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31 DECEMBER

I am dancing and I am happy and I have hiccups.

I always dance at New Year. Even as a kid I was doing the Macarena at midnight. Tonight, thanks to the awesome blue lights that Dan has rigged up in his great glassy living room, I feel like a sea serpent in an aquarium, wafting and swaying so smoothly that you can’t see the joins. I am Miss Price and Professor Whatsisname in Bedbrooms and Knobsticks all rolled into one.

My white dress sparks to life as the strobes flash. Vashti and Laura look in my direction as I blind half the room, lighting up like a crane at Christmas. Wow. I am a luminous sea serpent.

‘Hanna.’

‘Not now, babes,’ I say, eyes closed and arms mid-wave. ‘I’m in the zone.’

‘Han, you just whacked me in the face.’

Sol is rubbing his cheekbone and trying not to get trampled by the rest of the dancing crowd. I know he wishes he wasn’t here. He’s not a party king.

‘Call it an affectionate punch,’ I suggest.

‘You’re drunk.’

‘I am not drunk. I am awesome.’ I squint around the floor, trying to spot Dan Danny Dan my man manny man. I want to run my hands all over his ripped torso and tweak his floppy earlobes. I want to bite him. Four weeks in and I’m obsessed.

‘You’re drunk,’ Sol repeats.

‘You all right, Han?’ says Laura, reaching for me – or my dress, it’s hard to tell which – with her long purple nails.

‘She’s fine,’ says Sol. ‘Just needs a bit of air.’

He threads me through the pumping room to where a set of shiny glass doors open on to a big deck-like balcony overlooking the garden. There are solar lights edging the lawn and a lion water feature. Dan has the best house ever. Dan is the best boyfriend ever.

‘I’m the king of the world,’ I say.

I spread out my arms and attempt to lean over the balustrade like Kate Winslet in Titanic. Sol hauls me back into an upright position. I press him on the nose to keep him from sliding around, but no matter how hard I press, he won’t stay still.

 ‘You’re going to give me a nosebleed if you keep doing that,’ he says.

I take my finger away. I do not want Sol’s nose blood all over this dress because then people will be talking about my outfit for all the wrong reasons in the morning.

My boyfriend is clearly outlined in the window upstairs. I feel a rush of pride, shortly followed by an urgent need to run upstairs and kiss his knuckle-chewingly handsome face. From down here I can see his lovely raven-black hair sticking up and his beautiful Greek profile and his white shiny teeth as he breaks into his killer smile and turns to talk to whoever he’s talking to.

Sol claps like someone getting the attention of a kid on a bouncy castle. ‘Let’s get you a drink of water,’ he says, in a tone that can only be described as brisk. His eyes are normally murky-pond green, but right now the strobing lights coming through the glass doors of the living room are making them flicker like flames.

‘Outside, inside,’ I grumble. ‘Make up your mind.’

I throw one more glance up at Dan’s window as Sol tows me back to the house.

And that’s when I see Lizzie Banks kissing my boyfriend.

 

Sol is now saying something else in his best calming-small-animals voice. I can’t hear the words clearly. He sounds a long way away, like he’s at the other end of a great tunnel. I dig my very high heels into the deck and stare at the way Lizzie’s got Dan squished up to the window, with her chipped nails in his perfect hair. Her nails are flaky red, like the blood that is now draining out of my heart. The shock has knocked the hiccups clean out of my body.

‘Lizzie Banks is kissing Dan,’ I say, in a voice that feels thick and odd and not mine at all. ‘SHE’S KISSING HIM.’

‘Who’s kissing who?’ says Trixie, whirling by in blue sequins and false lashes so long that I feel the extra drag of air at eye level as she passes.

I rush through the dancing crowd, passing my brother and his girlfriend Leah PDAing away as usual. I have to reach the stairs and climb them so I can fetch Dan to safety. Lizzie … Anyone but Lizzie. My dress is so tight that I can’t rush as fast as I would like. Sol keeps a tight grip on my arm.

‘Don’t make a scene, Han,’ he says. ‘It won’t end well.’

‘Damn right it won’t end well,’ I grunt in fury. I’ve got to the bottom of the steel and glass stairs, and am now considering how best to climb them in knee-length body-con. A stair lift would be good. ‘Trixie says Lizzie Banks has been after Dan ever since we started college.’ I feel hot as I say Lizzie’s name. ‘It’s embarrassing, actually. I’m embarrassed for her. I mean, what a joke. Lizzie Banks is a JOKE.’

Sol is stoutly refusing to let go of me as I attempt to hop up the steps. Every time someone comes past, he nods at them with a nonchalant ‘All right?’ in a bid to defuse suspicion that all is not well. Dimly I feel grateful. Mainly I feel like something very large has just been dropped on me from a great height.

Trixie appears at the living-room door. As she assesses my third enraged attempt to climb the staircase without ripping my dress, I can see the cogs whirring beneath her coal-black extensions.

