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Chesbury Hospital


From the outside, Chesbury Hospital in London looks like a castle that got lost and was plonked down in the wrong place. It is long and white, with battlements and arched windows from which princesses could call down, in the chapter before they are saved.


But it’s not entirely believable. Where the portcullis should be, there are giant glass doors. Walk through them, and you could be in a five-star hotel. The man at reception wears a suit and tie and asks if he can help, like he’s going to book you a table. A glass cupboard showcases the gifts sold by reception: bath oils, rejuvenating face cream, and Green & Black’s chocolate, just in case you arrive empty-handed to see a crazy relative and need an icebreaker.


The walls, lampshades, window fittings, and radiators are all a similar, unnameable colour, somewhere between brown, yellow, and cream. A looping gold chandelier is suspended by a heavy chain; the fireplace has marble columns. The members of staff have busy, preoccupied faces—until they come close to you, when their mouths break into wide, fixed smiles.


Compared with the Harley Street clinic, there is a superior choice of herbal teas. When the police arrived after the escape, Mum cried a lot; then she shouted. Now she has assumed a sense of British resolve. She queries: ‘Wild Jasmine, Purple Rose, or Earl Grey?’


A nurse checks through my bag, which has been lugged upstairs. She takes the razor (fair enough), tweezers (sort of fair enough), a bottle of Baileys lying forgotten in the handbag (definitely fair enough), and headphones (definitely not fair enough). There would never be a hanging: far too much mess.


The observation room is next to the nurses’ station; they keep you there until you are no longer a risk to yourself.


It is 10th January, 2013, and I am 19.
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My Friend


In the playground, fads come and go consistently, without apparent supervision, like waves on a beach. We had Pokémon, we had Furbies; we had aliens encased in strange plastic eggs. Then at some point, when we were five, imaginary friends took off as a craze. People would save spaces at the lunch table for someone no one else could see. Girls would sit on the climbing frame, plaiting hair that looked like air to those without an imagination.


No one wanted to be that—a child without an imagination. It made you no fun to play with. It meant you got excluded from certain games. Some of those who said they had imaginary friends didn’t really have any specific vision of what this friend might be like, nor did they really care for the craze at all. Desperately dull girls like Claudia couldn’t even make up a good story when playing with a doll’s house; how could they conjure up a whole person?


Some of the die-hard fans, the revolutionaries with sparky minds and endless originality, may have taken their imaginary friends home for dinner, shared a bath with them, and read them bedtime stories. But the majority were probably scattered somewhere between the two extremes. They could imagine something, if not necessarily a fully formed person, but when school ended, that was that. The friend was left behind at the gates, without a thought, until the next morning, when the craze demanded that she reappear. That was why this fad was terrifying; amid a constant onslaught of daily change and childhood adaptation, one thing had stayed weirdly constant in my life. For as long as I could remember, I wasn’t me, I was we.


Two of us sat side by side in my head, woven together, inseparable. She didn’t even have a name; she was just She. Really, it was hard to say where She ended and I began. But food was not shared with her. She did not play tag and never required a seat. She was, by her very essence, nothing like these imaginary friends. She was just there.


One was not proud of her, in the same way as one is not proud of a liver, and there was no need to show her off, nor tell anyone She existed.


But though her differences were concerning (why did other kids insist on parading their friends around? Were they just for show? Couldn’t they see it didn’t have to be a competition?), they were nothing compared to the fad’s main implication. Because a fad demands that something that wasn’t there before come into existence; and that meant only one thing. Normal children didn’t have two people in their heads.


Which meant I must be very different, for mine was not the sort of friend to be left behind at the gates.
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The Letter


It’s home time. We are sitting in a circle in the classroom, and Miss Watts is putting a letter in our schoolbag. We wonder if it is a report. We have heard from the big kids in Year 2 that you get a report at the end of each term where the teacher writes about your progress.


Suddenly we are scared. The thought comes into our head that we have done something very bad this term, something we don’t even remember doing, and that Miss Watts is about to tell Mum and Dad.


We go outside into the playground, clutching our schoolbag. Grandma Muriel is waiting to pick us up, as Mum and Dad are always at work, and our au pair has the day off. Grandma has crazy orange hair and huge glasses, and she folds us into a big warm hug. Our nostrils fill with the smell of Persil and cooking.


‘Hello, my love! Do you want me to take your schoolbag?’ she asks. We pull it close to our chest, afraid she will take it and tear open the report right here.


What is this bad thing we may have done this term? Perhaps we hit another child, or bit someone. Maybe we called someone names or said a rude word to a teacher. The pictures of these things happening become so real in our head, we are sure that we must have done them—they must be half-memories of the real thing happening.


‘What’s wrong with you?’ says Grandma. ‘You don’t look yourself.’


We give her a big smile. ‘I’m fine.’


Once we get home, we wait for Grandma to go to the toilet. Quickly, we dig the letter out of our bag and put it in the bin, pushing it right to the bottom and piling the rubbish on top of it. For a few seconds, we feel calm. We can still hear some sort of roaring in the side of our head, though it is softer now, like the sea when you hear it though a shell.


But what if Grandma knows what we have done and tries to retrieve the letter? That can’t happen. The roaring gets louder; it sounds like the real sea, frothy and raging—as if it wants something.


For the next few hours we stand by the bin, offering to help Grandma whenever she needs to put in vegetable peel and other stuff. Grandma laughs. She says we remind her of the bin monitor she used to have at school.


‘Grandma, what day do the bin men come?’


‘Wednesday, I think.’


‘What day is today?’


‘Tuesday.’


‘What time do they come?’


