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For the original Dab Dabs and our three
Grimdark dragons…




Part 1


Sink or Swim


“Twenty years from now, you will be more disappointed by the things you didn’t do than the ones you did do.”
Mark Twain




RESOLUTIONS


At just under five foot, and with pretty much everything right about her, my best friend Stella is about as different from me as you can get. Even in school uniform, she looks chic and elegant, while I’m like an awkward giant.


“Fig!” she giggles, extracting herself from my enormous hug. But I’m just so thrilled to see my one and only friend after ten days of being stuck at home. “Gutted you couldn’t come to the party,” she says. “What happened?”


“Mubla happened,” I mutter. “Her usual You don’t need to see the date change to know a new year has begun. She doesn’t trust me, Stella. I’m fifteen and she still thinks I need supervising!”


I’m sick of my mother controlling me. She’s hacked into my life for too long, insisting on her ‘It’s my way or the highway’ rules; on me having to follow her timetable; dressing the way she suggests; achieving the New Year’s resolutions she makes for me.


“She hacked into my phone,” I tell Stella, who gasps. “It was supposed to be the one private area of my life. Dab Dabs promised he’d get her to leave my phone alone.”


“What was she looking for?”


I smile grimly. “She wanted to check whether I had a boyfriend. Now that would have been a hideous betrayal, but – shock, horror! – the truth was far worse. That I don’t have one. And that I’m the biggest nerd in school.”


“You’re not,” murmurs Stella but I know she’s only being kind.


“D’you know what she said?” I continue. “‘You’re a loser, Lemony. And I was always so popular at school. I expected more from a Fitzsherbert…’ Honestly, I came this close to pointing out how ironic it is that my bullying mother was disappointed that I’m being bullied at school.”


“What did you say then?”


I shrug. “Shouted at her for calling me Lemony.”


“Why won’t she call you Fig?” asks Stella, frowning. “Your family’s all about the nicknames.”


“Dunno,” I sigh. “I should start calling her Mother. See how she likes it…”


Of course I probably won’t. Jago, my little brother, gave her the name Mubla because he felt sorry for her after I’d given Dab Dabs his nickname.


Stella grins sympathetically and changes the subject. “Good Crimbo?”


“Effervescent,” I say. “You?”


“Meritorious,” she replies.


Every day we try to out-word each other. It’s a game we’ve been playing ever since Year Five, when Mubla put me into the World Championship Spelling Bee competition. I had to read every page of the Oxford Dictionary for eight months but faltered at the World Quarter Finals, on the rather easy word ‘neurotic’. For the record, I got stage fright, and put the ‘e’ and the ‘u’ the wrong way round. Hilarious really, since Mubla uses the word to describe me all the time.


“I’ve made the mother of all resolutions,” I say. “It’s going to blow your mind!”


Stella frowns. “You can’t mean you actually like the resolution Mubla’s given you?” She cringes. “It’s not another maths challenge, is it?”


She’s referring to last year when Mubla wanted me to be the youngest person to get an A* in maths A level. I got an A. I do love maths, though. Give me an algebra problem and I will happily sit there for hours.


“God, no,” I laugh. “She’s signed me up for acting classes. Wants me to get over my ‘silly stage fright’.”


“You? Acting! Is she insane?” Then the bell sounds for registration and Stella turns to me. “So what is your resolution?”


“I’m going to swim the world,” I reply.


“Flip, Fig!” she shrieks. “Where’d that come from?”


“It was that Inspiring Women seminar we had before Christmas,” I say. “The fourteen-year-old girl who became the youngest person to sail round the world single-handedly. Got me thinking.”


“That’s a flipping awesome resolution,” says Stella. “My one sounds lame by comparison.”


“Why, what’s yours?”


“Drink more water, eat less sugar,” she replies.


We end up doubled over with laughter, until Stella stops suddenly. “Hang on. Isn’t there one tiny problem here?”


