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August

BE YOURSELF, they say. Be whoever you want to be. Dad, Ed, Mr. Hughes, Oprah bloody Winfrey. Like some crappy mantra.

But they’re not the same thing. Not the same thing at all.

I look at my reflection in the rearview mirror. My hair bottle-bleached and salt-dirty, my eyes ringed in black, lips stained red. My hands on the steering wheel, knuckles white, the nail varnish chipped, weeks old. Then I look at the Point, falling away in front of us. The wooden fence, broken from where we’ve climbed over it so many times. The ledge below, cigarette-strewn and soaked in lager. And the sea below that. A swirling, monstrous, beautiful thing. Alive.

Nausea rises in me again, bubbling up, insistent. I breathe in, pushing it, willing it back down again. I don’t know how we got here. How I got here. I don’t mean how I got to this place, the Point, but how I became the girl in the mirror. I don’t recognize myself. What I look like. What I’m doing.

I used to know who I was. Jude. Named after a song in the hope that I’d stand out and shine. But I didn’t. Jude the Invisible. Jude the Obscure. Everything about me unremarkable. Nothing beautiful or striking, to make people say, “You know, the girl with that hair,” or those eyes. I was just the girl from the farm. The one with no mum. I knew what would happen when I woke up, when I went to school, when I came home. Who would talk to me. Who wouldn’t.

Until Stella. Now when I look in the mirror, I see someone else staring back. I can’t see where I stop and Stella begins.

“We’ll be legend,” I say.

I watch Stella as she lights up a cigarette and drops the Zippo on the dash.

“Like Thelma and Louise,” she drawls. She takes a drag, then passes it to me. “But without the head scarves or Brad Pitt or the heart-of-gold cop watching us die.”

And then I know she knows. And I know she won’t stop me. Because this is the only way.

“It’ll be very,” she says.

I take a long drag on the cigarette and, still watching myself in the mirror, exhale slowly. Shouldn’t be smoking, I think. But what difference does it make now? I pass it back to Stella. Then I let the hand brake off and the car rolls forward.
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May

I’M SITTING in my bedroom, looking in the mirror. Her mirror. The wood scratched, glass flyblown. In front of it, a bottle of Chanel No. 5, the perfume evaporated to a dark amber, the label yellowed, peeling now. I hear Dad and Alfie downstairs, clattering in the kitchen. Alfie asking for Coco Pops and Dad saying no. Like it’s any other morning. But it’s not.

I’m wondering what she’d look like today. Her thirty-sixth birthday. I think of Ed’s mum, Mrs. Hickman. Working in the post office with Dad. Her hair graying, clothes shapeless, in every shade of beige. Or Mrs. Applegate. Red-faced, rolls of fat bulging under her rugby top. Soft-focus, blurry versions of who they once were. But Mum never changes. Twenty-eight forever. Model looks, she still went up to London for shoots. But it’s here I picture her. Sundress hitched up around her legs, hair this wild gold, curls whipping around her shoulders in the sea wind, the silver of her hooped earrings catching in the sunlight. Laughing as we rolled down the dunes, sand in our eyes and shoes and knickers. She shone. Bright and sure. Even at the end. She still eclipsed us all.

They say I look like her. Gran, Mrs. Hickman, even that woman in the pub. I remember she was watching the deliverymen roll the beer barrels off the lorry. My hand felt small in Dad’s rough heavy grip as he pulled me up the hill toward home. I held him back, straining to peer into the cellar, wondering what ghosts and creatures hid there in the damp darkness. I felt the words almost before I heard them. Shooting through him, his hand stiffening on mine. “Hasn’t she got Charlie’s eyes?”

She meant nothing. Trying to be nice. Or just remembering. But he didn’t want to remember. He pulled me away up the hill. Me apologizing for her. “Sorry, Dad.” Like I could make her take the words back. Make them evaporate. And take the memory with them.

