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			RME – News// New Releases// Gigs// Festivals//

			EXCLUSIVE: TrojKat Signs To Arcadia

			Melinda Tuza, Senior Reporter

			August 11, 14:15 

			After intense speculation, RME can exclusively report that TrojKat, South London’s streaming sensation, has signed on the dotted line with New York-based record label Arcadia in a seven-figure deal.

			The previously-unsigned TrojKat (known to friends and family as Katarzyna Clarke) has committed to a five-album deal at the age of 23. Her new label-mates at Arcadia include the chart-topping Dame GoGo, AKA Swigs, Kay-V and Lunero. 

			The Cusp singer said: ‘I’m delighted. I’m amazed. I’ve mostly worked alone… tirelessly… my entire life to make my music, so I’m thrilled to be working with the dedicated, supportive team at Arcadia to bring my vision to the whole world.’

			‘TrojKat has a rare freshness and an exciting energy,’ remarked Jessica Holbrook, Director of Artist Development at Arcadia. ‘Her talent for lyrics is especially exceptional. We’re so ready to take her – and her genius – to the next level. Welcome to the Arcadia family, TrojKat!’

			But local fans shouldn’t worry: TrojKat’s transatlantic deal does not mean she’ll be leaving the UK any time soon. ‘I love London, and I have something very special planned for the video of Cusp. Watch this space!’ 

		

	
		
			 

			They didn’t listen to me. 

			If they had, perhaps this wouldn’t be happening.

			Perhaps she wouldn’t be looking me in the eye, her face twisted with terror, as she succumbed to the inevitable.

			I will never forget that face. Never. 

			Katarzyna ‘Kat’ Clarke. 23. Better known as TrojKat. 

			Her talent was undoubtedly on the rise, but her body was mere milliseconds away from a fatal fall. 

			This former resident of The Tri was definitely about to die.

			Katarzyna fell.

			I stood still, frozen on the spot. My heart raced in my chest. 500 beats per minute. I didn’t lean to look over the side. Why would I? Zero desire. There were exactly 0.0 recurring reasons to witness her body meet the concrete. For what reason?

			No, her expression was enough trauma. Enough trauma for an entire lifetime. Somewhere, in another dimension, possibly, Future Me was thanking Current Me for this wise decision. 

			Why were we here at all? How did all the small decisions we made through our lives lead us here tonight? Standing on the edge of a tower block, with Katarzyna’s film crew – her four friends and colleagues – witnessing a pop star lose her life? My sister and fellow investigator Norva had said. ‘Nik, you defo have to be involved, it’s going to be awesome.’

			It was ‘awesome’ in all the negative ways ‘awesome’ could be.

			Wait, let me give you the facts.

			The Tri – better known as The Triangle, consisting of three tall towers called Corners – is the estate where we live. We being Norva and I, and her best friend George. 

			Tonight, we found ourselves on the roof of Corner Three. Many meters in the sky, overlooking the entire city, participating in a video shoot for Katarzyna’s new song, Cusp.

			The song that was supposed to break her into the big leagues.

			Katarzyna’s scream curdled my blood, twisted my stomach, implanted itself in my brain, never to leave. It was followed by a smacking, echoing thud I would never forget.

			The worst sound I’ve ever heard.

			It was the rope that broke this evening. Along with thousands of hearts – and Katarzyna’s body. 

			TrojKat was dead. 31/10. 19:56. 

			A terrible, terrible accident. 

			Or so it seemed. 

			That’s what everyone else said. 

			But not us.
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			Friday, 30 October. 18:02. 

			The sun had set. Two hours and one minute ago. 

			Pap’s office. His desk lamp was on. 

			Pap. Joseph Alexander. 39. Our dad. Cool head. Kind heart. The Building Manager here on The Tri was working.

			Or trying to. 

			He placed his thumbs on his temple and fashioned a sort of visor on his forehead with his fingers. 

			He tried to concentrate on his screen, but it was futile.

			I sat at the other side of his desk. My feet swung gently against his leg.

			I was content, mostly. 75% relaxed. 