I grin. “Yeah. I can’t swim…”




NICKNAMES


Stella walks away, laughing her head off. I knew she’d understand. She’s the only one who’s ever got me. Unlike most of the people who go to this school. A few years ago, I overheard a conversation between a couple of clones in my class, Maisy and Daisy. They were having a good old giggle about how much of a loser I am. They started talking about Dab Dabs and how he freaked them out, and I finally realized why no one, except Stella, had ever come to my birthday parties. They were scared. Of the dead bodies in the basement. Seriously! I mean, they’re dead.


Dab Dabs, you see, is an embalming artist (self-proclaimed) and a funeral director, which makes our house the Fitzsherbert Family Funeral Home: Putting Your Mind and Body to Rest. The basement is where the dead bodies go for him to work his magic on them. It’s quite a fascinating place and I’m more than happy spending time down there. It’s a bit like a theatre dressing room, with bright lights, make-up and prosthetics everywhere. Dab Dabs has covered the walls with pictures of his creations. There are some really rather stunning portraits. You just have to see past the fact that all of his subjects are dead…


“Well, if it isn’t Grim!”


I turn towards the voice, my shoulders automatically sagging. It’s Cassandra, the so-called school beauty and one of the many girls who like to mock me. Grim is her nickname for me. Something to do with the Grim Reaper on account of Dab Dabs. By her side, acting like two simpering bodyguards, are Maisy and Daisy.


“Your dad work on any dead people recently?” Cassandra asks with wide eyes.


“What?”


“Dead people. Many of them for Christmas?” She takes a sidelong glance at her giggling mates.


“He doesn’t do funerals at Christmas,” I say. I don’t know why she’s so obsessed with death and me, so I add, “You’re welcome to come and have a look in the basement any time, though. I’m sure he’d give you a guided tour.”


Cassandra flushes red and mutters something about never being seen dead in my house. I’m desperate to say, “Your funeral is the most likely way you’re ever coming to my house.” But they’ve already stalked off.


Now I’m late for registration and I hate being late. My form tutor, Mr Harding, glares at me as I try to slope in unnoticed. Not easy when you’re me.


“Fitzsherbert!” He practically hisses my name through gritted teeth. “Perhaps you might try ‘being on time’ as your New Year’s resolution?”


“Sorry, Mr Harding,” I murmur. “Yes, Mr Harding.”


There’s only about two minutes left before the bell goes when Mr Harding hands me a yellow card and goes into protracted detail about how my skirt length is not school regulation and something needs to be done about it. Quite what I don’t know. I’m wearing the longest skirt they sell in the uniform shop.


As a result, I’m late for chemistry and have missed out on being put with a partner. Miss Denny looks desperately at the group, trying to resolve the issue. “Can’t have someone working on their own, can we? Billy, can you share with Fig, please?”


“Ew!” he shouts. “I’m not sharing with Bug!”


Bug is another of my nicknames. Apparently it stands for Big Ugly Giant. Charming. Fug is another variant. Oh, and there’s also Reaper, Boiled Sweet (on account of my name) and the usual obvious ones like Nerd, Jerk Face and Boff. Who knew one person could go by so many names?


“It’s Fig,” replies Miss Denny firmly. “And that’s enough of your nastiness. Come and sit here, please.”


Billy stomps across the room. “Fee-fi-fo-fum, Bug’s gonna make me look very dumb!”


“That’s enough!” shouts Miss Denny, glaring furiously round the room as everyone dissolves into laughter.


“It’s all right, Miss Denny,” I say. “Billy doesn’t need me to make him look dumb – he does that all on his own.” Well, that’s what I say inside my head. What comes out of my mouth is, “It’s all right, Miss Denny. I don’t mind working on my own…”




PLANNING


Telling Stella my resolution has brought it home: this is an enormous challenge. If I’m going to succeed, I’ve got a lot of planning to do. So, after school, I pull out the list of swims I’ve begun compiling and plot them on a map of the world.


But it soon becomes obvious that I’m not really going to swim across all the oceans and seas in the world. That’s a long way – just over 40,000 kilometres. Plus there’s all sorts of things in the sea that would happily have me for breakfast.


