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To my family and friends who helped me through my teenage years.

And to anyone who feels lost; I hope this book inspires you to follow your dreams and to never give up hope. Anything is possible.
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Introduction

Growing up and making the transition from childhood to adulthood is one of the most interesting times of our lives: the chaos, the madness, the hormones, the constant changes and extremes. It’s a crucial time filled with drama and high emotion that shapes us into the adults we are destined to become.

Most people refer to the teenage years as the best time of your life, and it’s true that it is a carefree time, full of adventure and joy. But it can also be incredibly challenging and difficult, especially if you are the sort of person who doesn’t easily fit in.

With social media playing such a large part in our daily lives, it’s even harder to be a young person now than it has ever been, especially with the increasing pressure to appear to be perfect. It’s a world where people are quick to judge others without taking the time to fully understand them, or consider what might be happening in their lives.

When I set about writing Mirror, Mirror I wanted to tell a story that gives the reader a realistic picture of the turbulent rollercoaster teenage years, and to create characters that everyone can relate to. I wanted it to be a book about the power of friendship, and how surrounding yourself with people that you love and trust makes you strong.

Above all I want to tell my readers, that it’s OK if you don’t know who you are yet. It’s OK if you are different and unique because you are already perfect. As long as you learn what it is that makes you happy, and follow your heart everything will be OK. Be yourself, no matter what. Recognise your strengths and realise that within you is the power to change to world.

With love

Cara
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Eight weeks ago . . .

The sun was rising as we were coming home, our arms interlinked, feet dragging, the heat of summer building in the air. Rose’s head was on my shoulder, her arm around my waist. I can remember the feel of it exactly, her hip and the mismatched rhythm of it bumping against mine, her skin on my skin, warm and soft.

It was just before five; the early light fierce and golden, making every dirty street gleam like new. We’d seen this sunrise a lot on our way home after long nights out, making each moment together last until we closed our eyes. Right up until that night, life had finally felt golden, like it belonged to us and we to it, filling every second with something new, something that felt like it mattered.

But that night was different.

My eyes ached, my mouth was dry, my heart pounded. We didn’t want to go home, but what could we do? There was nowhere else to go.

‘Why now?’ Rose said. ‘Everything was good, man. She was good, happy. So why now?’

‘It’s not the first time, is it?’ Leo said. ‘That’s why the pigs don’t care. She’s done it before. Money, backpack full of food from the fridge, her guitar. Disappear for a couple of weeks. It’s her M.O. ’

‘But not since Mirror, Mirror,’ Rose said. ‘Not since us, right? Before she was into all that cutting and shit, and running off. But not since the band. She was . . . we were all good. Better than good.’

She looked at me to back her up and I had to agree, everything had changed in the last year for all of us. Before the band, we were all lost in our own way, and then somehow we happened. And together we were strong, and cool and rock hard and in-your-face awesome. We all thought Naomi was in that place too, that she didn’t need to run away any more. Until last night.

That night, we were out all night, all over town.

Every place we ever went to with her, we went to again without her.

The places we told our parents about, the places we didn’t.

The clubs we should have been too young to get into, hot and stinking of sweat and hormones, battling our way through a heaving mass of dancers, trying to catch a glimpse of her.

We slunk in the shadows, in alleys down the back of pubs where you could score, talking in low voices to nervous kids with shadows for eyes, who offered bags of skunk. That night we said no.

We visited places behind unmarked doors where you have to know someone to get in. Dark basement rooms, where people still smoked inside until the air was thick with it, and the music was so loud it made your ears ring, your chest vibrate and the floor jump to the beat under your feet.

We went to all of those places, and everywhere else. The park on the estate where we go to muck around. The riverside, alien and overlooked by millionaire apartment blocks. Vauxhall Bridge, our bridge, the one we’ve walked across so often, shouting to make ourselves heard over the traffic, that it feels kind of like a mate, kind of like a witness.

Finally, we went to that empty betting shop with the broken door and a mattress in the back, where some kids go when they want a place to be alone. Some kids, but never me because one of the things I really hate is being alone.

Hour after hour of that night went by, and we were sure with every moment that passed we’d find her, that she was pulling one of her stunts, the kind of thing she did when she was hurting and needed to be noticed. We were sure our best friend and band mate, Naomi, would be somewhere in a place that only we knew. She would be waiting for us to find her.

Because you couldn’t just exist one day and vanish the next. That makes no sense at all. No one just disintegrates into thin air, without leaving some kind of trace behind.

That’s what we told ourselves that night we looked, and the night after that, and all the nights that followed until our parents told us we had to stop, that she’d come home when she was ready. And then the police stopped looking, because she’d run away so many times before.