‘In the morning. Early. You’d probably be asleep.’


‘This bin bag needs to go outside.’


‘It’s not full yet.’


‘Yes, it is. I need to put it outside.’


‘Why this sudden fascination with bins, Lily? Okay, just to show you one time how it works, we’ll put the bin bag outside together.’


We and Grandma haul the bin bag outside the front door. We’re not really carrying much of the weight, but we still clutch the side of it to make sure Grandma doesn’t run off with it. She tells us to lift the plastic lid off one of the big black bins, and we dump the bag inside. We feel better knowing the report is in the bin, but we won’t feel truly safe until we know it’s gone for good.


The next morning, we wake up very early. It’s pitch-black outside. We creep into the spare room, which looks out on the bins. We will stay here until the bin men come—we will make sure that letter is gone for good.


It feels like it takes hours, but we don’t think it can be that long. We hear it before we see it: a distant rumble getting closer. Then the lorry turns into our road. Giant and green with flashing lights, it crawls towards us a few doors at a time. Finally, it stops outside. Three men get out, and each takes a bag from the large black buckets. An old tall man with a beard takes the bag from the second bin—our bag. We watch him fling it into the back of the truck. Then they all get back in and drive on. We stay watching until the truck has well and truly disappeared.


The letter is gone now.


It will never hurt us. Everything is okay.


Our parents have been arguing about what type of school we should be at. There’s a school round the corner where the kids wear a uniform and a straw hat. Sophie, who is in our class, calls it the Posh School, and you have to pay money to go there. It seems like we might be going to the Posh School, because although we didn’t used to have much money, Dad has made some now.


Dad thinks it’s a good idea to get us away from ‘those girls.’ But Mum doesn’t agree because she doesn’t want us to be snotty, and she doesn’t think we’ll get on with the crowd there. Dad says she needs to think about ‘what is best for Lily.’


‘They don’t like her,’ he hisses. ‘The girls there. They’re horrible to her. You saw—on her birthday, when we took them to the park. They just ran off and ignored her. She spent the whole time with us. She looked so sad. Don’t you want her to have friends?’


We can’t talk to them about this, because we’re not even supposed to know. We heard about it a few nights ago when we couldn’t sleep. When we can’t sleep, we have this thought that we will never be able to sleep again. When that happens, Mum has to repeat the special sentences:


Lying in bed is just as good as sleeping.


If you needed sleep your body would put you to sleep.


And if you can’t sleep, it’s because you had enough sleep the night before.


Then the thought feels a bit better. We don’t know why this works. We think it may be magic.


We went downstairs to ask for the special sentences. The door to the sitting room was ajar, and Mum and Dad were sitting on the red sofa with a bottle of wine, flicking through a brochure with pictures of smiling children. We stood there listening and never asked for the special sentences.


On weekends we and our younger sister Ella snuggle up under the covers of Mum and Dad’s bed and watch the children’s channels while they sleep more. It is always nice, as long as they are not upset with each other. Today feels a bit different. Firstly, because they called us to come up. Secondly, because they look sad, but not like they have been arguing. We feel like they are going to tell us something important. Ella, who is two, is making her Sylvanian Families mouse jump up and down on the bedpost. We tell her to stop playing, because it isn’t that kind of day. Then suddenly we know.


We know what has happened.


‘It’s Tom, isn’t it?’ we burst out. ‘He’s dead.’


Tom is our cousin. He was born with a hole in his heart. He isn’t even one yet.


‘How did you . . . How did you know that . . .’ Mum trails off.


She stares at us and has gone pale. She looks scared, and we’re not sure why. We smile, trying to make it okay again.


‘Don’t smile about this, okay, Lily? You don’t smile about this.’


And that’s when we know that we have done something very bad.


‘Yes,’ Mum says. ‘Tom died last night.’


Tom probably wasn’t even dead before we said it.


We made it happen.


We know it.


Because we are bad.


On the last day of term, Mum takes us into the classroom. We stop flat in our tracks, staring. Everyone is in fancy dress. We love fancy dress. How had we not known?


‘I didn’t know it was a dressing-up day,’ Mum says, looking worried.


‘Yes, for the last day of term!’ says Miss Watts, beaming at us. ‘Didn’t you get the letter?’
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New School


We have a fresh start. It’s our first day at Buxton House. The manual says you must wear navy or red hair ties, and red ribbons if you like. We don’t have any red ribbon, so Mum puts our hair in bunches and takes the red ribbons from our Lindt Easter chocolate bunnies. We wear a stripy blue-and-white dress, with a red cardigan, straw hat, white socks, and buckle shoes.


Things work differently at this school. At the old school, kids swarmed through the playground towards the building, slapping each other’s backs, trading marbles and chatting. But here, you drive through large gates in your car and the headmistress stands by the door. You have to shake her hand and say ‘Good morning, Mrs Woodson.’


Somehow, Mrs Woodson knows who we are. Perhaps it’s because we are starting halfway through Year 3, so we’re the only new girl. She asks a passing girl, Fiona, to take us to our classroom on the top floor. Fiona stares ahead and doesn’t talk to us until we’re about to go in. Then she links arms with us and hauls us in through the door, smiling: ‘Good morning, Miss Hodge. Lily is the new girl in your class. Mrs Woodson has asked me to bring her to you. Lily, have a good day.’


Eleven heads turn to look at us, and we wonder why the class is so small. Perhaps the other children haven’t arrived yet?


‘Hello, Lily, nice to meet you. Everyone say ‘Good morning, Lily.’ Lily, put your hat in the box,’ says Miss Hodge, pointing to a box full of boaters.


We take our hat off, and everyone starts laughing.