Sea Creatures to Avoid




1. Sea snakes – if they bite you, you have to know exactly which type to get the right antidote. Don’t get me started on water moccasins…


2. Vampire fish aka piranhas – apparently they’ll only attack you if you’re bleeding or weeing, but I’m not taking any chances


3. Crocodiles – shudder


4. Portuguese man-of-war jellyfish – imagine being stung slowly to death


5. Sharks – I’ve already got one man-eating predator in my life (sorry Mubla). I don’t need any more





There’s also no way I’m swimming near the seventh and coldest continent, which doesn’t even have any countries on it. No, I will just have to make do with choosing swims on the other six…


A quick internet search produces an astounding array of potential swims. Many of which I rule out immediately because I honestly can’t imagine swimming more than ten kilometres in one go. Actually, I can’t imagine swimming ten strokes, but I’ll put that to one side for the moment. Clearly, I need some criteria for how to choose my swims.


Criteria




1. Interesting swimming names


2. Mixture of iconic swims and races


3. Interesting locations


4. At least one swim on every continent bar Antarctica


5. 10km maximum distance for any one swim


6. Twelve-month duration for entire adventure


7. Logical route round the world to minimize flying





With these in mind, I compile an enormous chart, laying out where and when each swimming event is in the world, along with the distance, event duration and entrance fee. And, by bedtime, I’m pretty certain I’ve got a list I can work with.





 


Fig’s Swims Round the World




1. Dinosaur Island


2. The Jailhouse Rock


3. Mount Storm Rough Water


4. The Red Canyon swim series


5. La Isla Bonita


6. Turtle Bay


7. The Greatest Archipelago on Earth Clearwater swim series


8. Malokodaidai Island 10k


9. The Big Swim series in the Land of Koalas


10. The Lazy River


11. The Cold Drop


12. The Whale Isles


13. The Hot Fjords


14. The Ancients Trail swims


15. Island-hopping


16. The Sunriser


17. The Mermaid Canal


18. The Pilgrimage


19. The Squirly Whirly


20. The Cross-continental





I’ve decided to ease myself in gently with the first one. It’s organized by a company called Voyage of the Water Treaders, who will provide full coaching and lifeguard support in the event that I might actually drown. It’s a month before the rest, giving me plenty of time to assess whether I really can do this. And it’s only a two-hour train ride from home, unlike some of the journeys it looks likely I’m going to have to endure. I’m a nervous flyer, so I’ll be taking the land route as much as possible…


Just looking at the list sends excitement and nerves shimmying through me. I begin pacing round the room, feeling jittery. I can’t wait to show Stella.




DOUCHEBAG


“Tell me what it’s called again?” asks Stella the next day.


“Turtle Bay,” I reply. “It’s a six-kilometre swim alongside turtles. Sunshine, sand, blue sea and insane scenery. Your basic paradise.”


“Except the swimming bit,” laughs Stella.


Our mutual disinterest in swimming is just one of many things we agree on, and, considering we live in Old Mare, a small seaside town most notable for its large swathes of keen swimmers, we number among the few. Mubla included.


“Flip, Fig. That sounds, well ... prodigious!”


“I’m glad you like it,” I sigh. “I’m a bit vacillant.”


“Why?”


“Because I’m not prepared.”


“You will be,” says Stella. “You know you always are. You’ve just got to write some more of your lists.”


“The lists I can do,” I say. “It’s the learning to swim part I’m dread—”


I’m interrupted by Billy, who catches us up and throws his arms round our shoulders. Well, my back, Stella’s shoulders.


“Hello, ladies! You’re looking particularly lovely today,” he gushes, gaping longingly at Stella. “Is that a new haircut?”


“Just my usual trim,” I laugh.


Billy snorts. “I wasn’t talking to you, Fug.”


“Don’t call her that,” says Stella, pulling away from him.


“Why not?” he counters. “It’s true, isn’t it?”


But Stella stands her ground. “Well, if we’re telling the truth, Billy, maybe I should start calling you douchebag? You know, on account of how pestiferous you are.”


Billy stares back. “I don’t know what that means.”