			I typed a list of my top five favourite equations on my phone. Pi was winning, of course. How could it not?

			‘We’re living at the cusp!’ 

			A voice behind me.

			That voice. The source of my 25% of discontent. Norva Alexander. 13. Cascading braids, drama in spades. Sleuthing was her trade – or at least she wanted it to be when she was older. She stood in the corner of the office. She wasn’t still, though. If only.

			My sister is never still, unless something is seriously wrong.

			Her phone in her left hand, a full can of Hola-Cola in her right. Black headphones (broken, but hastily fixed with yellowing sellotape) barely covered her ears. 

			Tinny music spilled into the room. She flipped her braids from her left shoulder, and over to her right.

			She danced around her backpack. No, that’s too generous – she stumbled with enthusiasm. Between breaths, she sang. No – again, too generous. She screeched in search of a key. 

			I didn’t recognise the lyrics: 

			We’re living at the cusp

			Existing by the brink

			What happens if we swim?

			Do I sink?

			Terrible. 4/10 – and that was generous.

			I could feel Norva behind me. 

			From the corner of my left eye, I saw her hand approach my face. Her third attempt in the last fifteen minutes.

			‘Don’t!’ I warned. I rolled away from the desk and blocked her arm. ‘Stop touching me! Respect my boundaries. I mean it.’

			‘But so much growth for three months, though’ she shouted over her music. 

			‘107 days,’ I muttered.

			‘What’d you say? Eh – doesn’t matter, I love it, truly.’ 

			Norva took off her headphones. Thin music emanated from her neck. ‘That barnet is serving me both body and movement. Imagine if you put some actual effort into a costume for tomorrow, Nik? You’d smash it.’ She put her can to her lips and gulped.

			‘I’m not dressing up tomorrow. Or ever. I’m telling you now, like I’ve told you before, I don’t believe in Halloween. It’s unnecessary.’

			‘Yeah, so you say, but just listen, right. Hear me out, now. If we –’ 

			I kicked Pap under the desk. ‘Pap! tell her.’

			‘Norva please –’ Pap said, not looking away from his screen ‘– and move your feet, Nik.’

			‘Alright, alright, I’ll leave it,’ said Norva. She raised her hands in the air, pretending to surrender. ‘I get it, I hear you.’ 

			She placed her palms on Pap’s desk. ‘I’m. Just. Buzzing. About. Tomorrow,’ she said, slapping it between each word. The lamp shook. ‘I cannot wait.’

			‘And I can’t wait for you two to go back to school,’ Pap muttered under his breath. 

			I detected a slight smile on his lips.

			Norva kissed her teeth. ‘Pap come on… cut me some slack! It’s Halloween in a few hours. The reigning Queen of The Tri, excluding me, obvs, is coming home. Isn’t that epic?!’

			She crouched down and whispered in my ear. ‘What an excellent addition to The Tri Files.’ She stood up, slapping me on the back, before winking and taking another swig from her can. 

			The Tri Files. Our observations of occurrences on our estate. As Norva always says: ‘If something’s going down on The Tri, we know what’s up.’

			I looked up at her and rolled my eyes, but she had a point. 

			‘It’s only little Kat,’ said Pap. ‘Calm down.’

			‘Yeah, only TrojKat,’ Norva replied. ‘Only one of London’s best new pop artists. Just a tiny one point eight million followers on Instagram, Pap. Only just signed a record deal that’s going to change her life. Only –’

			‘Only me,’ said a cool voice behind us.
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			‘Oh my god,’ whispered Norva, without turning around. ‘She’s here, isn’t she?’

			‘She can hear you,’ laughed Pap.

			I spun in my chair. TrojKat stood in the doorway. 

			A tiny thin body, like a doll. Curly black hair, to her waist. Deep purple matte lipstick. Light brown skin, the whitest teeth. 

			She wore large sunglasses that covered at least a third of her small face, even though it was dark.

			I scrunched my nose. How utterly pretentious, I thought. 