‘Everything all right?’ she says, fixing Sol with large glitter-lashed eyes.

‘Everything’s fine, Trixie, thanks for asking,’ says Sol. ‘Han, the door’s this way.’

Vashti and Laura appear, drawn by the promise of drama.

‘You’re leaving?’ says Vashti.

She doesn’t have to say anything else. I know. Only lunatics and losers would leave Dan’s party half an hour before the clock ticks over into the new year.

Sol gives my arm an extra-hard tug. ‘Yup.’

I have no choice but to give up on the staircase and pant quietly by his side, a defeated dog in a white tube bandage. The tears are beginning to rise.

‘Hanna?’ says Sol. ‘Come on.’
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The party muffles to nothing as Sol shuts the huge front door behind us with a click. I take a shuddering breath. God, it’s cold out here. I realise I have forgotten my coat. Wait – I didn’t bring a coat. Only geeks wear coats to parties.

‘I had this dream that Dan and I were going to get married in Singö,’ I gasp, grasping Sol’s coat lapels as he hustles me down the drive. It’s hard going in these shoes. ‘We were going to ride bicycles in matching fisherman’s jumpers and have beautiful children who spoke three languages. My heart skips like a lamb on Red Bull every time I think of him. This isn’t over, Sol. Lizzie Banks is just a blip on the radar screen of our love.’

Who knew this much emotion could make you feel sick? My stomach has started boiling like a pan of overheated soup. I’m impressed with myself for taking rage to this level.

Why did it have to be Lizzie?

‘How can I get him back?’ I wail.

And then I’m sick on Sol’s shoes.

It’s incredible how much less emotional you feel the moment after you vomit. Instead of rage and grief, I now feel exhaustion. I lean against the nearest lamp post as Sol tries to wipe his shoes clean on the sparkly, crunchy grass beside Dan’s gate. My eye make-up should be acting like a wall of potato salad at an all-you-can-eat buffet, but it isn’t. I can’t keep the tears from spilling over.

‘Welcome to the Dump Club,’ Sol says.

I’m so shocked that I almost stop crying on the spot.

I have never been dumped.

I have, in fact, been the dumpee my whole dating career, from the twenty-three minutes I spent with Hugo Jackson at the Year Seven Christmas disco before moving smoothly to the other side of the dancefloor with Andrew Gillespie, to Dan Dukas wafting two tickets to Fantastic Beasts and Where to Find Them under my nose a month ago while I was waiting for Stevie O’Shea to buy us into Inferno.

‘I have NOT been dumped,’ I say, appalled. ‘Lizzie Banks took advantage of the situation, that’s all.’ And not for the first time, I think bitterly.

Sol looks at me through his over-long ginger fringe. ‘Kissing involves two people. Or one person and a melon, if you’re desperate.’

I snort with miserable laughter as I stare at my mascara-smudged palms. Then I start crying again because the world has never looked so bleak.

‘A person’s first dumping shouldn’t happen on New Year’s Eve,’ I sob. ‘It’s against the rules in every movie ever made.’

‘Life isn’t a movie, Han.’

As we pass the bus shelter, the memory of Lizzie’s hands running through Dan’s hair assails me again, in an overflowing toilet of horror that makes me gasp for breath. No one tells you this stuff destroys your breathing apparatus as well as your heart.

‘I feel like an excavator has dug out my lungs,’ I gasp, sinking on to the plastic bus shelter bench. I thump my chest to demonstrate.

‘I know.’

Sol has always tried so hard to empathise, but how can he really understand a situation like this?

‘You’ve never had a girlfriend,’ I point out. ‘You have no idea.’

Sitting down beside me, Sol opens his coat and lets me snuggle up against him. ‘Shows how much you know,’ he says over my head.

‘You have had a girlfriend?’

I don’t mean to sound disbelieving. It’s just … Sol with a girlfriend doesn’t compute.

‘A lot can happen between the ages of twelve and sixteen,’ he reminds me.

‘Like growing three feet and a voice like a foghorn.’

‘I don’t have three feet,’ he says seriously.

It’s three months now since Sol Adams scooped me off the college canteen lino with half a pint of strawberry yoghurt splattered across my backside as I screamed, ‘I can’t believe you’re here! Why didn’t I know you were here?’ at my best friend from primary school while he mopped me down. It’s true what they say about only missing stuff when it comes back again, armed with serviettes. I realise I am feeling better. Sol always had the knack of lifting my mood. How I survived for years without him is beyond me.

‘I would know if you’d been out with anyone recently though,’ I say, wiping my nose. ‘Approximately seventy per cent of our daylight hours have been spent together since September.’

‘There’s always the other thirty per cent of my time to account for.’

I force my mind away from the dark places and think about this. Sol has always been the stealthy type, sneaking about like a crapping cat. Could he have been seeing someone without me knowing?