I know he sees her when he looks at me. Sees that day. Me jumping up and down on the bed like it’s a trampoline, shouting at her, “Get up, get up, get up!” Her lying on her side. Saying she just needs another hour. Dad dragging me off, telling me to leave her alone. That she’s too tired. That we’re wearing her out, me and Alfie.

That was the last time I saw her.

I look at my reflection again, turn my head. Trying to see what they see: her eyes, her smile. But it’s just me. Brown eyes. Straight hair, a nothing color. Nose too big. I am the blurry one. The faded version.

I know why she did it. It wasn’t me. Not just me, anyway. It was this place. The people. All of it. She thought it would be her escape. Her wilderness. Her Happy Valley. But it suffocated her. And I can feel it taking me too. The memory of her weighs down on me, squeezing the breath out of my lungs. I gasp and brace myself against the dresser. My right hand slips on something. I look down, and the weight lifts. I pick the envelope up and read the address again. My handwriting, deliberate, practiced. Like my letters to Santa Claus when I was six years old. It cannot get lost; its contents are too precious. Inside is my golden ticket. My escape from this life. An application form for drama school three hundred miles away in London. Because there I might shine. There I can be somebody else.

Then I see it. A flash of green flickering across the mirror. I look up and she is standing there. Back against the wall, hair pinned up. Her dress a shiny emerald, like the carapace of a beetle. She smiles. And though I know what will happen, what always happens, I turn. And she is gone. And I hear Dad shout up the stairs. “Jude. Bus. Now.”

I pick the envelope up off the dresser and put it in my bag, hiding it among the books. I’ll post it later, I think. In town. Not here. Someone will see it. He’ll see it. Recognize the writing. Nothing stays secret for long in a place like this.

But as I walk down the stairs, my school shoes clopping on the bare boards, I can feel the letter burning, screaming its presence. Like she did. Like I wish I could. And I wonder if today I’ll dare to post it. Or if I’ll bury it at the bottom of my drawer again. Lost for another month under my primary-school coloring books and swimming certificates. And I know the answer. And I hate myself.
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THE BUS takes half an hour to make the six miles from Churchtown to Porth. I sit alone at the back, slumped against the window in the dull, heavy heat as we trail a tractor out of the village. Listening to the tinny chat of the driver’s radio crackle into our world, out of place against the high-hedged lanes. The DJ talking about his night out in London, about places and people three hundred miles away. About a rush hour that doesn’t move. Cabs and cars jammed into the buzzing streets.

We pull out onto the roundabout and join the pitiful queue of cars making their way toward the few chain shops and offices that pass for a town. And I listen to the radio and wish I were in that world, not this.

Royal Duchy Girls’ School is where weekenders and rich locals send their kids, thinking it’s going to be all Enid Blyton with sea air, outdoor pursuits, and bread and jam for tea. What it doesn’t say in the glossy prospectus is that outdoor pursuits means burying bottles of vodka in the dunes to dig up later or shagging sixth-formers from County Boys’ on the hockey pitch. Or that, forget bread and jam, the upper-school dorms are redolent with the acid waft of bulimic vomit — this year’s bikini diet of choice — and that half of Year Eleven are regularly in the Priory for rehab. I loathe school. And it loathes me. Four hundred overachievers, toxic anorexics, and It Girl wannabes, all crammed into a Victorian Gothic horror house on a hill.

And as if that weren’t bad enough, there’s Emily Applegate. My own personal rich-kid nightmare. If you just heard her name, you’d think she was all rosy cheeks and white lace, like some Jane Austen heroine, or a nice-as-pie vicar’s daughter. She’s not. She’s a grade-A bitch who only exists to torment and torture lesser beings. Like me. And, like every supervillain, she has minions. Three of them. The Plastics, Ed calls them. Holly Scott, Holly Harker, and Claudia Dawson. Dawce. All blond hair and trust funds and weekend coke habits.

And just my luck. They all do drama.

It’s the last lesson before exams. Before review sessions and Brodie’s Notes and late-night panic attacks and Prozac on prescription. But not me. I won’t. I can’t. I don’t even drink. Not seriously, anyway. Because I don’t want to be like him. He thinks I don’t know, but I’ve seen the bottle. Everything’s fine, he says. But it’s not. It never is.