“It means annoying, you douchebag,” I retort. OK, I don’t actually call him that. Besides he looks a bit hurt. I think he’s got a massive crush on Stella.


She laughs at him, which makes him blush even more. “See?” she says. “Not very nice, is it? Now bog off.”


Billy slopes away, muttering under his breath, while Stella turns to me with a triumphant smile. “You were saying?”


I laugh. “That I’ve got cold feet.”


“You will have if you swim in weather like this,” agrees Stella. “Are you going today?”


I shake my head. “I told you. I’m not prepared. This is my biggest fear, Stella. It’s going to take a gargantuan list before I’m ready to go near the water…”


To be fair, I have a few fears. They include, but are not limited to:




1. Swimming


2. Performing onstage


3. Being on my own


4. Being murdered


5. Jellyfish, crocodiles, water moccasins and pretty much any water creature


6. Spiders


7. Mubla


8. Life





Stella grins sympathetically. “Well, look, I’m not the best swimmer in the world but … if you ever want some support, let me know and I’ll come with you. OK?”




LISTS


My family is all about the lists. Mubla is a very organized person. As a top-level criminal lawyer, she has to be. She also writes Dab Dabs’s lists for him. Apparently he’s incapable of writing his own. I don’t know why. Jago is a mini-Mubla so he loves them too. He’s a high achiever and the cleverest boy in his school. I’m pretty good at lists too, which is about the only thing I have in common with Mubla. That and being the same size as her. I could easily borrow her clothes if grey, boxy barrister suits were my thing.


I read somewhere that swimmers like making lists. It helps prepare them for the next challenge ahead. Personally I find they help control my anxieties. However, the list I wrote while staring at the New Year fireworks is rather pitiful in the cold light of day and I’m going to have to give this a whole lot more thought.


To-do List




1. Learn to swim


2. Learn how to swim further


3. Learn how to swim in open water





What is more convincing, however, is my list of reasons why I should do this swim.


Reasons to Swim Round the World




1. It’s about time I learned to swim


2. I may as well put looking like a daddy-long-legs to good use


3. I need to do something that hasn’t got Mubla’s fingerprints all over it


4. To prove that I’m not defined by my fears


5. School is boring





Then, underneath yesterday’s swim list, I begin a new to-do list.


Fig’s To-do List




1. Write equipment list


2. Write main to-do list


3. Write contact list





So far so good. All I’ve done is write a list of lists and it seems rather straightforward. It’s when I start researching what to add to the equipment list that I really begin to feel terrified.


Equipment List




1. Swimming costume x 2


2. Swimming hat


3. Swimming goggles x 2 (including different lenses depending on the weather)


4. Fins


5. Tempo beeper


6. Paddles


7. Bands


8. Pull buoy


9. Kickboard


10. Wetsuit





Who knew there was so much stuff needed to learn to swim? I naively thought I’d get away with a swimming costume, hat and goggles. I‘ve no idea how half the things will help me, but I’ve just ordered them off the internet, thanks to a leftover birthday gift voucher, and they’re arriving tomorrow, so we’ll see…


I can’t even begin to think how to write my Contact List, so I make do with the Main To-do List.


Main To-do List




1. Complete ‘How to Learn to Swim To-do List’


2. Book place on the Swimmers Show motivational talk with the Boss


3. Details. Where will I live/sleep between swims? What will I eat?


4. Obtain fake passport


5. Write Contact List


6. Budget – how am I going to pay for all this?


7. Book round-the-world ticket


8. Plan escape


9. Swim the world





Items three and four give me the most cause for concern, alongside the obvious learning-to-swim bit. I’ve never been self-sufficient before and the idea of breaking the law to get a fake passport is frankly terrifying, but I can’t exactly use my own. I’m pretty sure, with technology these days, I’d be picked up within hours.