But it never felt like that to us, it didn’t feel the same as before, because she wasn’t the same as before – not that they listened, with their bored expressions and blank notebooks. What could they possibly know?

So we looked and looked for Naomi, long after everyone else stopped. We looked everywhere.

But she wasn’t anywhere.

All we could find were the spaces where she used to be.
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Today: Life goes on, that’s what everyone says.

We have to keep getting up, going to school, coming home, thinking about shit like exams that are happening soon. And ‘hope, pray and trust’ and a load of other bullshit nothing they keep saying to us.

Life goes on, but that’s a lie, because the night Naomi vanished she pressed a big fucking pause button. Days tick by, and weeks and seasons and all of that shit, but not anything else. Not really. It’s like we’ve all been holding our breath for eight weeks.

Because I’ll tell you what they don’t say any more; they don’t say she’ll come home when she’s ready. I see her older sister Ashira at school, head down, closed off like she doesn’t want anyone to get near. And her mum and dad wandering around the supermarket, staring at stuff without really seeing it. Even though it’s Nai who’s gone missing, they’re the ones that look lost.

And yes, once she would have run away to make everyone look for her, she would have, because once she thought that kind of psycho-drama was a big deal. But she hasn’t for a long time, and never like this. She’d never want her mum and dad to be so twisted up with worry for her, or for Ash to look like she is always holding her breath, braced for bad news. Nai is complicated, but she loves her family and they love her, it’s like this beacon that draws the rest of us round them, love-hungry moths to a flame. Theirs is a family that actually gives a shit about each other.

You see, Naomi wouldn’t do this to them, or to us. But no one wants to hear that, not the police, not even her mum, because the thought of Naomi being a hardcore bitch is better than the thought of her being simply gone.

Which is why sometimes I just wish they’d find a body.

That’s how much of a dick I am. Sometimes I wish she was dead just so I could know.

But they haven’t. They haven’t found anything. And life goes on.

Which means today is the day that we audition for a new bassist to replace Naomi.

For a minute, it looked like we might break up without her. The rest of Mirror, Mirror – me, Leo and Rose – we met up for a rehearsal and wondered if we should just call it quits, we even said that we should. And then the three of us just stood there, no one leaving, no one packing up, and we knew without having to say it out loud that we couldn’t let go. Letting go of the band would be letting go of the best thing in all of our lives, and it would be letting go of her, for good.

Naomi founded the band, or at least she’s the one who turned it from some lame-arsed homework project into something real, something that mattered. Nai is the reason we all found something we were good at, because she was so good at her thing. I mean, she was a great bassist, legendary; you’d hear her lay down the beat and you’d be shook. But even more than that Naomi can write – I mean really good songs. I’m not bad and together, her and me are great, but Nai has that thing, that special thing that takes something leaden and grey and makes it shiny and special. Before Mirror, Mirror she never knew that was her superpower, but now she does, because we told her. And the more we told her, the better she got. And when you’ve got a superpower like that, you don’t need to run away.

The day we nearly split, our music teacher Mr Smith, came into the rehearsal room. It was the summer holidays, school was mostly empty except for us. We were only allowed on site because of him, he’d got us permission and spent his holiday sitting and reading a paper while we fought and played. But this time he came and sat down, and waited for us to stop talking and look at him. It hit me how different he looked right then. Mr Smith is one of those people who fills up a room, not just because he’s tall and kind of built, like he works out and stuff, but also because of the way he is; he likes life, he likes us, the kids he teaches, and that’s rare. He makes you want to do stuff, makes you want to learn, and it’s all because of this kind of energy you just don’t see in adults that much; it’s as if he really does give a shit.

That day though, he looked like someone had let the air out of him, like all the energy and good vibes he usually brings with him had disappeared. And it was frightening to see him that way, because he’s one of those people who is always so strong. It got to me in a way I can’t really explain; it made me like him even more. It meant a lot to see how much he cared that Nai was missing, really cared. Outside of her family and us lot, it seemed like he was one of the few people who did.

I don’t know how the others felt but the moment I saw him that day, I wanted to help him, as much as I knew he wanted to help us.

‘Are you guys really thinking about splitting up?’ he said.

We looked at each other, and for a second it felt like it did before we were friends, lonely and awkward and the idea of being back there again was terrifying.

‘It feels wrong without her,’ I said.

‘I get that,’ he said, running his fingers through his hair so that it stood up in blonde spikes. ‘But listen to me when I tell you that if you do split up now, you’ll regret it. You four . . . you three . . . I’m so proud of you, and everything you do together. I don’t want you to lose that, not for you, and not for Nai. Now there’s not much that you can do for Naomi, but what you can do is make sure people keep remembering her name until she is found. Make sure they never stop looking for her. I’ve had this idea – we’ll stage a concert, here at the school. Raise funds to help her family keep up the search, keep her story in the public eye. Make the whole world look at us, at you guys, and see how much we care about her. That’s what I want to do, kids. But I can’t do it without you. Are you in?’