So we’re sitting in the theater. It’s dark and cool, the hazy heat of the school and town shut out. The only sound is Holly Harker’s laughter echoing off the walls as she recounts last night’s trash TV.

This is my world, my private kingdom. Has been ever since Mum took me to Drury Lane when I was six, to see some old friend of hers play Fagin in Oliver. “It’s hardly the Royal National Theatre,” she said. “But you’ll love it anyway.” And she was right. I was hooked. As the lights dimmed and the first notes of the overture played out across the rows of plush red seats, I could barely breathe. And as the curtain went up to reveal the perfectly rendered filth of the workhouse, I knew what I wanted to do and where I wanted to be.

I begged her to take me again. If not to London, to Plymouth. Dad would say we needed the money for salt blocks or fencing, but she always found a way. It was our drug. It still is mine. Pulling me in with its gaudy lights and greasepaint and promise of something more, something better. Under the lights, when the faces of the crowd are just an inky swirl in the distance. This is where I can be someone else. Where I can be who I want to be.

But for now I’m sitting at the side, in the shadows. Making myself invisible. Listening to Mr. Hughes — Hughsie — telling us that acting’s not the easy option. That we need to work hard. That we won’t just walk out of the Duchy gates and onto the set of Hollyoaks.

“It’s a slog. It takes courage. And wit. And hard bloody work.” He pauses between each word. Taking pleasure in them. In their sound. And their effect. I watch Emily look up from her nails. Hear some of the others snigger. Thrilled at him swearing. Breaking the rules.

“And one of you is making it even tougher for herself.”

The laughter falls away into silence. Holly Harker flicks a glance across at Emily, wondering if they were seen up at the Point two weeks ago, drinking when they were supposed to be in rehearsal. But it’s not that. No one is in trouble. Instead he turns to me. And I know what he’s going to say and my stomach rises into my throat. And I’m thinking, Don’t say it, don’t say it, don’t say it. Willing him to stop. But he doesn’t.

“Jude Polmear has applied to the Lab in London. And I think she has a serious chance of getting in. So, before we go, let’s wish her luck.”

My face is burning red, my head down, staring at a scuff mark on the floor. But I can still see their faces, lit with scorn and delight at finding the secret I’ve been carrying. And what they can do with it.

It was his idea. Mr. Hughes’s. I needed his reference to apply. But I wish I hadn’t listened to him, to his belief in me. Because his voice is drowned out now by their mocking and my own self-doubt.

Emily corners me at the lockers, the Plastics behind her, blocking my exit. “Who do you think you are? Keira Knightley?”

“Shut up, Emily.” But it’s not an order. It’s pathetic. Pleading.

She slams my locker door shut and grabs the key, forcing me to face her.

“Give it back. . . .” But it’s a whisper.

She mimics Mr. Hughes: “Project, Polmear. I can’t hear you.”

Dawce laughs.

“Give it back,” I plead. Louder this time.

“I can’t hear you.”

Tears prick the backs of my eyes. Too near the surface. Like hers. Mum’s. Just waiting to come out. “Give it back!” I yell. People stop in the corridor, staring and whispering behind their hands.

Emily laughs.

“Please . . .” A tear escapes, running down my cheek. I wipe it away. “Please,” I whisper again.

She drops my key on the floor. I stoop to pick it up, and the heel of her shoe crunches on my hand as she walks away.

I stand at the school gates, on my way to the bus. I can see the postbox ahead, its gaping jaw waiting, black against the red. But Emily is right. Who do I think I am? I walk past without stopping.
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I WASN’T always like this. Diminished. A shadow. Once I was as bright as she was. People took notice, because she was with me. Stella.

She came when I was eight. Just showed up at school one day, chewing Doublemint gum, and sat at the desk next to mine. The desk that had been empty ever since Dawce had begged to be moved, complaining that I muttered and talked to myself. But Stella didn’t care what I did. I was her best friend. And she was mine.