Scarlett, who has the next desk, whispers in our ear: ‘It’s the ribbons. In your hair. I know it says in the book of rules that you can wear them, but no one actually does.’


Our face burns redder than the stupid Lindt ribbons. We start to walk out of the class to rip them off, but Miss Hodge asks, ‘Er, Lily, where do you think you are going?’


‘Um. To the toilet?’ Everyone laughs. A girl at the front says ‘You have to ask if you want to go! And anyway, it’s called a loo. Toilet is what common people say.’


Now they’re in hysterics.


The noise is too loud for our head.


‘Quiet down! Regardless of what you want to call it,’ says Miss Hodge, her face softening, ‘Maddie is right. You do have to ask for permission to leave the classroom if you want to go.’


She says we may go (so what was the point of that?). We find the loo, bin the ribbons, and scrape our hair into a ponytail. We repeat:


Fresh start.


Fresh start.


Fresh start.


We have sport at 11:30 am. As we’re changing, trying to work out whether the B goes on the front or back of our gym shirts, Scarlett is hopping around, looking for a sock. ‘I’m always the last one out!’ She grins.


She can’t tie her laces.


‘Do you want me to help?’ we ask. Scarlett looks pleased.


We squat down and try hard to focus. We also find laces difficult, but we want to get this right so she’ll be our friend. Two minutes later, we’re done. We stand up.


‘Shall we go?’


Scarlett takes a step forward and tumbles. Oh, gosh; we’ve accidentally tied her laces together. Someone has been hurt, and it’s our fault. We always knew we were a terrible person; now it has come true.


Scarlett is crouched in a ball, rocking and making weird noises. We bend down.


‘Scarlett, are you okay? I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to.’


That’s when we realise she is giggling hysterically.


‘Hahaha! I can’t believe you managed to tie my shoes together—you’re just as bad as me!’


We have been at Buxton for a week now. Scarlett is our best friend. We do everything together and play imaginary animals at break time. We were wary of playing an imaginary game again, but it’s going well. We are allowed three each. Scarlett has Rusty the red squirrel, an eagle called Gonzo, and Striko the horse, who has a lightning bolt on his forehead.


We made up Penelope the white squirrel, and Aslan the lion. I ask, ‘Can I have a human as my third one?’


‘Um . . . I’m not sure. Why would you want to have a human when you could have any really cool animal?’


‘Because I already have a human, and I don’t want her to be left out.’


‘Oh, really?’ Scarlett challenges. ‘What is it called then?’


‘She’s a girl. And She doesn’t have a name.’


‘Well, you’re obviously just making her up. Otherwise she would have a name.’


‘Okay, She’s called Victoria!’


‘You just made that up!’


Scarlett looks cross. ‘Okay, I’ll ask Striko,’ she says grumpily and turns to chat with a horse we can’t see.


‘Striko believes you have an imaginary human. But she can’t come to the animal kingdom. Only animals can live there.’


‘But humans are animals.’


‘Well . . . Striko says only animal animals. Imaginary humans can’t exist in the animal kingdom. Striko says if you want Victoria to live, you need to send her to the imaginary human kingdom, which isn’t somewhere we play, so you won’t see her again. But you get a third animal to replace her.’


‘I’ll take a cat as my third animal.’


The bad thing is that we are bottom of the class. We were never stupid before. Mum says it’s not our fault. She says it’s because classes here are smaller, so the kids get ahead, but if we work hard we can catch up.


We are in the bottom groups for everything, even English, and have extra lessons with Mrs Martin and Francesca and Holly. Today Mrs Martin tells us we do our Ks the wrong way.


‘Lily, stop curling your Ks like that. That’s the state school way. We do kicking Ks here.’


Francesca and Holly giggle, and we know they will tell the other kids, who already think we’re common. Actually, they think lots of things. ‘My mummy says your parents are too young,’ Maddie had said yesterday.


‘They said you were an ‘accident.’ Yuck!’


We are lying in our bunk bed, trying very hard to sleep because it is the first day of Year 4 tomorrow. Some things are okay. Mum has promised she will switch off the taps in the bathroom every night, so we don’t have to worry about that.


But we still can’t sleep. We sort of need the loo, but we don’t want to go, because then we will have to turn the taps on, and that’s too risky because Mum has gone to bed now, so she can’t check that they are off. Every time we look at our watch, we feel even more worried, because morning is getting closer and we are still awake.


At about 11.15pm we heard our parents turn off the telly, put the chain on the door, and switch off the lights. We heard them pattering around upstairs for 10 minutes, and we thought about them brushing their teeth and putting their pyjamas on. But then that stopped too, and now the house is silent.


Everyone is asleep apart from us.


What if Ella stops breathing?


What if she is dying upstairs right now, gasping for her last breaths, and no one knows because they aren’t there to hear? It’s nearly midnight. Mum and Dad are definitely asleep.


If we don’t check on Ella, who will?


Slowly we climb down our ladder, trying to tread like a mouse. Years of creeping round our room after bedtime have made us a pro. We know which floorboards creak and which don’t, but it’s still hard, because sometimes unexpected bits make noises. We tiptoe across from our bed to the door, which squeaks when it’s opened.


If it only squeaks three times or less, tomorrow will be a good day.


Eeeeeeek, eeee, eeeee.


Our heart catches in our mouth.


We stand still for a minute. If Dad hears us, he will be cross and come and tell us off, because he has to work tomorrow.


The hallway and the stairs are better, because they’re carpeted. We crawl up them—it’s quieter that way.