			I immediately told myself off for being so quick to judge her. Wait, Nik. Maybe she’s nice. Don’t be prejudiced!

			Pap stood up. ‘Kat,’ he said with a chuckle. ‘Welcome home, good to see you!’ He opened his arms to embrace her.

			She remained in the doorway. ‘I bet it is,’ she said through pursed lips. ‘It’s Katarzyna, now, OK?’

			Noted. Katarzyna it was.

			I glanced at Pap. He looked back at me with narrowed eyes.

			My first impression was clearly the correct one. 

			Katarzyna removed her unnecessary glasses with a sigh. Deep brown eyes. Long spidery black lashes. 

			‘How are you,  Joe?’ she said. She stepped into the office and looked around, frowning slightly. She ran a finger lightly across his desk. ‘You’re still… here?’ She raised an eyebrow. 

			Pap cleared his throat. ‘Yep, fourteen years and counting.’ With his hands in his pockets, he briefly stood on his toes, and quickly put his heels back on the ground. ‘They can’t get rid of me!’ he said with a laugh.

			Katarzyna looked at her finger. She wiped it gingerly on her expensive-looking black leather trousers. ‘Clearly.’ 

			She looked at me. ‘Which one are you?’

			This woman was so rude.

			‘I’m Nik,’ I said. I looked up and smiled, despite myself. I extended my hand, even though I really didn’t want to. ‘Nice to meet you. I’ve heard your music is popular. Congratulations.’

			‘Oh my god,’ whispered Norva under her breath. ‘So embarrassing.’

			Katarzyna looked down at my hand. I was glad when she didn’t take it. ‘It is popular. Thank you.’ 

			She looked me up and down. I crossed my fingers in my lap. She cocked her head to the left. I turned away in my chair.  ‘You’ve grown,’ she said. ‘Congratulations.’

			Norva laughed behind me.

			She stood up straight and tall in front Katarzyna. She took a deep breath and grabbed her hand. 

			‘Do you remember me? I’m Norva. I’m a big fan. Huge. Your songs are just beyond. I’m obsessed with Cusp. Obsessed. I was literally just listening to it! Clearly your best yet. Don’t you think? Is that why Arcadia signed you? Got to be! It’s a bop that speaks to me on levels you don’t even know – it’s exactly how I feel! You can’t even imagine!’ Norva jumped on the spot. ‘When I found out you were coming home to film the video here, I died. Trust me, I died. Didn’t I, Nik?’

			‘Well, no, you didn’t – you’re clearly alive.’ 

			Norva shot me a look, and gripped Katarzyna’s hand tighter. ‘Anyway, yeah, sorry. I’m sorry, you’re just a real inspiration to me. You’re positive, you stay unbothered and keep it un-messy. I stan. Goals, you’re goals. Also, you smell amazing. Just saying.’

			While there was zero evidence of this positive attitude Norva spoke of, I could confirm the part about her scent. 

			Vanilla. Plums. Peonies. Hygiene was clearly a priority.

			Katarzyna snatched her hand away. She reached into her bag and pulled out a small clear bottle. I peered at the label. Hand sanitiser. ‘Appreciate the words – but don’t touch people without their permission, yeah? I don’t know where you’ve been.’ She shuddered. 

			‘Told you about the touching,’ I said under my breath. 

			Norva looked at me and smiled sarcastically.

			‘I haven’t forgotten what you did, you know?’ Katarzyna said, vigorously rubbing her hands together.

			Norva stood still. ‘What I did? What did I do?’

			Norva looked back at me, with panic in her eyes. 

			I shrugged, but I was intrigued. What did she do?

			‘That was years ago, Kat – I mean, Katarzyna,’ said Pap. 

			‘Oh my god – what did baby Norv do to upset you, TrojKat?’ Norva pleaded. ‘Whatever it was I am eternally sorry. I was a different person back then! I’ve changed!’

			Katarzyna pursed her lips. A tight-lipped smile grew across her face.