Her hair was blond, hanging down her back, and wild, like her eyes. She didn’t care what anyone thought. Even then. The world turned for her alone.

It was Stella who taught me to swear. “Shit bloody piss.” As soon as I said the words, I willed them to disappear. But, defiant, they hung in the air between me and Dad. Still there, after he’d sent me to my room. Still there during tea, their rounded shapes appearing in the Alphabetti Spaghetti. I never swore at him again. But that second of pleasure stayed with me. Even after Stella left.

Now I sometimes wonder if she was real. If she actually existed. No one mentions her name. She’s been erased. Like Mum.

But she did exist.

I find it when I’m pushing the letter back down to the bottom of my drawer. I see the childish loops of my first ink pen, of the eight-year-old me, peering out from the shelter of an old birthday card. I pull it out, carefully. Like it might bite. Or burn. Like it’s dangerous. Because that’s what she was, Stella. Dangerous. And then I read.


When I Grow Up

by Jude Polmear, Year Three

When I grow up, I want to be my friend Stella. I met her one week and three days after my mum went to heaven, which is where you can eat what you like even Mars bars all day and no one says your teeth will fall out. My mum was called Charlotte Emma Polmear and she wore pink shoes and once she kissed a pop star. But this isn’t about my mum — it’s about Stella. Stella is eight years old, the same as me, and six centimeters taller. She wears makeup and her mum’s clothes and is allowed to drink Slush Puppies and watch grown-up films at the same time. I am allowed to drink Slush Puppies, but only on weekends and never if Gran is here. The best thing about Stella is that she isn’t afraid of dares. Sometimes her dares are bad, like when she dared me to cut off Emily Applegate’s ponytail. I said I was sorry about it a million times and anyway her hair is still longer than mine. Stella has blond hair and it is wavy. My hair is straight and brown but it is shiny when you put conditioner in it. My dad says Stella is a bad influence, which means she makes me do bad things when really I am good, but I don’t think she means to. It is just that her rules are different. We have a lot of rules in our house. Like no elbows on the table and no wearing school shoes in the cowshed and especially no letting Alfie in with the cows on his own. Alfie is my brother. He is not even in school yet. Stella doesn’t have any brothers or sisters. She is an only child, which means she does not have to share anything ever and she gets to call her mum and dad Georgie and Jack. When we grow up, me and Stella are going to live in the same house and eat chips and strawberry mousse every day and we will be actresses or on the Olympic team for gymnastics. So that is who I would like to be. Stella says you can be anyone you want. She read it in a book.



I lie back on the bed and close my eyes, the memory coursing through my blood, a dangerous heat. And I wish. I wish that Stella would come back. Because then I could post the letter. Then I could be someone else again. Someone who swears. And dares. And shines.
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June

I STOPPED believing in fairy godmothers a long time ago, along with Santa Claus and good triumphing over evil. But somehow, someone grants my wish. Because three weeks later she’s back.

The GCSE French exam is over, and I’m in the dunes, doing handstands like some schoolkid. I am some schoolkid. For now — my kilt hanging upside down, hem falling around my chest, regulation knickers up to my waist. Looking at the new world order, sky at the bottom, sea and beach at the top. That’s when I see her. Taller now. Ray-Bans on, the black lace of her bra showing. Packet of cigarettes in her hand. Stella.

“Jesus, Jude, those knickers are huge. Where’d you get them? Your gran?”

“Stella . . . ?” My arms buckle and I fall gracelessly into the sand. My heart races and I think I’m going to be sick. With happiness. Or fear. Then I think maybe it’s not her. That I’ve imagined her. That when I turn, she’ll be gone. Like in the mirror.

But when I look, she’s still there. Beautiful and bright like she always was.

“What are you doing that for, anyway?” She folds her arms and looks down at me. “Handstands are for five-year-olds.”

“Oh, my God, Stella . . . what are you doing here?”

“Nice to see you too.” She sits down next to me. “Dad’s painting here for the summer. Got an exhibition next month. I’m helping him.”