Next up is working out the timetable and how long I’ve got to learn to swim proficiently. My first swim round Dinosaur Island is at the end of July. Apart from the name and amazing scenery, I chose it because it’s fairly local and will give me a taster of what’s to come. The second swim, the Jailhouse Rock, takes place on 25th August. That one is on the other side of the world and, since I have to get there, I base my calculations on the 24th:




E* = T + 232


*Where E = Day of Escape/Exit/Exodus (delete as applicable) & T = today





With all my lists written and calculations made, I reluctantly turn to the actual task in hand. Learning to swim. There are countless step-by-step tutorials on how to do it and I spend the rest of my evening soaking up breathing rates, swimming postures and kicking techniques. I feel strangely exhilarated and can’t wait to get in the water. I even go into a daydream about how well I’ll be able to swim, now that I’ve researched it so thoroughly.




BEGINNINGS


I don’t make it to the pool the next day. Or the following three. My argument being that any kind of new habit should really begin on a Monday. And my equipment doesn’t arrive until the Saturday morning. I virtually hover by the door for the delivery, feeling so much excitement I can hardly contain it. But, when I open the giant box, there’s no chorus of angels to serenade my new beginning. Just the rip of cardboard and a slightly terrified sigh from me.


Then my first swim, having spent so much time triple-checking plans and going over the theory, doesn’t go well. Apparently, having all the equipment and know-how doesn’t make you a swimmer. Instead, I sit on the side of the pool, literally quaking, and don’t even make it into the water.


When I said I can’t swim, I meant that I am completely terrified. You see, I had a bad introduction to it. When I was a baby, Mubla thought it would be a great idea to get one of those underwater photoshoots done. You know, the kind where they stick the baby in a tutu and drop them in the water with a photographer waiting to capture the moment. There’s a photo somewhere of me dressed in a pink net skirt, eyes wide open, bubbles streaming from my mouth as I tried to scream.


I didn’t go in the water for eight years after that. When I was nine, we had compulsory swimming lessons at school. I turned up to the first lesson, knees knocking, blubbing away in my life vest and armbands. Obviously, I got laughed out of the changing room and didn’t even get near the water. Then in Year Six, my teacher, Miss Sally, said I had to learn to swim. Something to do with the ‘school inspectors’. It still didn’t convince me to get in the water though and, since then, I’ve managed to avoid it.


Now on day five of my swimming plan – or, as I call it, barely getting my feet wet – a little old woman shuffles over and lowers herself down beside me. She’s got an intense look about her and has different coloured eyes – one blue, one green – and she’s wearing one of those weird swimming hats that has giant flowers attached to it.


“Are you getting in?” she asks.


I shrug.


“Swim here often?” she adds.


I shrug again.


We sit together for a moment in companionable silence, both considering the water. She no doubt thinking about the swim she’s about to do. Me running through the reasons why I shouldn’t get in.


“Bubble, bubble, breathe,” says the old woman suddenly.


I frown. “Eh?”


She gestures at the water. “You’re scared, aren’t you, my love?”


I nod.


“Bubble, bubble, breathe,” she repeats. “It’s a mantra lots of swimmers use. Helps them get their breathing right.”


Given I’ve got nothing else, I decide to give it a go and mumble, “Bubble, bubble, breathe,” under my breath.


The old woman cackles. “That’s the ticket! Bubble, bubble, breathe!”


We end up reciting it together, over and over, until we’re both laughing and I don’t feel quite so scared. Then the old woman grins and eases herself into the water, and, with a wave goodbye, swims off.


“Bubble, bubble, breathe,” I murmur. The words feel quite nice. Maybe I should give it a try…


*


Later, in the swimming pool café, I sit, looking down at the water, watching the swimmers pound through their laps, and I can’t help smiling. I need to tell Stella.


13 Jan


Me 17:35


I did it!


Stella 17:36


What? Told Billy he’s a douchebag?


Me 17:36


LOL. Good one. No. I sat on the bottom of the pool and blew bubbles. With all that water above me! Didn’t come up shrieking for air either


I grin at my phone, unable to contain my happiness.


Stella 17:38


OMG!