Thankfully, Ella’s door is open, because she is scared of the dark. We creep to the side of her bed. She is curled up on her side, her thick mop of brown curls covering her face. We brush them aside. We can hear her breathing, but to be sure, we hold our hand an inch from her mouth. We can feel her breath on our palm, so she must be alive.


We count nine of her breaths. Then we lower her duvet till it is just above her tummy. We place our hand on her chest. Her heart is beating. We count nine beats, but we’re still not sure, so we count another nine beats, which takes us to 18. Leaving it like that would be bad luck—there have to be three sets—so we do another nine. Twenty-seven beats.


We think we must be done. It doesn’t feel quite right, but if we stay here she might wake up. We pull up the duvet under her chin. We repeat the words:


Best sister ever.


Best sister ever.


Best sister ever.


We say it in our head three times so she doesn’t wake up, but we focus hard on meaning it so she will be protected from bad things.


We make our way back to our room and check it’s safe for us to go to sleep. We open our drawers, feeling around the insides with our hands. We worry that there might be someone, or something, hiding inside. We check our wardrobe and under the bunk bed. The plug switches must be off so there isn’t a fire in the night. We fumble around in the dark, checking they all point the right way. We creep up the ladder, and then we hang over the edge of the bunk bed to make sure there aren’t any people lurking underneath in the shadows. We look:


Left, right.


Left, right.


Left, right.


Under the covers, we need to say the prayer. It is the last thing that has to be said before we can sleep. It is the best protection against everything going wrong. We have already done the prayer, but since then we left the room to check on Ella, so we need to start again:


Dear God,


Please protect our family.


Please do not let Ella die in her sleep.


Please do not let us wake up in the morning and our parents have left.


Please do not let the whole world turn to ice, so that we’re the only ones who aren’t frozen and we have to exist forever by ourselves.


Please make our parents happy and stop them not getting on.


Please make Scarlett always like us and be our best friend. Let the other girls in our class like us too and not think we’re a bad person.


Please let this not be a game, let us not be the only person who really exists because everyone else is controlled by computers.


Please look after everyone in the world and make it better for the people who don’t have homes, food, and water.


Please let us sleep now and remember that lying in bed is just as good as sleeping.


If our body needed sleep, it would put us to sleep.


And if we can’t sleep tonight, it’s probably because we had enough sleep the night before.


Amen.


One round of the prayer takes a few minutes, and we repeat it twice to make three.


Often we get it wrong, and we have to do all three rounds again. Sometimes we don’t get it wrong, but it sort of feels wrong. Then we have to start again too. That would make six rounds, so then we have to do another three to make nine. It’s best to get all three rounds right first time.


The good thing is that this time we get all three rounds right on our first attempt. We lie back and shut our eyes tight. It must be time to sleep now.


But by now it’s been about 30 minutes since we checked on Ella. How long does it take to die? Seconds. Imagine how many times she could have died by now. And there is no one to check on her but us. We’ll go and see if she’s still alive.


Just one more time.
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Mum and Dad


We and Scarlett have just finished our swimming lesson. It is the worst part of the week, because the pool is freezing, and no matter what the teacher says, it’s never okay once you’re in.


Mum knows we hate the cold, so she is waiting with a towel for each of us at the changing-room door. The two of us wobble over, all plucked chicken skin and white webbed feet and hands, grabbing for the towels and chattering our teeth. Although we’ve started to feel that it’s getting a bit babyish, the Disney print doesn’t bother us right now. We wrap ourselves up in the soft faded blue of 101 Dalmations having fun in a soapy bathtub; Scarlett has her own green towel from home.


Mum has got our stuff out of the locker; it’s waiting for us in a pile on the low wooden bench that runs down the centre of the room. We dry our body, and then drop the towel on the floor and reach for our knickers.


‘Don’t drop your towel on the floor,’ says Mum.


‘Why?’ we say.


‘Because it’s dirty.’


‘But you’re going to wash it when we get home.’


‘Yes, but some things like floors are really dirty, and the washing machine doesn’t get rid of all the germs.’


(This reminds us of something Dad said a few weeks ago: ‘Always wash your hands when you get home after taking the Tube, because there’s lots of invisible dirt on the poles from other people’s hands; it’s there even though you can’t see it.’)


‘What if you wash it lots of times?’ we ask. ‘Does it go eventually?’


‘Yes, probably eventually.’ Mum’s not paying attention anymore; she has turned to give Scarlett her socks. ‘Sit on the bench when you put them on so you don’t get your feet wet . . .’


Our towel is curled on the tiled floor. The lines between the tiles are filled with a spongy green slime we hadn’t noticed before. Is this the super dirt Mum is talking about? No: Dad said it’s invisible. We look at our hands, which are now less waterlogged and starting to look normal again. What about the lines on our palm? Are they filled with spongy green slime too tiny to see?


‘How many times would you have to wash it to make it go away?’


‘Oh . . . a few . . . Here, put your sweatshirt on.’


‘Okay,’ we say.


We resolve to wash our hands more often and more carefully.


Our special way of finishing our thoughts changes every few months. There’s never a specific moment where the change is noticeable. At the moment, we tap each side of the chair we are sitting on three times. Then we triple it to make nine.


We smell our fingers one by one, carefully.


We look left, right, up, and down, three times.


We uncross and cross our legs three times and tap our feet up and down together three times.


Dad wishes we would stop.


He tells us he will get us a guinea pig if we promise to stop fidgeting so much, because it is unbearable to watch. We would like a guinea pig. We reason that we can move in a way that’s less noticeable, or perhaps find another way to close our thoughts.


We make the deal with him.