I wonder about school. If she’s been expelled. Finally. “Haven’t you got exams?”

“Done them.”

I wait for her to say something else. Like which ones, or how they were. But Stella never went in for details. Or tests. Said life wasn’t about what grade you got. Said half of Hollywood never even went to school. And I think of her working with her dad. His model. His inspiration. “His Muse,” I say.

Stella looks out to sea. “Something like that.” She taps the cigarette packet hard on the sand. Packing the tobacco down. A pro. Like Ed’s mates up at the Point. Learning tricks with their lighters. Blowing smoke rings.

She peels off the cellophane, letting it catch the wind, the sun glinting off its transparency as it disappears into the heat and light. I watch her, fascinated, as she flicks the packet and a single cigarette shoots up. She takes it with her lips, gloss staining the paper. Pulls out a brass Zippo. Something engraved on it. Her name, I think. Or a boy’s. Then she lights it, shielding it from the wind, hair whipping around her face, and the smell of lighter fluid in the air. I will learn to love that smell.

“Want one?”

I shake my head. Then regret it. I should have taken one. Everyone around here smokes. At school it’s practically compulsory.

Stella shrugs and lies back on the sand. “I called for you at the post office, but an alligator told me you’d be down here.”

“Crocodile,” I say. “Alfie.” My little brother. Nine and still obsessed with dressing up. Yesterday he was Spider-Man. Teachers have given up on sending him home.

“He’s grown. Anyway, what’s the difference?”

“Um. Head shape, apparently.” I fidget, not sure whether to lie down too. I try stretching my legs out but it feels odd. Instead, I pull my skirt over my knees and clutch them tight. “So, how’d you know to try the post office?”

“God’s sake, Jude.” Stella lifts her sunglasses up and looks at me. “This is Churchtown, not Los Angeles. You can’t cough without someone knowing. Your dad’s glittering career change is headline news.” She lets the glasses drop again.

I feel heat surge to my cheeks. The last time Stella was here, we lived at the farm. The farm Dad swore he would never take over, but did anyway when his father died. The farm he left London for, bringing his pregnant girlfriend with him, happy to follow, saying it would be an adventure. Dad said she’d read too many daft books, that she was living in a dream world, but she came anyway, head full of the romance of Rebecca and bleak moors and wave-battered beaches. But there’s no romance in farming. In the mud and the rain and the bellowing of sick cows and the getting up at dawn.

The farm that sent her quietly mad and then drove her away for good. The farm he clung on to through foot-and-mouth, only to lose it a year later. Subsidies forcing him to pour good milk down the drain. Supermarkets cutting prices. Had enough, he said. Can’t fight it anymore. Without her, is what he meant. So the farm got sold off for holiday cottages, and I could feel the village’s silent pity bearing down on us. Lost their mum; now lost their home. Until he bought the old post office/general store and was reborn as some kind of local hero. Nothing heroic in stacking shelves, though. Still has to get up at dawn.

“So, what is with the underwear?” says Stella, stubbing her cigarette out in the sand. “And that skirt. It’s hideous.”

I come to. “Oh. Royal Duchy. . . . Bad, huh?”

She lets out a short, harsh laugh. “Jesus. Who’s paying for that? Your gran?”

I say nothing. But Stella knows she’s right. It’s Gran’s compromise for the boarding school she really wanted me to go to. Mum’s old school. Some redbrick building in Surrey with stables and a lacrosse team and a foreign secretary in the alumni. Dad stood his ground for months for the local high school, but in the end he said he couldn’t be bothered to argue anymore. Another battle conceded.

“Bloody bookworm. Bet you love it.” Stella stands up, the sun making a halo behind her. Like an angel. Wearing Topshop and Rimmel. “So, can I come over later, or have you got Latin review or something?”

“No . . . uh, I mean, yeah. Sure.” I am not sure at all. But I don’t know what else to say. And anyway, Stella doesn’t take no for an answer.

“Great. Later, then. It’ll be very.”

“Very what?”

“Very. Just very . . . Remember?”