			She looked at Pap. ‘She doesn’t know?’
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			‘What doesn’t Norv know? Am I about to get some fresh, straight out of the oven gossip?’ said a voice behind us. George Shah. 14. Norva’s best friend. They laugh together for hours on end. Future music man. TrojKat’s other biggest fan. 

			He leaned in the doorway.

			‘Norv knows it all, Kat. Don’t you, Norv? What Norv doesn’t know, isn’t worth your time, tbh.’ George grinned and stood between Katarzyna and Norva.

			He put an arm around each of them. They both immediately squirmed away.

			‘What – do I smell, or something? What’s the matter?’

			Katarzyna brushed her hands down her black belted coat.

			‘That matter is that they don’t know that this one –’ she pointed at Norva, ‘– vomited in my hair when she was like two. Properly foul baby. I remember that smell up ‘til today. I’ll never forget it.’

			She wrinkled her nose and shuddered at the memory, glaring at Norva the whole time. 

			George laughed wildly, bending forward. ‘Ha! That’s pure jokes! Ah shame, Norva. An iconic tale for the ages, though. Amazing.’

			‘It wasn’t and isn’t amazing’ said Katarzyna flatly. ‘It’s grim,’

			‘Relax, I didn’t even think to tell her about it,’ said Pap. He smiled. ‘She was only two,’ 

			‘Yeah, too disgusting,’ said Katarzyna.

			Even I had to laugh at that. I bit my lip and looked at Norva. 

			‘I’m well sorry,’ she said. She looked at the floor. ‘I never knew.’

			Norva looked heartbroken. I felt a pang of sympathy for her. Annoyance aside, she is my sister after all. 

			I looked at her face. Her eyes welled with tears. What’s that thing grown-ups say? Never meet your idols?

			Norva learnt that today.

			‘Well, now you do. But apology not accepted!’ Katarzyna snapped.

			Her seriousness silenced the office.

			George coughed to break it. He smiled widely at Katarzyna.

			‘Leave the past in the past, eh? Let’s focus on the future – right? he said. ‘Speaking of which – seamless segue – I’m so pumped about tomorrow! I can’t thank you enough for this experience. Look at me, properly smashing it.’ George grinned. ‘Beats work experience at Boots, right?’

			Katarzyna sighed and slumped against the door frame. ‘I suppose.’

			‘Ayyy, Kat, what you mean ‘suppose’? You were properly buzzing about this when we met in July –’

			Norva sighed at the mention of July. 

			July was when George had met Katarzyna at her concert. As their friendship grew, so did Norva’s jealousy.

			July meant something else to me. Something more painful.

			July was when we lost Hugo. So suddenly.

			I gulped.

			‘Yeah, well, things change,’ said Katarzyna. ‘They change quickly.’

			I knew this to be very true. I stared at the floor and took a deep breath. 

			‘Real talk,’ said George. At least he agreed with me. ‘But this video shoot is going to be incredible – you know that right?’

			‘For you, maybe,’ Katarzyna said quietly. 

			She tapped her thumbnail against the other fingers of her right hand. She looked away and blinked slowly. She put her sunglasses back on her face.

			‘You alright?’ asked Pap. He reached out to touch her shoulder. She recoiled before he made contact.

			‘Yeah, yeah, I’m fine. Fine!’ She sniffed. 

			She didn’t seem ‘fine’. At all. 

			‘It’s just weirding me out, being here.’ 

			A valid explanation. Was I sensing a soft, warm heart underneath her cold, hard exterior? 

			‘Well, I’ll make sure you have a great time, and give you the homecoming you deserve,’ said George softly.

			‘Homecoming?’ she snorted. ‘Nah, I don’t think so – I’m out. This is going to be the last thing I do. Here on the Tri I mean. Maybe London.’ 

			George stared at her. ‘What? Where you going?’

			Katarzyna’s sighed and waved her hand. ‘No, forget it. Ignore me, I’m tired.’ She looked at George. ‘I appreciate the help, though. I need it.’

			Norva looked up.

			‘Help?’ she said, her voice light, fresh and friendly. ‘If you need help, I’ve got loads to give.’ She looked at George. ‘Maybe we can get involved, too? I can make it up to you, Katarzyna. Me and Nik can do some running –?’