Mum and Dad take Ella and us to a house outside London to get the guinea pig. We pull into the gravel drive of a large red-brick house. We open the car door to get out, and a little grey dog runs past. As we look at it, a thought pops into our head:


I hate that dog.





We clutch our head.


What a horrible thought, says my friend. Why did you think that?


I don’t know, I say. I love dogs. That dog looks friendly and nice.


Ella is shrieking ‘Where are the guinea pigs? I want to see the guinea pigs!’ and the man and woman who come out the house give us a strange look.


‘We don’t have any—’


‘They’re in the basement!’ interrupts Dad, winking.


Inside the house, there’s a cage with lots of tiny fluffy grey puppies in it.


‘We’re getting a puppy!’ says Dad.


We feel elated. A puppy! How amazing!


‘Can we call him Tuffy?’


And then a pang. The older grey dog we saw on the drive must have been the mum. How can we take one of her children when I had such a horrible thought about her? And how will we look the puppy in the eye, knowing what I thought about his mum?


Our parents are rich now and have bought a wooden ski chalet in Chamonix in France. Everything about the chalet is great, and we are learning to ski, but the problem is, we have to drive to get there.


Mum and Dad have always argued, but it’s getting worse. They argue about the most ridiculous things, and it’s worse when we’re in the car.


We don’t want to take sides, but Dad is always shouting at Mum. According to him, everything she does is wrong. She doesn’t want to fight, and cries, but it doesn’t help, so she gets mad and shouts back. If he repeatedly runs his hands through his hair, you know he is really mad. Then you should keep quiet.


They are fighting before we even get to the end of our road.


By the time we get to France, they’ve argued about a million things. The main problem is that Dad has decided he doesn’t like Mum’s voice. He tells her it is high and piercing, and he hates it. Mum has put her Gucci sunglasses on. Since it’s not sunny, she must be crying.


‘And those huge glasses! Those fucking glasses!’ screams Dad. ‘They make you look fucking ridiculous!’ He grabs them off her face and snaps them in half.


This is too much for Mum, who sat crying and not saying much through most of the last hour. She grabs a Scotch egg and smushes it in his face. She throws another at the windscreen. Dad swerves the car.


‘Fuck!’


‘STOP!’ we scream. ‘Dad, stop shouting at Mum. You’re making her cry, and she hasn’t done anything wrong.


‘And Mum, put the Scotch eggs down.’


‘You shut up, Lily!’ says Dad. ‘We are having an adult argument, and you bloody well stay out of it.’


In the car we used to calm ourselves down by doing our moving-around routines, but we promised Dad we would sit still. So now we either fidget very slowly so Dad won’t notice, or we say our special sentences:


Everything is under control.


Their relationship is on the mend.


They love each other really.


Lately, we’ve found a better thing to do. We’ve realised Dad and Mum are probably bad, because otherwise he wouldn’t treat her like that—and she wouldn’t make him so unhappy. We don’t want to end up bad like them, so we focus on counting up all the things we’ve done that day that could possibly be bad. We make a long list of them and think about whether what we did really was that bad.


Sometimes it turns out it wasn’t bad, and we can excuse it.


Other times it was genuinely bad, and we have to think about it very hard to make sure we don’t do it again. To be certain, we go through the list three times. Sometimes that goes wrong, and we have to go through it six more times to make nine. If that still goes wrong, we start again.


Of course, it’s worrying that we’ve done bad things at all, but my friend reassures me:


The fact that you’re thinking about it and trying to sort it out shows that you won’t end up bad like them. The problem with them is that they don’t care about it. You’re going to grow up to be a good person, I know it.


It’s so relieving to hear this—so thrilling and exciting to know that because She is here to help me, I have potential.


Knowing this makes their argument seem quieter, and though I’m still in the car, I’m not here really.


I’m in the future, 10 years from now, living in a stylish flat by the Thames and working in a very cool office with glass walls, a water cooler, and unlimited stationery. I don’t have housemates, because I don’t need them—I have my friend. And by this time we’ve worked it all out, and everyone loves us.


Thank you, I say, thanks for everything.


We’re driving in the car through Chamonix. Mum and Dad are in the front, and we’re in the back with Dad’s sister, Auntie Sam. Dad is screaming at Mum about the fact that she doesn’t even try to be good at skiing and he’s sick of wasting money on her lessons. Mum is saying she does try. What happens next happens so quickly, we don’t take it all in.


Mum unbuckles her seat belt, opens the passenger door, and jumps out of the car. We look to see where she will land. There is a patch of grass by the barrier, and she throws herself at it.


Her body curls in a ball, like a gymnast. Will she make it?


She has made it. She lands, bounces a few times, and rolls away from the impact. Then she is gone from view.


‘Ian!’ screams Auntie Sam. ‘Ian!!!’


Dad keeps driving. Auntie Sam clutches our hand.


Please let her be okay.


Let her be okay.


Let her be okay.


Mum walks into the chalet hours later. We look her up and down. She looks okay. But what if she is hurting somewhere we can’t see? We wrap our arms round her.


‘Are you okay?’


Mum nods. She feels cold.


She has walked back.


She says everything will be fine between her and Dad. ‘Sorry I did such a stupid thing.’


Then she buries her face in our hair, and our scalp starts to feel like it’s raining.


At night, it doesn’t matter what time we go to bed: our prayers and checks take hours before we can sleep. We share a bunk bed with Ella, and at first we wonder how we can do our checks with her there.


While we don’t think there’s anything wrong with checking things to be sure, we haven’t seen anyone else do it and suspect it should be private.


