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Chapter One


Word: Blunder (noun or verb)


I’m sitting at my desk, staring into the webcam with my heart racing. ‘So, there you go. As you can see, it takes a bit of time and effort, and a helping hand…’ here I nod to Anjali who waves manically for the camera ‘…but I hope you think the end look is worth it. Bye, guys, and see you soon for some more amazing looks.’ I lean forward and stop recording. Then, and only then, do I relax my smile. ‘Cut. And chill.’ I stand up, stretch and throw myself back on my bed, narrowly avoiding Kate and my menagerie of soft toys. ‘That was intense.’



Kate finally looks up from her book. ‘Oi, you’ve made me lose my page. Intense? That’s a bit over…’



Anjali tuts as she wipes down the make-up brushes. ‘Don’t listen to her, Tulip. She just doesn’t get it.’



I sit up, my heart still getting back to normal after the last twenty minutes of adrenaline. ‘Not many other vloggers do that, you know. They spend ages editing videos to get them perfect. I just…’




‘We just,’ Anjali interrupts, letting down her hair so that when she goes home her parents don’t see either her undercut or the fact that she’s dyed a huge section of her hair purple.




‘We just created magic in twenty minutes. Live. Mistakes and all.’




I can see that Kate’s still not impressed. ‘But it’s just…’



Leaning over, I put a finger to her lips. ‘Don’t say those words. Kate, you are better than this. Thousands of people just watched me commune with my art. So don’t you go and ruin the moment by saying “but it’s just make-up”.’



‘Well, I think you look awesome,’ Anjali says, and looking in a mirror I agree. My boring, bland face has been transformed into a mask of glitter, flowers and gems. A perfect festival look. If only I had any hope of going to a festival or anything else so exciting. My next social engagement is double maths.


‘How many views so far?’ I ask Anjali.


‘Hundreds. Look at all your likes.’



I watch the number under my post move up and up and up. Every one of them means that someone has taken the time to like my work. To like me. It feels like a little hug, giving me a warm glow.


‘Great. At least that will keep Mum happy. She starts hassling me if my reach doesn’t increase. She’s obsessed with my metadata.’ Mum is a bit – zealous – that’s a good word and I do love my words. She keeps a spreadsheet to track how popular I am on all my social-media sites.


Kate peers at me over her book. ‘Don’t take this the wrong way but your mum is a bit weird.’



‘I totally agree. Any ideas on how to change her will be gratefully received. But she never listens to me and, to be honest, I like doing the videos, so I don’t mind. It’s cool.’



Kate thinks about what I’m saying. ‘I know but…’



Anjali, whose phone has just vibrated, interrupts us with a gasp and then a very loud squeal. ‘Lads. Lads. Lads.’



Kate and I share a glance. What news has our gossip queen heard?


‘What is it this time?’ I start playing with the make-up removal bottle though I can’t bear to take it off just yet. ‘Has Simon Brodie realised that he’s been dumped? Surely he’ll realise that Lorna hasn’t spoken to him for a month soon.’



‘No, oh no, this is so much better than that.’ Anjali leans back, squinting at her phone.


By now, Anjali has got what she wants. Both Kate and me are gazing at her, desperate to find out the latest news.


‘Well?’ I say. ‘Come on. Spit it out, or do I need to use force to get you to talk?’ I grab the nearest thing to hand, my huge dictionary that always takes pride of place next to my bed.


Kate bats it away. ‘Put it down, you’ll knock someone out with that thing. I mean I love a good read, but you are way too obsessed with that book. Can’t you read something with – you know – a story?’



I put down the dictionary gently and dust down its cover. ‘Don’t listen to her,’ I whisper to it. ‘I wouldn’t really throw you at Anjali. You might get hurt.’



Anjali and Kate are now staring at me. ‘Am I doing it again?’ I ask.


‘If by “it” you mean talking to inanimate objects, then yes,’ Kate says. ‘But…’



I grab Mr Snowy and throw him at her instead. She squeals which is a bit of an overreaction to being hit with a fifteen-year-old soft toy.



‘Will you both stop!’ Anjali is now on her feet and squawking. She shoves her phone under my face. ‘This is more important. This is starting at our school tomorrow.’




Kate and I scrabble to get the phone. I, of course, win.


‘Show me! What is it? I want to see.’ Kate sounds just like one of the twins now. I forgive them normally, given that they are five.


I keep staring at the screen as Kate finally gets a look. ‘Oh, now he is pretty. He is really pretty. He is so boy band. Who is he?’