			‘– I prefer to walk, actually,’  

			Norva laughed ‘Nah sis, “running” means helping out and going to get stuff on fancy film shoots. We can do that! Can’t we?’

			I shrugged. The gesture was an accurate reflection of my feelings. I did not want to help Katarzyna personally, but, truthfully, I was interested in being close to the action.

			‘No,’ said Katarzyna flatly. ‘Not you. Not with your track record’

			‘But I’ve changed,’ Norva wailed. Like a baby.

			That did absolutely nothing to strengthen her case.

			‘No,’ Katarzyna replied firmly. ‘I don’t need you.’
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			Norva looked at the floor and bit her lip, blinking slowly while she gazed at the concrete. She shook her head and then raised it to look at Katarzyna. She shrugged. ‘You might one day,’ she said.  

			Katarzyna rolled her eyes. ‘Doubt it,’ she snorted.

			My suspicion of a presence of a soft, warm heart was evidently incorrect.

			 ‘George,’ she raised her voice in his direction. ‘You want to start now?’ she said, but she didn’t look at George. She looked at Norva. 

			She reached into her bag; her eyes remained on Norva. She was evidently very serious about her grudge. 

			She pulled out her green leather purse and looked through it. ‘The crew are incoming – I need supplies.’ 

			Katarzyna waved two £50 notes towards George. I’d never seen one of those before, let alone two. 

			Neither had Norva. She gasped as Katarzyna pushed them into George’s hand. ‘Wow – now you’re rich too, George,’ she whispered under her breath. George rolled up the notes and put them into the back pocket of his jeans.

			‘Sissy still on The Tri?’ asked Katarzyna. 

			George nodded. ‘Where else is she going to be?’ 

			Katarzyna laughed. ‘Of course. Go over to Better Buy and load up on snacks. Popcorn, sparkling water, Hola-Cola, crisps – Oh! Make sure you get a whole load of those Beast Bites. Know the ones?’

			 George shook his head, but Norva nodded.

			 ‘Get all of them, especially the Spicy Beef ones. Afua loves those ones. If Sissy’s got special Halloween ones, get them.’

			‘Hold up, are you not getting a catering truck?’ said a clearly-disappointed George. ‘I was properly looking forward to that. Just last night I was dreaming about getting my lips around some tacos or whatever munch it would have on its mobile menu. Om nom nom.’ He licked his lips.

			‘Nope,’ Katarzyna said. ‘No catering – we’re making a video, not a scene. I don’t want everyone to know I’m here until it’s unavoidable.’

			‘Well, Katarzyna, I don’t think that’s realistic, I –’ started Pap. 

			It wasn’t at all. 

			Katarzyna raised her hand to stop him. She continued.

			 ‘I just don’t fancy feeding all these hungry mouths round here. I want to be in and out.’ 

			George nodded. ‘Got it, boss.’

			I recounted Katarzyna’s list in my head. I took out my phone and noted it for permanence.

			George kissed his teeth in my direction. ‘No need for that, Nik – I got this,’ he said.

			‘You have?’ Katarzyna replied. ‘Now go get it! Keep the change – and the receipts, OK. It’s a business expense.’

			Norva looked at me. ‘Yeah, we’ll make sure he keeps the receipts, alright.’

			I smiled. “Receipts” is what Norva calls the evidence we collect for our cases. 

			I scrolled through Katarzyna’s list on my phone. 

			Spicy Beef Beast Bites – for Afua

			‘Who’s Afua?’ I asked, distracting a puzzled Katarzyna.

			‘Afua Martey. I’ve known her forever.’

			Pap chuckled. ‘Ah! I remember Afua – sweet girl. How is she?’

			‘Alright. She’s my manager,’ Katarzyna looked at the floor. ‘For now, at least.’

			‘That’s really good of you,’ said Norva, her words deep-fried in sarcasm. ‘You’re truly generous – remembering where you came from, helping those around you, sharing your success.’