By now, we’ve perfected the routine. We wait for Ella to be in the bottom bunk, and tell her we are going to the bathroom. Once there, we wash our hands three times, because otherwise we’ll be kept up imagining all the things we can’t see on our hands. We check the cupboard under the sink to make sure there is no one in it. We run our hand across the unsanded shelf, getting splinters in our palms. Then we check with our eyes:


Left, right.


Left, right.


Left, right.


Up, down.


Up, down.


Up, down.


We do the same on the bottom shelf.


We check the bath and sink taps, passing our hand under them nine times and saying:


They’re off.


They’re off.


They’re off.


We take the loo roll out of the holder and check there is nothing underneath, three times.


Then we go back into our bedroom. We check behind the curtains three times, or nine if that doesn’t feel right.


Ella always asks ‘What are you dooooing?’ and we always say ‘I’m looking at the moon.’ She asks why we couldn’t see it the first time and we tell her to be quiet and go to sleep. Then we go over to her.


We feel that she is breathing in the special way and check her pulse.


It’s harder to keep this secret. So we’ve decided to be half honest. We tell her we are just checking to see she is alive and well, like when you go to the doctor. In our head we repeat:


Best sister ever.


Best sister ever.


Best sister ever.


Then we get into our bunk. We check nine times that the duvet is tucked in so our toes don’t get cold and wake us up, which would force us to start checking everything again. We check that our pillow is straight: the top must be a palm from the end of the bed and the sides a palm from the mattress edge.


Then we say the prayer and try to sleep. The problem is, having Ella close to us makes us feel even more like we need to check she is alive.


We creep down the ladder to check on her without waking her up. This must be the last thing we do before we get into bed, so we quickly check the bathroom and curtains again. Then we check Ella, before climbing back into bed and doing the duvet and pillow checks. Then we say the prayer again and try to sleep . . .


We check our watch. It’s 5.00am.


We are.


So.


Tired.


We climb down again to check on Ella. We are checking her chest when she opens her eyes wide and sits bolt upright.


‘Lily? Why do you keep doing this?’


‘Shhh! Go back to sleep.’ We stroke her head to calm her down.


‘Lily,’ whispers Ella, pulling the duvet up to her chin and looking at us with wide eyes.


‘Am I dying?’
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Swearing in Church


Every Thursday our whole school goes to the church down the road. It lasts 45 minutes, but it feels like hours. From the second we get into church until the second we leave, we can’t stop saying rude words—in our head. Church is not the place for these words, but we can’t make them go away.


Fucking boring-ass church. Crap, fuck, shit, wanker, cunt.


We look at the altar with the huge cross.


Fucking Jesus on a fucking cross. Crap, fuck, shit, wanker, cunt.


We sit down.


Fucking uncomfortable pew. Crap, fuck, shit, wanker, cunt.


The vicar starts talking about the love of Christ.


The vicar is a wanker cunt face. Crap, fuck, shit, wanker, cunt. Those robes just make him look like a massive dickhead.


We open our hymn books.


Fucking shit songs. Crap, fuck, shit, wanker, cunt.


What is cunt, anyway? Crap and shit mean poo, fuck is what adults do in bed. Wanker is someone who drives a car badly.


But what is cunt?


We are supposed to sing the hymns, but we are too scared the horrible words will come out instead and everyone will know how bad we are. Then the teacher tells us off and says we have to sing. We mouth the words.


Scarlett whispers in our ear, ‘I don’t believe in God.’


‘Stop it,’ we say.


‘It’s like believing in Father Christmas.’


‘STOP IT!’


Why is Scarlett saying these things? Why won’t she stop? Now we’re definitely going to hell.


We sit on the steps during break, drinking our cartons of milk and watching the other girls skipping. We ask Scarlett why she doesn’t believe in God.


Scarlett says when you’re little, you get taught to believe in the Easter Bunny, the Tooth Fairy, Father Christmas, and God. When you turn 10, everyone says ‘Okay, that stuff wasn’t real, we just made it up. Except for God, he’s real.’ Scarlett says, ‘If God existed, do you think the world would be so unfair? Do you think we would be sitting here enjoying our milk while kids die of thirst in Africa? And God would be just like: ‘Well, it’s their own fault. I did tell Eve not to eat that apple.’ ’


It’s pretty funny; Scarlett is so smart.


‘But I spend ages praying every night, and I constantly do all this stuff because I’m worried that if I don’t, God won’t protect me and my family.’


Now it’s Scarlett’s turn to laugh, though not in an unkind way. It’s just a laugh that says Why on earth would you do that? ‘Stop doing that,’ she instructs. ‘It’s a waste of time. God doesn’t exist.’


Thinking about it over the next few weeks, it seems Scarlett must be right; God does not exist. The prayer disappears, and the swear words in church start to seem more funny than scary. The funnier and less terrifying they are, the less often they come.


Finally, they stop coming at all.


When we get home today, Dad is on the sofa, staring into space. He fought with Mum yesterday, and we heard him say he was spending the night in a hotel because he couldn’t bear to be in the house.


We wonder when he got back.


He doesn’t hear us come in. He doesn’t notice us when we stand in front of him.


We want to hug him and tell him everything will be okay, but he looks so sad.


We want to say Thank you for working so hard, thank you for always looking out for us, thank you for being our dad. We understand that you only get angry because Mum doesn’t make you happy, but you don’t want to lose us. But how can we say this?


Silently, we walk out of the room.


We are clever now. It took time, but we got there in the end. When we do exams, we are almost always in the top three. At the school prize-giving assembly, they announce who is top in the whole year and who is second and third. Usually Scarlett comes in top and we come in second. Then you get a book with a certificate in it to say well done. We like being smart. It’s the only thing we’ve ever been any good at. We think that’s why we get so upset when we don’t understand something. It usually happens in maths. I tell myself it’s fine, I’ll get it the second time, but She starts saying:


Stupid.


