And that’s when it happened.  
 
      
 
    The wall of the room began to thud, softly, rhythmically. Megan and Phoebe both turned to the wall, confused. But not for long. Because soon, that gentle thudding wasn’t so gentle. And it was joined by a woman, moaning loudly. 
 
      
 
           ‘Well… Someone’s having a good morning’ Megan said and pursed her lips, trying to pretend she wasn’t crawling out of her own skin with embarrassment.  
 
      
 
    Phoebe couldn’t think of a single response that wouldn’t make the situation worse. So she simply pretended it wasn’t happening. ‘Shall we get going, then?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Yes, let’s… Yes, yes’ Megan said gratefully.  
 
      
 
    Megan and Phoebe fled the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
           ‘Look at this poor little bugger’ Megan said, leaning over the crib. ‘She looks a bit undercooked.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe slapped Megan on the arm. ‘She’s premature. They always look like that. Give it time to get less…’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Fugly?’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe considered little Jimmi. ‘Yeah. Fugly.’ 
 
      
 
    Mack and his wife, Amber, who was looking distinctly the worse for wear, walked in. Phoebe span to them, smiling quickly. ‘She’s gorgeous!’ 
 
      
 
    Mack and Amber beamed. ‘Isn’t she?’ Mack said. Phoebe nodded. Megan joined in, enthusiastically. ‘Yep, she’s gonna be a heartbreaker.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Downstairs, in the café, Phoebe and Megan regarded each other across the formica table as they drank bad coffee. 
 
      
 
           ‘Quite a weekend’ Phoebe said. 
 
      
 
           ‘That’s an understatement’ Megan agreed. ‘Where are you going next?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘North, got a few dates to play in Liverpool at the end of the week.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘What about Mack?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘It’s only two more weeks so we’ll get a session player in. Mack’s on paternity leave now.’ 
 
      
 
    Across the table, Joe’s head was in his hands. ‘Fucking session player. It’s not gonna be the same.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘I hope not’ Phoebe said. ‘If you start fighting with the new guy…’ 
 
      
 
           ‘How do you mean?’ Joe asked. 
 
      
 
           ‘You and Mack. You’re worse than the Gallagher brothers.’ 
 
      
 
    Joe smiled, unphased. ‘That’s just how we vibe.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe said nothing to that.  
 
      
 
    Megan, who’d observed this exchange, tried to keep her mouth shut, not to interfere. But with the best will in the world, Megan couldn’t stop herself. ‘So you’re not going to leave the band?’ she asked Joe. ‘Because that’s what she’s worried about but she finds it difficult to just come out with things.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe looked at Megan in horror. What the hell was she doing? 
 
      
 
           ‘Fuck, no!’ Mack exclaimed. He turned to Phoebe. ‘What made you think that?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Her parents were big arguers and they split. I think it’s given her issues’ Megan explained. 
 
      
 
           ‘Megan, would you shut up!’ Phoebe exploded.  
 
      
 
    But Joe leaned across the table, putting a hand on Phoebe’s arm, looking deep into her eyes. ‘We’re solid. Never worry. The band is the band is the band.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘What does that mean?’ Megan asked him. 
 
      
 
           ‘Means what it means’ Joe answered. 
 
      
 
    Megan’s brow furrowed, none the wiser.  
 
      
 
    But Phoebe smiled. ‘Thanks Joe. That means a lot.’ And it did. Even though she hadn’t been the one to verbalise her fears, they were out and they’d been assuaged. And she was grateful, if annoyed at the liberty Megan had taken. Primarily, though, she was relieved. The band was not her parents’ marriage. They were sticking together. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Later, after Joe had gone back up to ‘Have another look at the rug rat’ Phoebe gave Megan a look of disapproval.  
 
      
 
           ‘I’m sorry. But you seemed stressed out and it was easy to fix’ Megan protested. 
 
      
 
    Phoebe still looked annoyed.   
 
      
 
           ‘Do I have to apologise again? I’m getting better with practise’ Megan offered.  
 
      
 
           ‘No, I suppose not.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Then are you going to say thanks?’ Megan asked, cheekily. 
 
      
 
           ‘Don’t push your luck’ Phoebe said and then softened. ‘Fine. Thank you, you interfering mare.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘You’re welcome, you stubborn mule’ Megan smiled. ‘I had it right though, didn’t I?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘I suppose you did’ Phoebe admitted.  
 
      
 
           ‘It’s weird, that I still know you’ Megan said with a philosophical smile. 
 
      
 
           ‘I guess that’s how it is.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Maybe how it’ll always be’ Megan pondered with a small, content smile. 
 
