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‘This fantastic book is a roller coaster of emotions!’ Charlotte, 16

 

‘It kept me hooked from cover to cover. Highly recommended!’ Chicklish

 

‘A touching debut.’ First News

 

‘A thundering good read.’ The Cornishman

 

‘A terrific story by a hugely talented author who is spot on with the teenage psyche … Wonderfully touching.’ Publishing News

 

‘The book tackles serious issues in a very real way that is both insightful and sensitive.’ Hackwriters
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Step on a crack, you’ll break your back.
Step on a line, you’ll break your spine.

 

Every day, on my way home from school, I do this weird thing. As I turn into my street I recite this chant in my head and try to avoid the cracks in the pavement.

Me, superstitious? Never!

Well, okay, a bit.

Because, when I reach the last lamppost before our house, I take a deep breath and fill my lungs with air. You see, if I can get into the house without taking another breath, Mum won’t be there.

I turn my key in the lock, lungs bursting. Nothing. No Radio 4, no voice on the phone, no dishes clattering in the kitchen.

My breath explodes in a big rush of air. Yes! Mum’s not home yet. I have the house to myself.

Don’t get me wrong, I don’t hate my mum or anything. It just means I have a bit of peace to go on the Internet, without Mum breathing down my neck about homework and ‘the importance of Year 9 in laying the foundation for GCSEs’.

That’s the problem with having two parents who are teachers. Double trouble. I’ve got no chance.

Actually they’re not that bad. Quite cool really, though I’d never admit that to them or anyone else.

I dump my bag on the floor and help myself to a Coke from the fridge and a couple of rice cakes. I’m really into them. ‘Gluten-free’, it says on the packet. That’s Mum’s influence. I just like the taste.

The light’s flashing on the answerphone. It’s a message from Ali. Scatty Ali. My best mate. We’re as different as chalk and cheese, but we’ve been friends since reception class. She was away today.

‘Hi, Jess. How was school? I’ve been doubled up in agony but I’m okay now. Can I copy your maths? Ring me.’

Trust Ali. Ever since she started her periods she has a day off each month with stomach-ache which miraculously disappears at 3.30. She gets away with it because she gets her mum to write a note. Dumb mum.

I’m just jealous. You have to be on your deathbed in this house before anyone’s allowed to take a sicky. Though, don’t tell anyone, but actually I like school and don’t want to miss it. Especially now I’m going out with Muggs. I wouldn’t mind the odd day in bed though.

Chance’d be a fine thing.

You see, my dad’s in charge of absences at my school. He’s the deputy head and teaches me science as well. I had to do sex education with him in Year 7. How embarrassing is that? At least Mum has the sense to work in a different school.

The next message is for him, all about money and pensions. Boring. Dad’s for ever trying to work out if he can afford to retire early, though Mum and I think this is just a hobby of his. Every so often he flips into stress mode and goes off on how he’ll have to keep working till he’s sixty-five to support my sister and me through uni. As he’s only forty-eight now, that’s hardly likely, especially as Carly is nearly nineteen and will be starting at Bristol in September.

Gran’s voice comes on next. My gran’s wicked. It’s the usual. She’s forgotten how to set the video and the over- 60s have got a salsa class on tonight she doesn’t want to miss. Can Dad ring her back?

The last one’s for Mum. Message for Mrs Diane Bayliss from the Daybreak Centre asking her to attend tomorrow at 2pm. Wonder what that’s about?

Mum teaches life skills and special needs in her school so it’s probably something to do with that. I must remember to tell her. She never checks for messages. She’s not exactly technically illiterate, but not far from it. For her, checking her mail is exactly that. She comes in and looks to see if there’s any post for her and there never is because she leaves the boring brown envelopes for Dad to open. She’s got an e-mail address that Carly set up for her before she left so they could keep in touch, but she hardly ever uses it.