And yeah, of course we said we were in.

It’s the only thing we could think of doing.

We kept going, just the three of us all summer, but the concert is nearly here and we’ve realised what we have to do. We have to find a new bassist. Fuck’s sake.


Naomi was . . . is . . . the best bassist I’ve ever played with, which is weird because she is a girl, and girls aren’t normally good at that shit. That’s not sexist, it’s just a fact. It takes a sort of single-minded determination to be invisible to really play the bass, and girls – well, normal girls – like to be looked at.

But today must go on. I’ve got to get my shit together. Dragging myself out of bed, I look at the crumpled pile of clothes on the floor.

It’s all right for Leo, the dude just gets out of bed and he looks on-point.

He picks up his guitar and he might as well be God; girls worship him as if he is. It doesn’t seem fair, really, that at the age of sixteen, he can be so together, like he came fully formed and deep voiced, tall and muscular.

Me, though, I’m still in that awkward phase. I live in that awkward phase, I am that awkward phase. If there was an emoji for awkward phases it would look like me. I fully expect to still be in the awkward phase when I’m forty-five and almost dead.

I want to look cool, but Leo cool; plain white T, jeans, hoodie and immaculate white high tops isn’t the sort of cool that I can do. There isn’t any sort of cool I can do, except the cool I borrow from being Leo’s mate.

Rose has also nailed looking good, but she is legit beautiful, and beautiful never really has to try. Dark brown hair, dyed blonde, but not all the way to the top; not skinny like some girls, Rose’s boobs and hips keep the boys of Thames Comprehensive in her thrall.

But that’s not all, she wears a fuck ton of make-up, even though she looks prettier with none – maybe because of that. She backcombs her hair and puts holes in her tights on purpose. Rose knows what her look is and she makes it happen, charging the air with static electricity and detonating millions of little explosions all around her wherever she goes.

Other girls try and copy her, but there aren’t any other girls like Rose, because I swear to God, Rose is the only girl I have ever met who really gives zero fucks.

And when she sings . . . walls vibrate. Eyes turn green. Boners harden.

Out of the four of us in our magnificent misfit family, Naomi was . . . is the one who is most like me. If Leo and Rose are the fuck-that-shit-prom-king-and-queen of the school, me and Nai are the Overlords of Geek.

And when I think of Naomi in her thick-framed glasses that swamp her heart-shaped face and hide her soft brown eyes, I feel proud of her. The way she wears shirts, buttoned all the way, and pleated skirts a totally different length to anyone else. Her sensible shoes, laced up and polished. Behind it all, the deliberate mismatches and the odd choices, she is a completely take-no-prisoners, accept-no-bullshit original.

Sometimes Naomi and I used to go to the library at lunch and just sit and read. We’d be quiet and still. It was peaceful. She’d catch my eye over the top of her book, and raise an eyebrow at me when some year nine try-hard went past and we’d smirk at each other, two disbelieving super-nerds who had somehow lucked out into pole position.

And when she played . . . it was just as good, in fact better than the best bassists in the world. With me on the drums we were the heartbeat of the band, carving out the groove with rare precision.


I can’t be arsed to think about my band look, so fuck it: checked shirt, jeans, white T-shirt underneath, that’s my usual uniform. Lumberjack-pro, Rose calls it.

At least I don’t have to think about my hair any more since I shaved most of it off.

Carrot Top.

Ginger Nuts.

Dickhead.

All names I’ve got just for being a redhead, and not just any old ginger, no, a curly haired redhead, at that. Jesus, I grew up looking like an invitation to kick my head in. There are things I could do about it, Rose likes to tell me. She’s desperate to put product on my hair and straighten it. And I’m like, er no. And about every three days or so she offers to dye it black, but again I say no, I’m ginger, OK, deal with it.

Besides, if my hair was black they couldn’t still call me Red, and my nickname is the coolest thing about me.

What I did was to have it cut really short the day before Nai disappeared. Didn’t tell anyone, just went to a barbershop, told them shave it round the sides, long on top, long enough to flop in my eyes and bounce and freak out like mad when I’m sitting on the rig. Mum screamed at me for a solid hour when she saw it. I’m not even joking, she said I looked like I came out of a maximum security prison.

When Dad came in from one of his ‘all night council meetings’, she screamed at him for not screaming at me.

It was worse than when I had my ear pierced four times, so after that I don’t bother telling them about the things I do that help me feel like me. It’s not worth the aggro.