Loving the fact that she has now got our full attention, Anjali starts to explain. ‘Okay so you know Precious – her mum works in the school office?’



‘Yes, of course we do. We’ve been friends with her since Year Three.’



‘Okay, Precious’ mum told her that there’s this new boy starting tomorrow. At our school. And this is him.’



I look at him again. He looks older than us, shinier. Deep brown eyes, so dark they could be black. Brown hair with a hint of gold that falls in just the right way. Cheekbones you could cut yourself on. Lips that curve in a way that makes me jealous. How can any human be so naturally gorgeous? I mean it would take me ages and lots of very careful contouring to create that cheek effect. I can’t stop looking at him; my fingers wander towards the screen to brush his virtual cheek.


‘Tulip. Tulip. Back off.’



‘What?’



‘You were drooling. Not cool.’



Anjali takes the phone back and actually checks for saliva.


‘Sorry. But he is lovely.’



Anjali looks at me with scorn. ‘He’s more than lovely. He’s tabasco sauce hot and then some jalapeno on top of that.’



Kate peeks too. ‘I agree. I think he’s lush. What do you think, Tulip? You must have a better word than lovely.’



I stare again and think hard. ‘I’d say he was pulchritudinous.’



They both roll their eyes at that.


‘I’m not even going to ask,’ Anjali says. ‘Kate, you shouldn’t encourage her. She’s not normal. Anyway, there’s more,’ she continues. ‘His name is Harvey McManus.’



Kate grimaces. ‘Harvey’s a cute name but McManus is a bit of a mouthful.’ She lies down on the bed and goes back to her book.


‘Hang on,’ I say. ‘Isn’t that the name of that guy who’s opened an outdoor centre up in the hills?’



‘Yes,’ says Anjali, ‘you are correct. You get all the bonus points in this round. His father is Hugh McManus.’



‘Yuk.’ Kate sits up. ‘Isn’t he the guy from TV that makes people drink their own wee? I’d rather die.’



‘I’m with you, sister,’ I agree. ‘Yes, he does a kind of show, doesn’t he, where he dumps people in the wild and they have to fend for themselves.’



‘That’s the man,’ Anjali says. ‘TV star. Wilderness expert. And his son is coming to our school.’



There’s silence. I’m pretty sure that all three of us have the same image in our minds – our shabby, grey school, always shrouded in cloud, and at least a hundred miles from anything interesting.


We all turn to each other and say at the same time. ‘But why?’



Just as we are about to dissect the most interesting thing that has happened since Amy Dutton bit Tyler Leach to prove that she was really, truly a vampire, Kate suddenly says, ‘Is the record button supposed to still be on red?’



I flap a hand at her. ‘I turned it off. It’s not red.’



‘Tulip…’



‘What?’



‘It’s definitely red. I know what the colour red looks like and this is red. I think you’re still recording.’



Finally, I turn away from the image of Harvey on Anjali’s phone. ‘Look, I know what I’m doing. I’ve done this hundreds of times. I turned it…’



The screen of the computer shows us talking. The webcamera’s light is on. It’s red. I’d go so far to say that it’s vermillion. So, we’re still live.


As I squeal, launching myself across the room to turn the camera off, a word comes to mind. A pretty rude one. So much for me knowing what I’m doing… Stupid, stupid Tulip.
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Hector: Yo bruv. Nervous for your first day with the savages?



Bro. Bro. Don’t go cold on me. I know I’m the favourite son, but you don’t need to be so salty about it.



Harvey: Stop talking like you’re a road man. You sound ridiculous.




Hector: Whatevs. You need to know the right slang, man. That’s how they’ll all be talking. Or grunting. Everyone back at school is dying to hear about it. Especially the girls. I want the lowdown on the chavviest girl you can find. You know the type. Thick. Eyebrows like slugs. All that ridiculous make-up.




Harvey: I’m not going there to socialise. I’ll just do the hours and then get out as quickly as possible.




Hector: That’s your plan? No human interaction? You do know that you’re weird and you let the family name down? McManuses need to be Alphas, not zeroes. Anyway, it would be a waste of an opportunity to study the lower orders in their natural habitat. You’ll never rub shoulders with the like of this lot again. Unless you disappoint Dad for a second time.




Harvey: You do know that it was my choice to go there. Not that I’m intending to hang out with them much, but they might be alright.




Hector: HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA



YOU ARE IN HICKSVILLE. CHAVLAND. They will tear you to pieces unless you show then that you are a superior being (though obviously not as superior as me as I am the chosen son). The girls will fall at your feet. Just project confidence and bring them to order. Then collect the spoils of war.