That reminds me. I go into the dining room to check my e-mails. Yes! There’s one from Carly. It’s from Byron Bay in New South Wales, Australia. Carly, the Byron Siren.

Carly’s having a gap year before uni. I really miss her. She flew to Bangkok after her A-level results last year and spent a few months in Thailand. Mum and Dad couldn’t say anything because she’d got the grades she needed and that was the bargain they’d made. Work hard for your A-levels and then do what you want for a year.

Mind you, I reckon they wouldn’t have stopped her if she’d failed them altogether. There’s still an element of the old hippies in Mum and Dad, under that veneer of middle-class respectability. That’s how they met, in the late 70s, on the hippy trail. Dad had been hitch-hiking to Turkey and Mum had been on her way back from Kathmandu with a jerk called Jeremy, and they met in Istanbul in the Pudding Shop. Mum ditched Jeremy and went off to live on a Greek island with Dad for a month, sleeping on beaches and on the roofs of houses. The rest is history, as they say.

Anyway, now Carly’s having a whale of a time in sunny Australia. The e-mail says it all.

 

Met a gorgeous surfer dude called Todd. Todd the Bod! He is seriously sexy! How does 6 foot 4, sunbleached hair and great pecs grab you? And, guess what! Have got a job! Bad news is, it’s waitressing. Good news is, it’s at a café on the beach. So I’m topping up my suntan as I’m earning money and get to chat up all these fit guys at the same time!

 

This is all seriously good news for me as it’s what I intend to be doing in four years’ time. I type out a reply to her, telling her all the gossip, though there’s not a lot going on.

 

Muggs and I are still together and it’s getting better by the day. Kelly Harris hates me cos she’s fancied him for ages. Think Ali’s a bit jealous too. Guess what? Miss Taylor wants me to audition for the role of Lady Macbeth! Mum’s worried I’ll fall behind with my work. Ali’s going for it as well but she’s got no chance. Mum and Dad are boring as ever. I miss you.

 

Send.

I’m on the Internet looking up stuff about Lady Macbeth when Mum comes in. It’s our Shakespeare text and Miss Taylor thinks we can make it come alive by putting it on ourselves. She’s really cool like that, she’s a great teacher. I’d so love to take the role of Lady Macbeth, she’s such a nasty piece of work. I reckon I’m in with a chance as Miss usually picks me to read her in class because she says I make sense of the words.

That’s down to Mum. She used to read aloud to Carly when she was breastfeeding me and she reckons I took it all in. I was reading properly before I started school. In reception Miss Barry put me with Ali to help her because she found reading hard. I’ve been doing Ali’s work for her ever since.

Do you know something? Mum used to read Shakespeare to me in bed when I was little. I didn’t know what she was on about but I loved being snuggled up next to her and listening to the sounds and patterns her voice made. Maybe that’s why I love Shakespeare so much now.

Oh, and I forgot to mention, Muggs is going to try out for Macbeth. How romantic is that!

‘Hiya, love. Had a good day? You’re not in a chatroom are you?’ Mum asks, all in one breath. Good old Mum, she doesn’t even know what a chatroom is. She’s just heard the phrase and thinks it’s something mildly unsavoury.

‘Yes, I’m just fixing a date with a fifty-year-old saddo called Ronald who’s pretending to be a fifteen-year-old called Dazza,’ I answer.

‘Well, don’t stay on there all night, you’ve got your homework to do.’ Mum’s voice comes from the kitchen, where she’s pulling out food from the freezer. She never listens when she gets home from school. It takes her till after tea to stop being a teacher and issuing orders.

‘Spaghetti bolognese okay?’

‘Fine,’ I say, engrossed in the words on the screen. She has a really bad press, Lady Macbeth. According to this article, there’s loads more to her than the scheming wife she’s made out to be.

‘Did your dad say if he was going to be late tonight?’

‘Haven’t a clue.’ I’m intent on grabbing pages off the net about Lady Macbeth and her lack of power.