‘Who is she?’ I say with sudden interest. ‘When did she dump you? Why don’t I know about her?’

‘How do you know it’s a she?’

Dan goes clean out of my head. A lot can happen between the ages of twelve and sixteen.

‘No,’ I say.

‘No,’ he agrees. ‘She’s someone you don’t know.’

I am dumbfounded. ‘I am the world’s worst friend,’ I say, when I can find my voice. ‘You’ve been dumped and I didn’t even know you were going out with anyone.’

‘You know now.’

‘Why did she dump you?’ I say indignantly. Sol is lovely. Sol is perfect. Sol might not be fanciable, but Sol is everything else. Then I pale. ‘It wasn’t because of me, was it? I know we spend loads of time together but it’s never been like that. She does know that, doesn’t she? She does know we don’t fancy each other?’

Sol stands up. ‘Let’s keep walking or we’ll freeze to death.’

I stagger to my feet, mainly to stay in contact with Sol’s lovely, warm, geeky coat, and bang my nose right into his back. He has stopped dead in the middle of the road.

Tiny white sparkles are floating in the icy haze over our heads. They grow thicker and busier, twirling away like a million glittering Cinderellas at the Prince’s ball.

Snow.

I’m not cold any more. I’m in that scene in Serendipity minus the glove twirling down from the sky. I’ve always wanted to be in that scene.

‘This is a movie,’ I say, spreading out my arms and not even minding the pinpricks of cold as the flakes land on my almost-blue arms. ‘It’s snowing on New Year’s Eve!’ I check my watch. ‘It’s snowing on New Year’s Eve at midnight,’ I add ecstatically – if you can be ecstatic and heartbroken at the same time. ‘We have actually gone beyond the celluloid here.’

‘No one makes films on celluloid any more.’

‘All right, Steven Spielberg.’ He’s being deliberately obtuse. ‘What I’m trying to say is that we have moved beyond movies and into the realm of signs.’ I say this in hushed tones to match the rapidly whitening scene around us.

‘Don’t tell me,’ he says. ‘Serendipity?’

I wriggle under his coat so that my arm winds more snugly around his tummy. We walk on down the empty road, enjoying the feeling of our very own snow globe, our perfect cocoon of calm. And it’s an amazing feeling, given the circumstances of the evening.

At my gate, I pull my arms free from his warmth.

‘Home sweet home,’ I say. I make a weak rocker sign with my fingers. ‘Party on. Thanks for looking after me. I’ll return the favour one day when you forget to be sensible. If that day ever comes.’

Something flits across Sol’s gaze.

‘Happy New Year, Hanna,’ he says.

There is the weirdest moment, like the rest of the world has somehow stopped turning. There isn’t a sound anywhere. There is a kind of halo around Sol as he stands in front of me in the dancing snow below the streetlight, flakes on his ginger lashes and something I don’t recognise in his pondy eyes.

And in that moment, I have a perfectly brilliant idea. The kind of idea that only ever becomes reality if you come up with it on New Year’s Eve, preferably while drunkenly standing in the snow in four-inch heels with your best friend.

‘You know what we should do?’ I say with sudden excitement.

The unrecognisable thing vanishes from Sol’s eyes. ‘Oh God,’ he mutters.

‘We should watch a movie together on the last day of every month for a whole year, right round until next New Year’s Eve. Twelve movies, total.’

Sol looks up at the sky again. ‘What is it with you and movies?’

‘They hold answers.’ I prod him in the chest. ‘We need answers, Sol. Why did we both get dumped? What did we do wrong? Don’t you think it’s time we learned from the greats? I bet Audrey Hepburn never failed to hop up a flight of stairs to confront a boyfriend-stealing witch. And I can guarantee you that Amy Adams never fell flat on her arse in yoghurt. We should start tonight. Mum and James are at a party, Raz is still snogging Leah at Dan’s, and my little brother is at a sleepover. So we’d have the house to ourselves.’

Sol brushes a snowflake away just under my eye. ‘You’re bone cold and you’re miserable and you’re drunk,’ he says. ‘And I’d quite like to wash your sick off my shoes. Go to sleep, Hanna. We’ll do it another time.’

I yawn on cue. He’s right. I’m totally knackered. Thoughts of taking off this infuriatingly tight dress and these agonising heels, washing my face and then crying my way through all the Facebook pictures of me and Dan, without being disturbed until dawn, begin to feel quite appealing.

‘The end of this month at mine, then,’ I say, fumbling in my purse for my keys. ‘My place, my choice. You choose the next movie at yours. I promise I won’t interfere. Unless you choose Star Wars. Don’t choose Star Wars. I can’t stand Star Wars. I mean, I’ve never seen Star Wars, but I can’t stand the thought of Star Wars.’

Sol is walking away, his hand raised as the snow swirls around his head.

‘Oh, and Happy New Year to you too,’ I say, a little belatedly.

But he’s already gone.
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