Harvey: It’s just a school. With kids my age in it. Stop making such a big deal.




Hector: Harvey. Listen to your big bro. Do I ever get bullied? Do I get hot girls? Do I ever show weakness? Do I get what I want? Does Dad love me more than you? If you want to survive in Chavland, then you need to do one thing.




Harvey: What’s that?




Hector: Kill shy, nice Harvey with the puppy dog eyes who gets nervous around people. Be More Hector and you will carry all in your path. Think about it. Maybe things didn’t work out for you at our school because you were always in my shadow. I mean no one can compete with Hector McManus. I was named for a Greek god after all, whereas you were named after Grandmama’s favourite brand of sherry. So, repeat after me: Be. More. Hector. You know it’s true. Laugh at them and then they’ll know that you are superior.



Harvey?


…



Harvey?


…



Loser. You won’t last one day unless you do what I’m telling you. Be. More. Hector.














Chapter Two


Word: Auspicious (adjective)


‘Tulip, come on. If we’re late again, she’ll turn us into toadstools or something.’ Kate’s voice gets particularly high-pitched when she’s scared. And she’s scared of Ms Regan. Which is fair enough but I’m more scared of being seen without my face looking perfect. Kate bangs on the scruffy toilet door but I’m safely on the other side, scrunched up on the toilet seat with my bag of magical tricks and potions safely on my lap. I sigh, as I try desperately to repair the damage that forty minutes of hockey in a freezing Pennine March wind has done to my appearance. I mean I quite like running around with a wooden implement in my hands – it brings out the inner warrior. But now the inner warrior needs to be transformed into a bronzed goddess with precision-engineered eyebrows.


‘I’ll be a minute. I mean, you can’t be the teen queen of make-up vlogs and be seen in real life with a shiny face. It would be bad for my brand as Mum would say.’



Outside I can hear Kate and Anjali muttering. ‘I can hear you, you know,’ I remind them. ‘I know you think I’m being ridiculous. You might not mind going au naturale to lessons but it’s not for me.’ The thought of being seen without my mask of primer, foundation, concealer, bronzer, highlighter, mascara, eye shadow, lipstick (matte of course), eye liner and finishing powder AND fixing spray makes me shudder.


‘And that Harvey is going to be in our English lesson. He can’t see me like this first time.’ I wave my hand at the bulging bag that’s threatening to fall over in my lap. Then it strikes me that they can’t see this gesture so it’s a bit pointless. ‘It takes time to achieve natural beauty.’



‘Um, I think natural beauty is a bit of a paradox in the current…’ Kate starts.


‘Stop whining,’ I interrupt, ‘…and I’ll be done. You know I can do this quickly.’ She mutters something under her breath and thumps the door with what sounds like a particularly thick book, but she stays like I knew she would. I try to distract Anjali by moving on to her favourite topic. ‘So, Tiffany told me that the new boy…’



‘Stop right there. Tiffany knows nothing. I have all the info.’



‘Well then…’



‘Rumour has it he had to leave his last school because he threw a javelin at a teacher.’



‘I heard that he looked a bit nervous in form this morning,’ Kate suggests.


Anjali clearly takes offence. ‘That’s not likely. Why would someone who’s clearly an athletic psychopath be nervous about coming here?’



‘The bit I still don’t understand is why the son of a TV star is coming to this dump?’ I’ve laid down the base now and I’m on to the eyes, but I still need time, so my question is completely there to hook Anjali in.


Anjali is now fully warmed up to her topic. ‘That remains a mystery. But I will find out. Do you think he knows we were talking about him?’



I shudder at the thought. I mean I’m sure he’s not a great watcher of make-up tutorials, but it would be pretty embarrassing if he found out. I deleted the bit at the end when we were talking but even so, maybe thousands of people were still watching. Suddenly I don’t need any blusher. It’s not that we said anything awful after all, just that he was hot. And he is. Or at least he seems to be in that photo. It’s more that I hate the idea of a private conversation being heard by loads of other people – strangers at that. That bit was not for public viewing at all.


‘Let’s not talk about that. What else do you know?’



She shuffles. ‘Not much more really. He went to a boarding school, though.’



Kate says, ‘Like Hogwarts? I bet it had an awesome library.’



I can only imagine Anjali’s withering stare. ‘No. No magic, all boys. Pretty strange if you ask me. He’ll probably be one of those arrogant posh boys who thinks he’s better than us.’