			Pap looked at Norva. He offered her a sympathetic smile.

			Ding! Ding!

			Katarzyna’s phone. She pulled it out of her bag and swiped at the screen. 

			‘That’s Afua now – she’s on her way.’

			Without glancing up at Pap she held out her hand.

			Pap chuckled to himself, raised his hands and shook his head. He stood up and went to the wall-mounted gunmetal grey security box. ‘Alright,’ he said, rifling through the keys. ‘These are the ones. Corner Three. Flat 223 and a key to the roof.’ Katarzyna reached for the key, but Pap held on to them. He clutched them to his chest. 

			‘Listen – you need to look after the place, OK? The TriAngels – remember them? The charity here at The Tri?’

			Katarzyna nodded. 

			‘Well, they’re excited – I’m excited – that you’ve come back to the estate for your video. They are very grateful for your generous donation, of course.’ 

			Katarzyna waved her hand. ‘Pocket money.’ 

			Pap rubbed at his neck. ‘I’m sure it’s going to be great – but look after it. Please? I don’t need drama. Your parents told me how messy you used to be.’ Pap placed the keys in her hand.

			Katarzyna snatched them and pushed them into her bag, no thanks offered. 

			‘So someone still talks to them?’ she muttered. ‘Good for them.’

			Intriguing. 

			I looked over at Norva. Her head was already titled in anticipation of potential drama.

			‘Don’t talk to them about me anymore, alright? I don’t want them to know I’m here,’ said Katarzyna.

			‘Good luck with that,’ said Norva. ‘That’s impossible. You can’t keep secrets on The Tri.’
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			Katarzyna and George stepped out of Pap’s office. I waited in the doorway for Norva. She put her backpack on her shoulders. Pap smiled and gently patted her head. She smiled up at him. He nodded and sat back at his desk. He sighed, rubbed his eyes and went back to his screen. He squinted at it. 

			He really needed an eye test.

			I zipped up my parka and walked past the lift. I pushed the external doors open. A light breeze hit my face and went up my nostrils. It drizzled slightly.

			Katarzyna and George stood in the darkened doorway.

			‘Appreciate this, George. See you in the green room,’ Katarzyna said. She pointed up at Corner Three. ‘You know where it is?’

			George nodded, and she blew him a kiss. 

			She looked us up and down. ‘Bye,’ she said shortly.  

			She turned, crossed The Tri and was quickly swallowed by its shadows.  

			‘In a bit, Kat,’ George called into the darkness. 

			‘Why is she calling the flat the green room?’ I said. ‘It’s not green – all the flats are painted light yellow around here.’

			This was a fact. It’s the estate’s default paint. Unless you want to pay a premium. Or unless you own your flat outright.

			‘Yeah, it’s funny, right?’ said George. ‘A green room is basically where crews and artists hang out and get ready before they go on set or on stage, or whatever.’ 

			‘Interesting,’ I said. ‘But why green? I don’t understand. It doesn’t make sense.’

			George shrugged. ‘Literally none.’ He looked ahead at the shop. ‘Listen, gotta run this errand. I’ll catch you up in a bit.’

			He put his hands in his jacket’s pockets and paced quickly towards Better Buy.

			‘Wait, wait, wait,’ said Norva. ‘As if you’re going shopping without us, G – I’ll show her I can be helpful,’ said Norva. ‘She’ll see. Let’s go.’ 

			She linked arms with me, and we ran to catch up with him.

			‘Must spend my millions,’ said George. He rubbed his hands together. ‘This money is actually burning a hole in my pocket – I can feel its lucrative fire singeing my leg hair, I –’

			As we walked, his voice faded out. 

			I glanced over to the refuse area, gulped and slowed down. 

			It had been 107 days since Hugo, and every 24 hours still hurt. 

			Norva noticed my decrease in pace and followed my gaze. 

			She squeezed my arm. 

			‘I know,’ she said quietly. ‘It’s still so rough. But look on the bright side. We have a great distraction, a new adventure. The actual real-life TrojKat is here, and yes maybe she’s a bit icy but still…’ she raised her voice, ‘… George has coins, and we get to hang out with a film crew. Think of the glamour, and the gossip!’