Stupid.


Stupid.


She and I agree on almost everything, but very occasionally we have arguments. I don’t think it’s that bad to not get something the first time you are taught it. After all, you can’t understand everything straightaway, and I’m still second top in maths after Scarlett.


But my friend says:


No, that’s not how it works. If you don’t get it, you’re an


Idiot.


Idiot.


Idiot.


I try to focus on the words Mrs Johnston is saying and how I can apply them to the numbers in front of me. But She says it’s much more important that we record that I have been stupid so we can go through it together later. I tell her that we won’t have to record that I have been stupid if we learn it now.


But She says it’s too late: not understanding the first time is as bad as never understanding. She tells me this so loudly that it cannot be disputed.


I try to compromise, and record in my head what I have done that is stupid while trying to understand Mrs Johnston.


It’s an impossible task, and I know I’m going to cry. I feel it coming on; the tightness in my throat, the way the numbers start to go blurry. Then I see the tears splash on my textbook. I try to hide it, because I am 12: I am too old to be crying in class. I want it to stop, but the more I try not to cry, the more I do.


Mrs Johnston used to be nice about it. She used to give me a tissue and ask if I was okay, but lately she gets frustrated, and tells me I won’t get away with this in big school. I know it must be annoying to have a kid in your class who bursts into tears all the time when you are trying to get on with your lesson, but it makes the tears come even faster, because between her and my friend, I feel like I must be a stupid baby.


I thought that once we had got rid of God, things might get better, but my friend has different ideas. She says,


There may be no God, but there are still things we need to protect ourselves from. And if we can’t pray to God to make you an okay person who people like, we must make it happen ourselves.


School finishes at 5.20pm, and our au pair picks us up. Our au pair changes every year or so, because once she has learned English and qualified from the language school down the road, she gets a different job or returns home. At the moment, our au pair is called Illy and is from Slovakia. She is our favourite au pair ever. She is very tall, with short blonde spiky hair. She makes us laugh so much our tummy hurts and is always lovely to us. When Mum and Dad have fights or when we can’t sleep, she lets us come into her room and watch TV.


When we get home, Illy gives us our dinner and we play a game, usually cards. Mum gets home from her office around 7.30pm. Dad gets back around 9.00.


Tonight, Mum gets back at 6.30, which is unusual. We are sitting playing cards in the living room when she says she wants to talk to us.


We panic. What have we done wrong?


We go into the kitchen with her. She sits down at the table and indicates for us to sit opposite her. She takes our hands in hers.


‘Lily, are you okay?’


‘Yes! Of course, Mum. Why?’


‘Because I have a letter from school saying you keep crying in class and your teachers don’t know why. School is asking if there’s something going on at home that’s upsetting you. Is there?’


‘No! Not at all. Please don’t worry. It’s just I’m a bit of a baby when I don’t understand something.’


‘Okay. But I want you to know that if you ever were upset about something, you could tell me. Come here.’ She pulls us into a hug. I should be safe and warm, but—


See?! She snarls. People have noticed that you’re behaving weirdly. It’s not all right to just sob your heart out over maths. Get it together!


We are about to graduate from Buxton House, which finishes at Year 8. Then it will be time to be mature. Everyone takes a 13-plus exam, but it’s not necessary for Scarlett and us.


A few months ago, Scarlett told us that she had visited a boarding school in Kent with her parents, where they gave everyone personalised chocolate bars with ‘Hambledon’ written on the wrapping. Pupils could keep a goldfish in their dorm and there was a proper gym, swimming pool, tennis courts, great food—and it looked like Hogwarts!


We went to the school to do special tests. A couple of weeks later, we and Scarlett got letters saying we had passed. We are academic scholars and are expected always to be at the top of our class. Our name gets printed in big letters on a special wooden board in the entrance hall. It also means that while the other girls have to work hard for the next few weeks on the 13-plus, we get to bum around doing projects and making stuff, which is amazing.


What is also amazing is that Mum and Dad are getting divorced. They sat us down and told us last night. Ella cried, but we had to try hard not to shout with joy.


Dad will move out the house, and there will be no more fighting. This means we don’t have to feel bad about leaving Ella behind when we go to Hambledon.


Before we leave Buxton, Mrs Woodson gathers the whole of Year 8 to have a talk. She stands at the front of our classroom, talking about protecting ourselves on the Internet.


She wants us to know that there are bad people out there, who might try to take advantage of the way we use websites. She is particularly concerned about Bebo, which is this new site where you connect with your friends and chat online. We all use it.


Mrs Woodson says she has taken a look at some of our profiles. She says that Athena’s has a picture of herself in a bikini. Would Athena walk down the road to Clapham Junction in her underwear? No, she would not. Yet, Mrs Woodson tells her, what she has done online is exactly the same. She will speak to her privately afterwards.


Mrs Woodson says she is most concerned about bad people seeing our pictures and using them to masturbate, or finding our details and trying to track us down. She asks who in the class doesn’t know what masturbation is. A few of us put up our hands.


‘Right, er, okay,’ she says, suddenly looking uncomfortable. ‘It’s when someone pleasures themselves by touching their private parts. They could do it by looking at photographs, or maybe touching another person to arouse themselves. Say, they could, er, touch your chest, or breasts, if you have them yet, or, er, even your bottom, to get pleasure. That would be called abuse.’


Mrs Woodson has gone red, but she takes a deep breath and carries on talking, as if the world isn’t ending.


We are shaking in horror. Everything is going fuzzy, and we can’t hear Mrs Woodson anymore.