Mum starts pulling stuff out of the washing machine.

‘Stick this on the line for me, Jess. It should dry before it’s dark.’

‘Mu-um! I’m doing my homework!’

It’s a weird fact of life that Mum goes on all the time that I never do any homework but finds a million ways to stop me from actually doing any.

‘Go on, Jess. It won’t take you a minute. I want to get the tea on. I’m off to Stretch and Tone tonight.’

She’s always doing something, Mum, she’s never still for a minute. Dad’s much more laid-back.

‘You don’t need to go anyway,’ I grumble, picking up the basket of wet washing. Mum’s got a great figure, something else I’ve inherited from her apparently. At least, that’s what Carly says. She says I’m ‘well-endowed’ in the right places. She means I’ve got big boobs like Mum. Carly’s a different shape all together. She’s more like Dad – well, not really, because he’s a bloke – but the same sort of lean body type without the paunch. I’m more curvy.

To tell the truth, I’m still getting used to my boobs. They’ve crept up on me in the last couple of years. I like them, but I’m getting to the stage where I hope they won’t grow any more. Ali thinks I’m nuts. She says they’re my best asset. She’s saving up for a boob job because she says hers are like two fried eggs.

‘Don’t forget these.’

Mum chucks some underwear that’s got stuck in the back of the machine into the basket.

‘Those bras are no good for you, you know.’

Here she goes. I can feel my hackles rising.

‘Don’t look at me like that, Jess. You need some support or your breasts will sag. You should come with me to Marks and Sparks and be measured. These skimpy little things do nothing for you.’

‘No way,’ I protest. ‘I’m not wearing a boulder-holder for anyone!’

No one can infuriate me like my mother. She’s got it off to a fine art. And she’s oblivious to it. She can bring me to boiling point in 1.5 seconds and leave me simmering there without even noticing.

Dad’s late and Mum’s clucking that she’ll never get to exercise class if he doesn’t hurry up because she needs the car. At last he comes in, plonking his briefcase down by my bag and loosening his tie. Mum’s about to tell us to move them but changes her mind when she sees how tired he looks.

‘Busy day?’

‘Mmm.’ He puts the kettle on and runs his fingers through his hair. It’s going a bit thin on top. ‘You?’

‘You’re not kidding, I’m exhausted,’ she says and launches into a lengthy and complicated description of her talk to Year 7 boys on personal hygiene. Gross. The strange thing is that she seems full of energy after her day whereas Dad really does look tired and crumpled.

It’s not till we’re halfway through our spag bog that I remember the messages on the phone.

‘Oops. Gran wanted you to explain to her how to set the video, Dad.’

‘Again,’ said Mum, darkly.

‘It’s too late now. She’ll have gone out. And there’s someone about pensions on the answerphone.’

Dad grunts.

‘Oh, and Mum, the Daybreak Centre rang. You’ve got an appointment there tomorrow at two.’

‘What?’ Mum looks startled.

‘There’s a message on the answer machine,’ I mumble, my mouth full of pasta.

‘I wish you wouldn’t do that!’ Mum snaps, getting up from the table and stacking dishes even though Dad and I haven’t finished.

‘What?’ I ask in surprise.

‘Listen to my messages. They could be private, you know.’

Dad and I look at each other in amazement. Mum’s logic never ceases to surprise. She’s throwing plates into the sink as if she’s a guest at a Greek wedding.

‘It’s an answerphone. For all of us,’ I explain patiently.

‘Oh you know what I mean,’ mutters Mum. ‘Anyway, you two can wash up. I’ve got things to do.’

‘I thought you were going to Stretch and Tone,’ I say.

‘It’s too late now. And I’m too busy. I’ve got a load of stuff to do for school.’

‘Ofsted,’ mouths Dad as she sweeps out of the kitchen and goes upstairs.

‘PMT,’ I reply, chucking him the tea towel. ‘I’ll wash, you wipe.’
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