      
 
    You got a gig to get to?’ Phoebe asked by way of a subject change. 
 
      
 
           ‘Yes, tonight.’ 
 
      
 
    They lapsed into a thick silence.  
 
      
 
           ‘So I guess I better head off’ Megan said. 
 
      
 
    Phoebe gave Megan a complicated look. ‘That’s that, then. Weird weekend over.’ 
 
    Megan nodded slowly. Yeah. I wish we had a bit more time to catch up, but…’ 
 
      
 
           ‘…But we’re adults now. Responsibilities and so forth.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan laughed. ‘I don’t know. I pay my bills talking crap on a stage. Not really an adult job.’  
 
      
 
           ‘And I play my guitar so snap’ Phoebe shrugged and smiled. 
 
      
 
    They looked at each other, knowing time had run out. The friendship was repaired in the strictest sense but still, they’d lost eighteen years. They’d keep in touch, of course. But this time they’d had, it wasn’t enough to satisfy either of them. Both wanted to delay the moment they had to part, neither able to think of a good reason to do so. Until Megan had a thought. 
 
      
 
           ‘You need a lift back to the hotel or are you sticking around?’ Megan asked. 
 
      
 
    Phoebe jumped up. ‘Not if you need to get going?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘I think I can spare you a few more minutes.’ 
 
      
 
    They headed for the car, grateful to get just a little more time. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Thirty-Four 
 
    Back at the hotel, Megan said she should probably use the toilet before she hit the road so they were in Phoebe’s twin room again. After Megan came out of the bathroom, which she absolutely had not needed to do, she looked at the two single beds. She wasn’t sure what made her fixate on them.  
 
      
 
    But Phoebe understood it. She watched her for a moment and said. ‘Funny, isn’t it? You, me and two single beds again.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan looked to Phoebe, surprised at the reference to that other part of their history. But she was happy to think about it. ‘I loved that time, you know’ she said sincerely. 
 
      
 
    Phoebe took a deep breath. ‘Yeah. Up to the end, it was…’ 
 
      
 
    Megan waited for the adjective, but it never came. ‘I suppose it’s time to go’ she said quietly. 
 
      
 
    She walked over to Phoebe and pulled her into a hug. Phoebe, never a hugger, wasn’t sure what to do with it at first. But it didn’t take her long to realise how good it felt and she clung on to Megan.  
 
      
 
    As they separated, Megan went to say, ‘Keep in touch’ but before she could, she felt Phoebe’s warm lips on hers. It was only a second and then Phoebe suddenly jumped back. ‘Sorry’ she said, horrified. ‘I was going for your cheek.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan didn’t know what to do, how to react. Had it really been an accident? 
 
      
 
    If Phoebe was being honest, no, the kiss had not been an accident. Or, if it had been, it had not been a mistimed lip connection. It had been a different kind of slip up. Being so close to Megan, that familiarity of touch and smell, all she could have said - if she’d been put on the witness stand and made to testify in front of a jury of her peers - is that for a second, it just felt right. Once everything had been said and done – and a lot had been said and done over the last couple of days - that was the truth of it. Megan felt like home. 
 
      
 
    Phoebe took a step back from Megan, feeling like it was time to be honest. ‘I think you’d better go. Because if you stay, I can’t promise I won’t try to do that again.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan felt her heart begin to thud. A platonic friendship had been doable a few minutes ago. But that was a few minutes ago. Megan dropped her bag on the floor and looked at Phoebe. Phoebe took a frightened step back.  
 
      
 
           ‘Meg, I’m serious. Get out. We only just sorted things.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan made a move but it wasn’t toward the door. It was a step toward Phoebe. 
 
      
 
    Phoebe put a halting hand up, saying ‘Megan. We can’t.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan locked eyes with Phoebe but she stayed rooted to the spot, waiting. Phoebe took another step back. ‘Don’t do this, I’m begging you.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘I’m not doing anything’ Megan said, a bead of sweat formed at the base of her neck. ‘You’re the one who laid your lips on me.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘That was a mistake. And yes, you are doing something and you know it’ Phoebe said. 
 
      
 
    Megan nodded gently. ‘Ok, tell me to go one more time. Just say it. And I’ll go.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Why can’t you just leave?’ Phoebe pled. 
 
      
 
           ‘Why can’t you just ask?’ Megan pressed. 
 
      
 
    Phoebe moistened her lips. Megan waited. 
 
      
 
           ‘What if I don’t ask? What happens then? We play this out again and then it’s ruined all over. And you’ll be gone. And then what? I run into you when we’re fifty? I can’t.’ Phoebe explained in fearful tones. 
 
      
 
           ‘You don’t think that scares me as well?’ Megan asked. 
 