Stella 17:39


I am *exultant* for you


Me 17:40


Thanks. Positively *euphoric* here. Going to have a banana milkshake to celebrate


Stella 17:42


Enjoy. You’ve earned it. Come for dinner? Mum’s cooking your favourite…


Me 17:43


Peanut satay?! [image: Illustration] Can’t though. Mubla. Wish I lived with you…


Stella 17:43


[image: Illustration] If only! I’ll try to go on without you. Will maybe only eat half of them. As an act of solidarity you understand


Me 17:44


[image: Illustration]




DEFLATION


Mubla is on the prowl when I get home from the pool and my feelings of elation soon turn to misery.


“Where’ve you been, Lemony?”


“It’s Fig,” I mutter. “I was with Stella, if you must know.”


Mubla tuts. “Again? What about your homework?”


“It’s Friday.”


“You won’t get anywhere with that attitude, you know.” She gestures at the table where our nanny is casting an expert eye over the layout of plates, cutlery and water glasses. “Aurora needs your help, Lemony.”


But Aurora growls, “Don’t you dare touch it.” She’s got the ruler out tonight. Her exacting standards are one of the reasons Mubla continues to keep her on. And the fact that, when Jago came along six years ago, two children were more than she could handle and have a high-flying job.


“Evening, all,” announces Dab Dabs loudly. “Dinner smells delectable, darling.”


Dressed in his camel lounge jacket and favourite T-shirt with the slogan ‘I put the fun in funeral’, he beams at Mubla, while she manages a tight smile as she scrutinizes him with a perfectly arched eyebrow. “Tom. I see you’ve made your usual effort. I thought the beard was coming off after Christmas?”


Dab Dabs grins back. “I could always go and shave now?” This earns him an eye roll.


“And let the food spoil?” mutters Mubla. “No, thank you.”


Dinner is a stilted affair. Mubla’s not a fan of conversation. We’re not allowed to look at our phones at the table either and I think Aurora’s dying inside with nothing to say. I know how she feels… Jago sits looking at his plate in miserable silence, a deep frown burrowing beneath his floppy blond fringe.


“Eat up, darling,” says Mubla brightly. But Jago harrumphs, lifting his little shoulders up round his ears, then letting them fall with his arms stubbornly folded across his chest.


“No?” she asks, her smile temporarily falling. “No,” she answers her own question and nods at Aurora to make him a sandwich. Then, with peanut butter smeared round his face, Jago starts nattering about a history book on the Second World War that he’s been reading.


“My grandfather was a spy, you know,” says Dab Dabs. “Parachuted into enemy territory and ordered to obtain secret information.”


“Epic,” murmurs Jago, his face alight with curiosity. “Was he any good? What did he find out? Was he ever caught?”


Dab Dabs frowns. “Er … no. But he wouldn’t ever speak a word of what he found out afterwards. That’s code of honour for you.”


“I think I’d make a good spy,” says Jago dreamily.


“I’m sure you would,” I laugh. “Bet you could read my mind if I let you.”


Jago grins and I cross my eyes, sticking out my tongue.


“Lemony, don’t do that,” says Mubla, fixing me with her disapproving glare. “I have news for you actually.”


And then she drops her bombshell. I should have been prepared really. Because, as soon as I start to feel a bit more positive, something negative always comes along to redress the balance, and I’m back to teetering on the brink of anxiety.


“I’ve enrolled you in the Old Mare Am Dram Society,” she tells me. “Starts the first Saturday in February.”


I stare back, literally screaming inside my head. Why is she still trying to take over my life?




TORPEDOES


E = T + 213


It’s been two long weeks of visiting the pool every day and my patience is finally wearing thin. I haven’t made any progress beyond blowing bubbles at the bottom of the pool. What’s wrong with me? I know all the theory and I know I’ve got the strength, but, when I try to lift my feet off the floor, it’s like they’re stuck in concrete.


The next step in the tutorial says to make like a torpedo and push off from the edge of the pool into the middle. But, since that requires me to lift my feet off the ground and not hold on to anything, I can’t do it. My breath is stuck in my throat and I end up retching at the side of the pool.


It’s at this precise moment Mubla decides to make her usual check on my whereabouts, and my phone, which I’ve left with my towel, rings loudly.


“What?” I snap, when I answer the call.