			She pinched my cheek. I slapped her hand away.

			‘Who’s “we”, Norva?’ I said. ‘She doesn’t like us.’

			George nodded his head. ‘I’ve got to agree. No glamour for you two,’ he said. ‘You heard what she said, she isn’t interested.’ He put his hand on Norva’s shoulder. ‘Sucks for her though – she’ll miss out on all this NSquared goodness.’

			“NSquared” was the mathematical duo name George called us – and only George. 

			‘That’s right. You stay loyal,’ said Norva.

			George smiled.

			‘She says that now, but once she sees how useful we are, she’ll switch up that opinion, no doubt about it. That frown will flip all the way around.’

			 ‘I don’t think so,’ I said. ‘She seems like a truly terrible person. Sorry George – I know you like her. It’s making me question your judgement, if I’m honest.’ 

			He shrugged. ‘When are you not honest? I see your point, though. She’s not showing you her best side, that’s for sure.’

			‘Good side, bad side, doesn’t matter – we’re still in,’ said Norva. 

			‘Norv, yo, listen,’ said George. ‘I know you’re the Original Eager Beaver, and I highly respect that energy, but also – hear me out – don’t go in too hard and mess this up for me. Kat’s already in a funky mood.’ 

			‘Yes, she certainly not as nice as you claimed over the summer, George,’ I said. ‘She’s very different.’

			‘Yeah, major fake news!’ said Norva. 

			In return, George gently pulled on one of Norva’s braids. She screamed in theatrical pain.

			I rolled my eyes.

			‘I know Norva is annoying,’ I said.  ‘It’s been her default mode for the duration of my existence – but even I believe it’s unreasonable to be upset at a baby’s misdeeds eleven years after the fact.’

			‘I don’t know,’ said Norva, ‘I’m pretty mad at me about it.’

			George laughed. ‘Yeah, I agree,’ he said. ‘She’s changed. She’s well different from when I met her in the summer.’

			‘Why do you think that is?’ I asked.

			‘Errm, that’s obvious!’ snorted Norva. ‘The Arcadia deal? All the money and fame coming her way? She’s now big leagues, big time. Honestly, I wouldn’t want to hang around with plebs like us either. I can’t hate her for that.’

			‘You’re colder than February,’ laughed George. 

			Norva shrugged. ‘I’m just keeping it real.’ 

			‘Yeah, real dumb,’ said George. ‘But yeah, since the ink hit the paper on that contract, she’s not the same.’

			‘She’s just leaning into her new next-level vibe. She can’t be the same old nice humble person. She has to dial it up.’

			‘That sounds a lot like fraud, Norva.’ I said.

			‘It’s not fraud, it’s just the way it is. You gotta to switch it up to get anywhere. Take Pap’s phone voice: same guy, different tone.’

			She had a point.

			‘I suppose.’

			‘I don’t “suppose”, I know,’ she laughed. ‘Trust me on this – how do you think I function?’
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			Better Buy was covered in fake cobwebs. 

			A pumpkin sat in the window. Its carving was mostly indecipherable.  

			I was 85% sure it was a pumpkin, carved on a pumpkin.

			Meta. Pumpkinception.

			On the glass, a poorly applied sticker of the silhouette of a witch on a broomstick pointed towards the shop’s sign. 

			‘Festive,’ said Norva.

			George pushed the door. The little bell rang. 

			We stepped into the store.

			‘Hello girls, and George!’ Sissy sang from behind the till. 

			Sissy St Claire. 60. Loose lips, never zipped. ‘Do you like what I’ve done with the store?’ she said.

			‘Yeah!’ said George. ‘It’s well spooky, I’m scared to even shop here now! Wow Sissy – dial it down!’

			George. Always eager to please. Always so enthusiastic.

			‘Don’t lie George, it’s basic,’ said Norva. She walked to the end of store. ‘It is a bit satanic, though. What would Jesus do?’ She shouted back down the aisle. ‘What would he think, Sissy? What would he say?’ 