All this time, when we were checking that Ella was alive and feeling her heartbeat, we have really been touching her chest over and over.





She asks: Did you get pleasure from it?


Only in the sense of being glad she was alive. Is that a bad sort of pleasure? Was it even pleasure? It felt more like relief. Either way, this is undoable. How could we not know we were abusing our own sister?


We mustn’t check on Ella again: it is shatteringly clear that what we thought was saving her was really just the product of a dark impulse.


Thank god we are going to boarding school soon. Ella will be away from us. She will be safe. We will never, ever be able to hurt her again.


7


Most Apologetic Girl


School’s out. Everyone in our year got into the secondary schools they wanted. To celebrate, Natasha has taken our class to stay at her country house in Norfolk.


We all hang out on the beach, taking turns to bury each other alive in the sand before paddling out into the waves. We get sunburned in that typically British way, having not bothered with the factor 50 Mum put in our backpack.


In the evening Natasha presents the Buxton House Leavers’ Awards. We’ve already had the proper school prize-giving on the last day of term, where we won the English Cup, the French Plate, and the Science Shield.


This is different. We all sit in the garden, and Natasha hands out an award to each of us on a podium, while everyone cheers.


So far, Mia has won Prettiest Girl, Tabitha is Funniest Girl, and Scarlett is Cleverest Girl. Sarah battle-axes her way to Sportiest Girl, and Bryony looks suitably smug when she wins Best at Drama.


Then Natasha says our name, followed by our prize.


We walk up to her, trying to shake her hand while grinning so wide our cheeks hurt.


Everyone whoops. But really, it’s not funny at all, because we have just won Most Apologetic Girl.


The only person who isn’t laughing is Scarlett, and that tells us everything we need to know.


It’s true: we have a tendency to apologise for our existence.


‘Were you offended when I said that?’


‘Said what?’


‘I’m so sorry if it upset you when you got the wrong answer in history and I got it right. I didn’t mean to make you look bad.’


‘What question?’


‘I’m sorry I was laughing when you walked past me in the corridor yesterday. I want you to know it was about something Mia said. I wasn’t laughing at you.’


‘You were laughing? I didn’t notice.’


This time, things will be different.


This time, we won’t turn up on the first day looking like an idiot. No ribbons.


This time, no one will think we’re common.


This time, we won’t apologise for everything.


There must be a way of dealing with worries that doesn’t involve checking with everyone whether you have done something wrong. What could it be?


The question soon answers itself. Brushing our teeth at the sink next to Mia, we feel our elbow brush against her rib cage. We imagine a bruise forming under her T-shirt, spreading like spilled ink across her bones. We see it turning deeper shades of purple with every passing second, signalling internal bleeding and potential death.


Normally we would ask if she is hurt, and apologise for the damage inflicted. But in the past, people have responded strangely to this. They say things like ‘You barely tapped me,’ or ‘When? I didn’t feel anything.’


So we swallow the apology. It falls down our throat, landing in our stomach with a sickening bump. What next? We need to do something to make the sickness go, before it seeps into the rest of our organs and starts rotting them. We’ll analyse it—work out if it really was bad. Just like we do when we’re in the car. What we find out will tell us if we need to apologise.


We think it through and reason that we didn’t touch her very hard at all. She didn’t make any noise in response, and contact happens in confined spaces. These reasons make sense.


Every time we want to apologise, we remind ourselves of the reasons why we didn’t do anything wrong, until finally, blissfully, unexpectedly, the fear that we’ve hurt her goes away. It feels like we are a magician who has waved his wand and vanished evil.


We apply this technique when Natasha’s mum gives us cereal at breakfast and we say thank you, but she doesn’t reply. We worry she may not have heard us and will think it impolite. But we don’t say sorry and ask if she heard. Instead, we decide that she probably did hear, and even if she didn’t, it’s no big deal, because Bryony and Sarah didn’t say thank you and no one is looking at them like the world is ending.


Breakfast finishes, and it’s time to head to the beach. Scarlett and we have forgotten our sun cream, so we both dash upstairs to get it. The staircase is too narrow, and there isn’t room for us both. We move in front of Scarlett. Instead of apologising for pushing past her, we think about it and reason that one of us had to reach the landing first, so we were simply being practical. Once back down, we don’t apologise to everyone for stupidly forgetting our sun cream and for holding them up, because Scarlett also forgot hers. We know for a fact she isn’t stupid, which means forgetting something can’t be stupid.


Justifying why we don’t have to apologise calms us down, but it doesn’t quite make the need to apologise disappear, until we have repeated the reasons a few times.


So we decide that from now on we will go through reasons we don’t have to apologise three times.


If that doesn’t work, we will make it nine, and if that still doesn’t work, we’ll just keep saying them in multiples of three.


Right now, this sounds a little confusing, but we have the whole summer before we go to Hambledon.


We will spend it perfecting our technique.


We are 13. We’re wearing a stripy green-and-pink Ralph Lauren polo shirt, skinny faded grey jeans, and gold pumps. Our hair is tied back in a messy bun.


Mum has helped us lug our trunk into our boardinghouse, Wimborne. Scarlett is here too, but she’s in Aylingforde. That’s fine—we didn’t want to be in the same house anyway. We both agreed that if we were together all the time, we probably wouldn’t talk to anyone else. We haven’t seen her yet.


Mum, who has been feeling tearful since we saw the turrets of the red-brick castle on the hill, finally loses her cool. She’s helping me put T-shirts in the drawer under my new bed when the waterworks start. Now she’s wailing to everyone that she can’t bear to lose her baby.
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