And I do remember. A movie. Heathers. Stella spoke in film lines. She said it made her sound interesting. Compared to most people around here, I guess it did.

She turns to walk up the cliff path. I call after her. “Where are you staying?”

She looks over her shoulder. “At the farm.”

“Oh,” I say, shocked, unable to keep the pointless exclamation from bursting out. But she doesn’t notice. Or says nothing.

“In the old milking shed. ‘Seaview,’ it’s called now. That’s a joke. Can’t even see the Point.”

She smiles. And then I smile. And she is gone.

Self-consciousness gone with her, I fall back on the sand, sun burning down on me. I can hear each breath, each heartbeat a thud-thud against the sea. She’s back. I try to remember what she looked like when I saw her last. And I realize I can’t remember her leaving. The last time, I mean. She just stopped coming around. Then one day I went to find her at the cottage, and it was empty, the door left ajar. Nothing inside but a few crisp packets and a Barbie strung above the door in mock suicide. My Barbie. The one I’d begged for months for. That Dad had refused to get me, so I sobbed to Gran and it arrived the next week. Pink and glittery and perfect. For a month she’d stayed in her box, away from Alfie’s sticky fingers, only coming out for a few minutes each day. Until Stella decided she needed a makeover. So we cut her hair and dyed it black with the ink from Dad’s cartridge pen. Totally Winona, Stella had said, and hung her up like Lydia in Beetlejuice, a film I’d seen once when Dad was away. Mum and me curled up on the sofa with popcorn and Pepsi and old videos. Films that were packed away in cardboard boxes and stashed in the attic when she died.

I thought I’d seen Stella a few times since then. Usually out on the Point, where we used to hide when she was in trouble. Which was a lot. And once in town, when I’d bunked off PE to meet Ed at HMV, heart pounding in case one of the teachers was on a break and caught me.

But, when I looked properly, it was never really her. Just some girl with blond hair and an attitude. Or nobody at all.

And I thought about her, on and off. When I was in a handstand, mostly. Like at primary school. “Handstand Wonderland” it was called. And Stella excelled at it. Her legs poker straight in the hazy sunshine, then falling apart into splits and scissors. The Year Six boys lined up on the bank watching, waiting for a glimpse of what was underneath her dress.

That’s when I first saw what her confidence could buy. Drinking pink milk at break and watching Emily Applegate’s lot doing handstands, upside down in a row, waving their legs in a jelly wobble. I just watched. I didn’t play. Not with them, anyway. Didn’t dare. But Stella just walks up and says, “I’m in.”

Emily, upright now, looks her up and down like she is some kind of alien being. Which she is, kind of. “You can’t just join in. You’ve got to be invited.”

“Yeah?”

Then she does a perfect Long John Silver, one leg crooked up, for a whole minute, and everyone, even Emily, is in silent reverence. A new queen is crowned. And, reluctantly, I am allowed in with her. Practicing in the dunes after school, the soft sand breaking our fall. Or up against the cowshed walls, our sandals scuffing on the rough wood.

And I never stopped after that. Not when Stella left. Or when Emily and the others moved on to chase-and-kiss, then smoking in the bus shelter. I carried on. Because I could. And I was good at it. And everything looks different that way up. More interesting.

When I wake up, it’s late. My face is sore from the afternoon sun, my legs leaden, drugged with sleep. But then my stomach flips. With what? Guilt, maybe. I should be studying, not playing in the sand like a kid. But it’s not that. Exams are over now, but for one. The long days and late nights shut in my room, in my head, trying to burn chemistry and math and which king killed who and when into my memory. It’s done.

Then I remember. And I can feel it build inside me. Not guilt. Anticipation.

Red fireworks going off behind my eyes, I pick up my bag and climb through the bleached-out dunes, each step sinking into the hot sand. Like walking through treacle, Mum said.