			Norva. The opposite of George.

			Sissy clutched at her chest. I reached for Norva’s arm. 

			‘Norva, you have to be nicer to Sissy. She’s apologised to us for what she said about Pap over the summer. Let it go.’

			‘Nah, never,’ said Norva with a scowl. ‘Plus, holding a grudge is jokes. It gives me life. Go get a basket.’

			‘I’m not your gopher, Norva. I don’t go-for this or go-for that.’

			Norva laughed. ‘Love that, love it – but get me a basket. Please.’

			I sighed. I walked to the front of the store. I gave Sissy an apologetic half-smile. She smiled back. 

			‘Looking forward to Halloween?’ she asked quietly.

			‘Not at all,’ I replied. 

			I caught up with Norva and George.

			Norva’s hands were already filled with snacks. ‘Great, keep holding it.’ She threw her shopping into the basket. 

			‘Hey, George,’ she said. ‘Look at us. Hey, look at us. Helping you help Kat. Who would’ve thought?’

			‘Not me,’ said George. ‘I’m lying, I knew you’d muscle in somehow. But this is where it ends, yeah?’

			Norva laughed. ‘Yeah, right,’ she said.

			I peered into the basket.

			
					Buttermist Popcorn – sweet. Three packets. Each 90 grams

					Buttermist Popcorn – salted. Four packets. Each 90 grams

					Buttermist Popcorn – sweet and salted. Three packets. Each 90 grams

			

			To the basket, I added:

			Beast Bites – Spooky Spicy Beef. 10 packets. Each 30 grams

			‘For Afua,’ I said. 

			‘Well remembered,’ George said with a smile. 

			‘Told you; we’re essential,’ said Norva. ‘NSquared are a necessity.’

			At the fridge. Norva added:

			
					Nevian Water – still –. two x two litres

					Don Petrofino Water – sparkling – two x two litres

			

			‘Wait, wait, wait – don’t crush the snacks,’ said George. He tapped his forehead. ‘Think about what you’re doing.’ He ran to get another basket. He smiled at Sissy and gave her two thumbs up.

			‘Such a suck up, that one,’ said Norva.

			‘Do we need all this?’ he said when he returned.

			‘Of course you do,’ said Norva. ‘You need it all.’
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			George’s basket contained:

			
					Hola-Cola – Regular, two litres. 

					Hola-Cola – Diet, two litres.

					Hola-Cola – NulCal, two litres.

			

			‘What’s even the difference between Diet and NulCal?’ asked George.

			‘Nothing but branding,’ said Norva. ‘But it works on me.’

			‘I don’t know how much longer I can hold this basket, Norva,’ I said.  

			My right humerus threatened to bid goodbye to my scapula and go home. 

			‘Don’t be a baby. We’re done.’

			The door to the shop opened. The little bell rang, and Norva ran to the till. ‘Yep, they’ll appreciate this!’ she said, picking up a tiny plastic pumpkin. ‘Spooky Season demands it.’ 

			She flicked its light on and off.

			I carried my basket to the till. Every second and step hurt. 

			George struggled with his behind us. 

			Norva did not struggle. No. She played with the pumpkin, laughing at its illumination. 

			I put my basket on the floor, while Sissy served someone at the till. 

			Someone we didn’t recognise. 

			Approximately 180 centimetres tall. Pale white skin. Short blonde hair. Hazel eyes. Blue jeans. Buying five newspapers and three bags of Beast Bites. Spooky Spicy Beef. 

			Norva stood on tip toes behind me. She cast an eye over the man’s shopping. She gave me a confused look. 

			‘Those snacks are so hot right now,’ she whispered. ‘And why so many papers?’

			‘At the end of the day, too,’ I said. ‘Papers are a resource for mornings.’

			‘Archaic,’ Norva said in a low voice. ‘Hey, Old News!’ she said, louder. ‘Old News, hey!’

			She got his attention. 

			‘Mate – who buys newspapers when Twitter exists?’ she laughed. George joined in. 
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