      
 
    Phoebe sat down on the edge of her bed. Megan sat down on the opposite bed.  
 
      
 
           ‘It’s going to seem stupid to you, that I’m holding it against you, something that happened half a lifetime ago…’ Phoebe began. 
 
      
 
           ‘I don’t think it’s stupid.’ 
 
      
 
    They sat quietly, no words to be found for a moment. And then Megan shook her head. ‘It must seem like I’m being cavalier about this. But the truth is…’ Megan shrugged. ‘I’ve never loved anybody but you. I’ve spent the last seventeen years pretending that’s not true, but I can’t do that now, can I? Because I’m here with you now and I don’t want to be anywhere else on the planet’ Megan said, feeling light headed.  
 
      
 
    Phoebe’s lips parted slightly but she couldn’t speak. But Megan did. ‘If you asked me to stay, I would. I’d stay no matter what. In fact, if someone knocked on the door right now and said they wanted to give me my own sitcom, I’d say ‘No thanks, too busy right now. I want to stay here and watch TV with Phoebe.’  With you. Doesn’t even matter if you never let me touch you again’ Megan said, laughing softly at herself, at how much she was laying on the line right now.  ‘I’m where I want to be.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe couldn’t even look at Megan, she was trying not to cry. One tear made a break for it and the ruse was up.  
 
      
 
    Megan stood from the bed and knelt in front of Phoebe, taking Phoebe’s hands in hers. ‘But that’s if you ask me to stay. If you say go, that’ll be alright too. We can hit rewind on the last ten minutes, stay friends. You’re not going to lose me either way.’  
 
      
 
    Phoebe gripped onto Megan’s hands. ‘You’ve got a gig tonight-’ 
 
      
 
           ‘I’ll call them right now. My warm-up can have the slot’ Megan said without hesitation. ‘Or they cancel and everyone gets a refund. I couldn’t care less.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe finally looked up at Megan. And she knew Megan had made these kinds of promises before and smashed them a day later. She also knew that Megan might believe what she was saying now and that she could change her mind later. She knew it might be weak to give in. But if it was weak, then she would be weak.  
 
      
 
    Because it might not be weakness.  It might be the bravest thing she’d ever do, ignoring the possibility of heartbreak for the chance of loving Megan again. Of having Megan be here. 
 
      
 
    Phoebe dropped Megan’s hands and slipped her hands onto her face, pulling her into a kiss, a deep, warm, fervent, intense kiss. And then it was happening. They were on the bed, clothes flying off, the kiss transforming into a something else, something that couldn’t be stopped. 
 
      
 
           ‘Stay’ Phoebe said between kisses. And Megan did. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Later, Megan made a call that pissed off her booking agent no end. But she took his rant with good grace. Because Phoebe was naked, lying in the crook of her arm, fast asleep.   
 
      
 
    Once Megan had finished the call, she turned the phone off, throwing it on the floor. She wrapped her other arm around Phoebe, gripping on for dear life. She thought she might never let go. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Thirty-Five 
 
    Three days later, room twenty-six of the Hotel Go-Tel was still occupied. There was no reason to leave it. Food was regularly brought up to the room by a teenage boy who told the other hotel staff that he was sure that Phoebe from Subatomic was doing it around the clock with a female comedian he’d seen on a panel show once. No one believed him. It was a chain hotel, they didn’t rate celebrity sex marathons.  
 
      
 
    He had it wrong anyway. It wasn’t just sex. Megan and Phoebe had seventeen years of life to catch each other up on. 
 
      
 
    Around day two, they were starting to get into more current stuff as they sat together in the bath. They’d gotten rather sweaty earlier but they couldn’t seem to part for the length of two showers so they’d settled on sharing a bath. ‘So what are you going to do about it?’ Phoebe asked, seriously. 
 
      
 
           ‘What do you mean? There’s nothing to do. I told her to fuck off and she did’ Megan said, trying to get comfortable at the tap end. 
 
      
 
    Phoebe nodded, contemplatively. 
 
      
 
           ‘What would you do, if you were me?’ Megan asked, truly wanting to know. Phoebe had always had a wise way about her and that was still the case. Megan needed that right now. 
 
      
 
           ‘I can’t answer that. But I think…’ 
 
      
 
           ‘What?’ Megan asked. 
 
      
 
           ‘I think you’re angry and you’ve taken this position on things and maybe you feel like you’re stuck with that opinion, that it might be weak to have a change of heart. But I’m starting to think it’s not the worst thing to change your mind, to let go of the past, if it only hurts you to keep hanging on to it’ she said, taking Megan’s hand. ‘But that’s me. I’m not in your exact position.’ 
 