And long before that I had realised that my parents weren’t going to be the ones to save me, fix me or help me. They are both so caught up in their own self- destruction, me and my kid sister Gracie are pretty much nothing more than collateral damage. Once I realised that, life seemed easier, believe it or not.

Sure, it’s hard to ignore that my mother hates me and my dad’s a sleaze. But I give it a good go.
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Where Did She Go?

There was always sunshine in her step,

Power in her smile.

She never lived with one regret,

But she only stayed for a while.

Where did she go, the girl I want?

Where did she go, the girl I haunt?

Where did she go, I can’t find her.

But I won’t stop looking, I’ll keep on looking until . . . .

I find out.
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Rose owns the room, shutting down the pricks that thought they could learn bass in a week with a single death stare.

‘Jesus, Toby, the way you mangled that bass puts me off you for life, mate,’ Rose tells her latest victim. ‘Do you finger your girlfriend like that?’

‘Sorry, mate.’ Leo shrugs. ‘Maybe stick to . . . not playing an instrument?’

As Toby leaves, his pink cheeks blazing, I peer out into the corridor and look at the queue. There is a queue. Once I was that awkward twat in the corner that everyone ignored, and now people are queuing to be in my band. It feels good and bad at the same. Nai helped us build this band, she’s the best songwriter out of all of us, the heart of it all. It was her tunes, her words that made people stop and listen. And now these people are queuing to replace her.

I want this band, I need it. I think that’s what makes me a fucking bastard.


They fall one after the other and I watch them go, safe behind my kit until there are only two contenders left.

This girl called Emily, pretty and cool. Not so sexy she might eat you alive, but sexy enough that you could look at her all day long, and dream up poems about her hair and shit.

The second Emily walks in the door, I can tell that Rose is having none of it. She doesn’t have to say anything, you can just see the lightning flash in her eyes. She’s the hot girl in our band, there isn’t room for two.

Which is a shame, because as she starts to play, I can feel that Emily is good, I can sense her moving in close to my rhythm and inserting herself between each beat of my sticks. It feels good, really good, intimate. I find myself meeting her blue eyes and smiling at her – because playing drums is the one time letting a girl know I like them doesn’t make me want to kill myself. She smiles back and before I know it one of my sticks slips out of my hand and clatters to the floor.

‘Sorry love,’ Rose says, not even looking at Emily. ‘Not really working, is it. Nice try though.’

Emily doesn’t react, she just shrugs super cool, smiling at me again before she leaves.

‘I liked her,’ I say. ‘Can’t I have her?’

Rose punches me hard in my bicep, and pain shoots into my shoulder. That girl can hit.

‘Jesus, Rose! Lay off the guns!’

‘They aren’t guns, they’re water pistols more like.’ She shakes her head. ‘Fuck’s sake, Red, keep it in your pants. This isn’t your chance to pull any old slut that walks in.’

‘Emily’s not a slut,’ Leo says. ‘I liked her.’

‘Jesus, you simple-minded fuckheads. Really, all it has to have is tits on it and you’re like sheep.’

Leo and I exchange a glance, repressing a smile.

‘Isn’t that how you basically rule the school?’ Leo mutters and Rose cuffs him across the back of the head.

Next up is Leckraj, this random kid from year eight. He reminds me of me aged thirteen, no idea how to handle the jungle of Thames Comprehensive. His bass is almost bigger than him, but at least he can play up to grade five. Not as well as Emily, nothing like Naomi, but he’ll do. It looks like he’ll have to, because he’s all that’s left.

‘So, Leckraj, I’m going to take you through the bass line for “Head Fuck”, OK? And then . . . ’

‘Kids, can you stop a minute?’

Mr Smith is suddenly in the middle of the room, and he looks like a current of electricity has glued him to the spot, forcing him upright. I’ve never seen an expression like the one on his face right now, like he’s just heard the end of the world is coming. It frightens me. My gut is twisting and churning. This is bad, it’s going to be bad.

No one says anything.

No one has to.

It’s like the air around us thickens and slows time to a standstill, sticky in my lungs. I can’t breathe.

We all know what he’s come to tell us.

‘They’ve found her?’ It’s a whisper that comes from inside me though it sounds like I’m hearing it from light years away.

He nods, unable to look any of us in the eye.

‘Is she . . . ?’ Leo this time, eyes fixed hard on Smith, waiting for the axe to fall.

‘She’s . . . ’ Mr Smith seems to choke for a second, shaking his head. Finally he looks at us, there are tears in his eyes, his mouth is twisted and it takes me a moment to realise . . .

. . . he’s smiling.

‘She’s alive,’ he says.
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