“Lemony. That’s no way to answer the phone. Least of all to your mother.”


“Sorry, Mubla,” I say, gulping down my frustration. “Hello, Mubla. How are you?”


“That’s better. And I’m fine, thank you for asking. Where are you?”


“At the pool,” I answer, quickly adding, “Stella wanted to swim. I’m just watching.”


Mubla snorts. “I was going to say. You can’t swim! And are you doing your homework while she’s in there?”


I frown. “Er … no?”


“Come off it, Lemony,” says Mubla. “You’re wasting your precious time in a swimming pool of all places? There’ll be plenty of time for that sort of thing when you’ve left education.”


She goes into her usual long lecture about how I’ve got to make myself stand out from the crowd, give myself the edge, or I’ll never get a decent job. All the while, I’m standing there, shivering in my swimsuit, my goggles pressed firmly to my face. I’d be tempted to laugh at how ridiculous I must look if they didn’t hurt so much.


“No phones in the pool,” says the lifeguard approaching me.


“Sorry, Mubla,” I say, interrupting her. “That’s Stella. I’ve got to go. I’ll see you at dinner time!” And I end the call before she can protest.


“How are you getting on with your swimming?”


I look down into the multicoloured eyes of that little old woman. She’s smaller than I remember and I tower above her.


“Oh, hi,” I say.


“Sage Olander,” she answers, offering me her hand.


“Fig Fitzsherbert,” I reply.


Sage beams. “Hello, Fig. So?”


It’s at this point that I break down in tears and tell her how badly I’m doing and she ushers me into the changing rooms. Before I know it, I’m sitting in the café having a piece of cake thrust in front of me.


“What’s wrong, my love?” asks Sage, resting her hand on mine.


“I can’t do it,” I sob, my bottom lip wobbling like mad. “It was a stupid resolution. I’m never going to be able to swim.”


“Ah,” she replies. “The age-old New Year’s resolution quandary. You do realize most people give up on them.”


I nod miserably. “Yes, but my mother never allows it.”


“Is this her resolution?” asks Sage.


“No. It’s mine.” I begin to sob again, feeling hopeless. “But I can’t do it.”


“You can,” says Sage. “And you will. But Rome wasn’t built in a day. You’re here, in the water. That’s your biggest hurdle. It might only seem like a mini victory but you’ve got to take your triumphs where you can get them. Maybe stop trying so hard, Fig. It’s supposed to be fun, isn’t it? Give yourself the week off. Have a think about how much you really want this.”


Deep down I know she’s right but it takes me until Saturday to work it out. Cue Stella to the rescue.


*


“Are you coming in then?” she calls.


“Give me a minute,” I say.


I stand there for at least ten. As usual, my breath is stuck. I try to yawn and end up gagging as my throat constricts with panic.


Bubble, bubble, breathe.


Slowly, the words begin to take effect and I manage to take a deep breath. Then a little girl suddenly jumps into the water beside me. She makes an almighty splash, which scares the life out of me. But, when she comes up for air, her eyes aren’t frightened at all. They’re filled with energy, like she’s just had the biggest buzz of her life. Maybe I can do it…


With another deep breath and a call of, “Get a bloody move on,” from Stella, I jump in. It isn’t a pretty sight. I forget to hold my nose and a ton of water goes up it. I come up, gasping for air, with snot bursting out of me and a spout of water shooting out of my mouth, because I tried to breathe too soon and now have a lungful of chlorine-flavoured, and God-knows-what-else, water.


The fearless little girl swims over to me and asks in her cutesy baby way if I’m OK. I can’t answer because I’m still gagging.


“Are you a mermaid?” she asks.


I shake my head.


“I think you are,” she giggles. “You just have to think like one.”


“How does a mermaid think?” I want to ask but she’s already swum over to her mum. Without armbands!


“You’re in!” shrieks Stella. “Now what?”


“Torpedo into the middle,” I reply.


“OK. Let’s bomb the crap out of this pool then!”


I giggle nervously. “Stella,” I hiss. “You can’t talk like that here.”