      
 
    Megan considered Phoebe’s words. ‘So… If I did? Change my mind, that is. Would it be weird… Actually, never mind.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘You want me to be with you when you see her.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘How did you know that?’ Megan asked, startled.  
 
      
 
           ‘I would come, if you like’ Phoebe said. 
 
      
 
    Megan reached for the shower gel, affecting nonchalance. ‘Maybe then.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And then later, as they watched TV in bed, it was Phoebe’s turn for a grilling. ‘How many? Megan was asking. 
 
      
 
    Phoebe tutted. ‘I’m not telling you.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Come on, I won’t judge.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘I never did it with any groupies, alright?’ Phoebe admitted. It was always a source of embarrassment for her within the music community, but she was too old fashioned to sleep with people she didn’t know extremely well.  
 
      
 
           ‘How is that possible? I’ve literally only been with groupies for years.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘And that’s gross’ Phoebe told her. 
 
      
 
           ‘Come on, I was in the wilderness. You can’t have a go at me for picking the low hanging fruit. Anyway, I think I’ve had my last groupie. Do you wanna marry me?’ Megan asked casually. 
 
      
 
    Phoebe, who’d been sipping overpriced bottled water from the mini fridge, almost choked. 
 
      
 
           ‘Do you need the Heimlich?’ Megan asked her. 
 
      
 
           ‘No’ Phoebe said, coughing. ‘I need you to stop messing about.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘I’m being serious. You’re going away on Friday for two weeks. I’ve got to lock you down now, before you realise that I’ve hypnotised you with sex and you run back to the dentist.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe shook her head, her throat now under control. ‘You don’t need to lock anything down. I’m not going anywhere. Well, I mean, I am, technically…’ Phoebe realised something. ‘Is this how it’s going to be now? It was incredibly sweet of you to cancel your gig, but in the long term, we both work on the road. How are we going to do this?’ she asked, anxiously.  
 
      
 
    Megan sighed, long and deep. ‘It’ll be tough. But I think that if we try, it’ll be alright.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘But why would it work this time? What’s different?’ Phoebe asked. 
 
      
 
    Megan shook her head, at a loss for an answer. ‘There’s no real reason it should. Except that we’re older and wiser.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘We are?’ Phoebe asked. 
 
      
 
           ‘Well, we’re definitely older.’  
 
      
 
           ‘So why will it last?’ Phoebe asked, her mind starting to calculate all the ways this could go wrong. She began to rub her temple.  
 
      
 
    Megan gently pulled her hand away. ‘Fitzgerald, breathe.’ 
 
      
 
    Phoebe looked at Megan. ‘But you were right, I have been in a sex haze. I haven’t been thinking about all the real-life things, things that could get in the way.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Then don’t. It’ll only go wrong if we let it’ Megan said, her tone surprisingly confident.  
 
      
 
    Phoebe felt somehow calmed by it. ‘So you’re an optimist these days?’ she asked her. 
 
      
 
           ‘No. I’m a realist. Realistically, my life is better when you’re in it. So I have to do better this time.’  
 
      
 
    Phoebe smiled and leaned into Megan. She felt an unexpected peace descend over her. Yeah, maybe the odds were against them. Maybe it was stupid. But anyone logical would never fall in love in the first place, Phoebe realised. So despite all the evidence to the contrary, she had to try and believe this could work out. Because Megan made her feel calm and happy in a way no else had ever quite managed. She needed that. And she knew Megan needed her too. So they’d try. That was all they could do. 
 
      
 
    Megan felt Phoebe’s body begin to relax and they sat quietly watching TV for a few minutes. Game of Thrones came on. Megan smiled to herself but said nothing. They watched the whole show in companionable silence. It was better than Megan had thought. 
 
      
 
    A gurgle from Megan’s stomach broke the quiet. ‘Can we call room service?’ she asked. 
 
      
 
           ‘Let me guess? A bacon sandwich and a coke?’ Phoebe answered, dreamily.  
 
      
 
           ‘No. I never touch coke anymore’ Megan answered. 
 
      
 
           ‘What?!’ Phoebe burst out, turning around in wild eyed astonishment. ‘You’re winding me up, aren’t you?  
 
      
 
    Megan shook her head. ‘Honest to god, I haven’t touched it in years.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘But you used to drink it by the vat, your veins ran with it. You’re telling me you gave it up?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Had to. All that sugar and caffeine makes me jittery now. I guess some things really do change’ Megan said, taking Phoebe’s hand and bestowing it with the gentlest of kisses. 
 
      
 
    Phoebe smiled at Megan, a beam of sheer flabbergasted delight. ‘Maybe they do.’ 
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