I walk down the hill into Churchtown. Hardly a town. A village. A launderette, a pub, and the post office. Our post office. It’s still quiet, despite the heat. No real tourists yet, just weekenders and hard-core surfers, sleeping in their vans near the Point, watching and waiting for the perfect wave. People complain, but I like them. Bringing another world into our little one, bigger and brasher and better than our endless wet, gray granite and old Land Rovers. Nothing ever happens here. “Take me with you,” I want to say. But I don’t. And then I think that Stella is a sort of perpetual tourist, carrying cigarettes and sunglasses and possibility. And I feel that thing inside me again. In my blood. Warm, like the fuzz of alcohol. Stella.

I open the door to the post office, setting off the cowbells. Mrs. Hickman is at the register and Alfie is on the floor, still in his crocodile outfit, reading Horse & Hound. He is not especially interested in horses. Or hounds. He just likes magazines. It’s the glossy pages and new smell. And facts. He reads pretty much every magazine in the shop every month. Elle. Caravanning Monthly. Anything he can reach. Dad puts the GQs on the top shelf now, next to the ones in the plastic bags that only Mental Nigel and some of the farm men get.

Alfie looks up. “Jude, did you know that horses can die from a tummy ache?”

“Wow,” I say, not meaning it. “Where’s Dad?”

“At the wholesaler’s,” Mrs. Hickman answers. “Been gone hours. Prob’ly jammed on the A30 again. So how’d it go, luvvie? The exam?”

“Huh . . . ? Oh, fine,” I say. But I’m not thinking about exams. Not anymore. I turn back to Alfie. “Did you go to school like that again?” I ask.

Alfie nods.

“Don’t look at me,” says Mrs. Hickman.

I wasn’t, but she carries on anyway. “I said he’s got to wear his uniform but he won’t flamin’ change for me and your dad’s already out by then.”

“Doesn’t matter,” I say. “I think it shows character.”

Something Mum used to say.

Mrs. Hickman grunts, in obvious disagreement.

I take a bottle of water from the fridge and open it. A perk of living above a shop. Pretty much the only one.

“There’s a tap out back,” Mrs. Hickman says. “All the water you want. Free.”

I ignore her and take a swig.

“You OK, love?” Mrs. Hickman is staring at me. Like I’ve done something terrible.

“Fine,” I say.

But she’s still staring.

“I said I’m fine.”

“OK. OK. Just making sure.” She waves her hand as if to dismiss me and goes back to filling the chewing gum stand.

I want to tell someone. Anyone. The secret is bursting in me. Begging to be let out. I look at Alfie on the floor. And crouch down next to him.

“Stella’s back,” I say.

“Who?” Alfie raises his eyes from the magazine.

“The girl who came in earlier. Tall. Blonde. Long hair?” Alfie looks blank. “Kind of like Kate Moss. But not as skinny. She said you told her I was at the beach?”

Alfie shrugs and goes back to Horse & Hound. He’s too young to remember her. One year old when Mum died and Stella came. Two or three when she left.

Dad will remember her, though. And so will Ed. My stomach turns. Nervous. Or excited, maybe.

“Ain’t you got a GCSE to study for, missy?” Mrs. Hickman crushes an empty box and pushes it into the bin.

I have. Drama. The last exam. It’s a practical — Shakespeare — and it’s not for a week. But I take my bag and the water upstairs anyway, glad of the excuse to get away.

Salt of the earth, Dad calls her. “Looked after you and Alfie like you were hers.” And she did, I guess. Though she had three of her own too. Brought them with her when she worked in the house. Smelling mumsy in a way Mum never did. Of soap and dough. Wearing a housecoat, sleeves rolled up over pudgy arms, doing the jobs Mum didn’t know how to do. Or didn’t want to, more like, Mrs. Hickman would say, thinking I was too young to hear. And I’d played with the boys. The youngest, Ed, just two years older than me. He’d grown up on the farm like it was his playground too. He was my best friend. My only friend. Until Stella came.

I flop down on my bed and turn on the CD player. Drums and guitars burst into life and I shut my eyes. Stella is back. Golden Stella. Bright and shining. Lighting me up in her trail. And I am glad. And scared. Because now something might happen.




End of sample
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