“Oh, don’t be such an old fogy!” laughs Stella. Then she dives under the water away from my swipe.


Before I know it, I‘ve dived after her. She’s swimming away from me, still managing a big grin under the water, and I kick my legs quickly to try and catch her. I don’t manage it for long because I suddenly realize what I’m doing and swallow half the pool again.


“Flip! You did it,” shrieks Stella. “Fig! You did it. You just swam.”


“Did I?”


Stella nods rapidly. “Yeah. You really swam. Kicked your feet and everything.”


“Flipping heck…” I gasp. “I swam!”


And that’s it. It’s like a switch has been flicked on and I’m no longer scared to lift my feet.




WISHFUL THINKING


Perhaps buoyed by my success in the pool, I decide to try convincing Mubla to cancel the looming drama class, deeming my best moment to be after Sunday lunch, when she’s had a glass of red wine.


“Mubla,” I say in my sweetest, most conciliatory voice. “Can I talk to you about something?”


“Your drama class starts next week,” she replies, as if reading my mind.


“Yes,” I say. “About that. I’m not sure…”


“Lemony,” interrupts Mubla. “You know the rules on resolutions. No giving up. It’s little wonder succeeding at them isn’t your strong point.”


“That’s because they’re yours not mine.” Actually, I don’t say that because that would start a row. Instead I remain silent. Like I always do. My resolve crushed, as usual, by Mubla.


“It’s a three-hour class,” she says. “I’ll take you. I need to make sure you go. Oh, actually…” She frowns. “Scratch that. I have a meeting at work. Tom. Can you do it, please?”


Dab Dabs looks up with that vacant expression he uses when he doesn’t want to engage with the conversation. “Hmm?”


“Acting classes,” snaps Mubla. “You’ll take Fig next week, won’t you?”


“Oh. Yes. Of course,” he replies, sending me a sympathetic look, which I return with a miserable scowl.


“What’s wrong with you?” asks Mubla, catching it.


“I don’t want to go,” I moan. “I’d rather see Stella. I’m tired.”


“Perhaps, if you spent less time socializing and more time focusing on your studies, you might have more time to sleep. What’s Stella doing texting you at ten o’clock at night? And in that weird coded language you insist on using. What does WTAF stand for anyway?”


“You’re not allowed to look at my phone. You promised after last time. Dab Dabs,” I say loudly, “you said you’d have a word with her. She’s not allowed to look at my phone.”


“And who’s she?” snaps Mubla. “The cat’s mother? Less of that rudeness, thank you.”


“You’re the one who’s being rude,” I argue. “Dab Dabs!” This time I prod him sharply in the arm. “Tell her.”


Dab Dabs glances uncomfortably between us. “Now, Wendy,” he says, clearing his throat, “we did promise...”


“I did no such thing,” retorts Mubla, her face colouring slightly.


“Yes, you did!” I yell.


Dab Dabs rests his hand on mine. “Fig. There’s no need to shout. That won’t get us anywhere. Wendy. Darling. Fig’s fifteen. Don’t you think it’s time we trusted her just a smidge more?” He says this with a wink and a smile, as if that’s going to change her mind.


Mubla shakes her head unwaveringly.


I growl my frustration. Thank goodness I’ve deleted any messages where I might have mentioned my resolution. I need to remain vigilant.


“Fine, I won’t use it then,” I say. “I’ll turn it off. Then you won’t be able to ring me at all. Just think about that, Mubla. No more daily five p.m. phone calls…”


I can see her wrestling with this and, for a moment, I feel victory within my reach. That is until Mubla says, “Fine. Then I’ll send Aurora to pick you up from school and see you home.”


“Wendy,” mutters Dab Dabs.


“And what about Jago’s clubs?” I reply, thinking quickly. “You’ve got him doing something every day of the week. Are you going to take him to them while Aurora is being my prison guard?”


“You’re not a prisoner, Lemony,” snaps Mubla. “Aurora is your nanny. And besides you know I’m at work. I can’t possibly be in two places at once. You’re being ridiculous.”
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This girl is making waves
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