‘He might be nice,’ I suggest. ‘Especially if he was nervous. That doesn’t show arrogance.’



Anjali tuts. ‘Keep dreaming, make-up girl. You just think he’s the only boy round here who might actually be good enough for you. You are the closest thing to a celebrity that we have.’



Kate pipes up. ‘Oh, I hadn’t thought of that. You and him could become the new power couple on Instagram.’



‘The thought has never crossed my mind,’ I lie as I aim to line out the perfect brow. That the gorgeous son of a TV star might be a suitable boyfriend had struck me yesterday. There was something in his eyes that I liked. A rather sweet expression.


Anjali starts hammering on the door. ‘Tulip, come on. No boy, son of a TV star or not, is worth missing a party for.’



‘A party? What party? Where does a party come into this? All I’m asking for is sixty seconds,’ I yell back. ‘Nothing bad is going to happen if you wait sixty seconds.’



Anjali hisses through the door. ‘Tulip. If you put as much energy into your make-up as you do into talking we’d be done by now. At parents’ evening last week, I had to sit there while Ms Regan told my parents that you were a bad influence on me and that I was constantly late to lessons because of you. If I’m late again, then Mum will ground me. And you and I both know she means it. There’s Ravi’s party next week. I have been promised boys. Fit boys. Not from this school. I. WILL. NOT. RISK. GROUNDING. Come on, Kate. Let’s go.’



I can hear moving. ‘You’re not going? It’s like a war movie. You don’t leave one of the team behind,’ I plead.


Kate opens the door, knocking my legs so that my precious bundle of beauty products starts to wobble. ‘Anjali’s right. We can’t afford to be late again.’




‘But…’ I start to protest. ‘You’re making me walk to a lesson ON MY OWN. People will think I’ve got no friends. He’ll think I’ve got no friends.’




Anjali adds, ‘Which will be true if you keep being late all the time.’ And with that someone (probably Anjali) slams the door.


‘Haven’t you heard the term “fashionably late”?’ I shout. ‘Well, at least give her a good reason why I’m late.’



No response.


‘But I’ve got no one to talk to!’ I cry. I hate being on my own, so I talk to myself instead. ‘I would never leave them behind.’



At this moment, the Instant Beauty Flash starts to roll off my lap at the same time my beloved Kissable Lip Kit (that no one else in school has – in fact hardly anyone in the country has because someone sent it to my mum from America) starts to go in the opposite direction.


No. No. No. Two of my beautiful products are about to fall on the petri dish that passes for the floor. I try to grab both at once. But in the process, I lean too far forward and the whole bag on my knee starts to tip.


I get the lip kit and beauty flash. Hurrah!


But can I get the bag too?


No.


Bottles roll, containers burst, brushes hit the grimy floor. All my lovely, lovely stuff shoots off in different directions like beautifully packaged fireworks.


Squealing like a Year Six who’s seen her favourite YouTuber in real life, I stand up and grab as much as I can. The three-second rule applies to make-up surely? I’m not going to have to throw it all away, please Goddess of Cosmetics… I’m juggling expensive products. I can’t keep hold of them all. Some of them start to fall out of my arms.


Not the Kissable Lip Kit. It’s heading for the toilet bowl.


No, no, no, no, no, no.


There’s a splash. I whimper.


You guessed it – it’s gone. Lost in the scummy, suspiciously dark recesses of a school toilet.


Today is not going the way I’ve planned. Today is not – what’s the word – auspicious at all.


















Chapter Three


Word: Altruistic (adjective)


For a moment, I look at my hand. Could I really put it down there and fish it out? I mean, how much do I love that lip kit? Enough to put my hand – where – where – oh for goodness sake, I can’t even bear to think about it.


The answer is no. I could not. I might love my make-up, but it is, of course, make-up. Something new will always come out to replace it. My cosmetics, scuffed in the dirt of the girls’ toilet, have suddenly lost their glow.



With a sigh, I round up what’s left rolling round the floor. I dust it all as best as I can and then start to wipe it down with tangerine-scented hand sanitiser. But my heart’s not in it. I might as well chuck the whole lot away. What I’ve always loved about make-up is that it’s like magic. You get all the right ingredients – they smell HEAVENLY. Then you mix them all up in the right way with a bit of skill and voilà – you can transform yourself into whatever look you want. I can make every day beautiful. When you live in a place like this, making life shiny is what keeps you going. It’s been my obsession for the last two years and keeps me connected with the big, wide, exciting world beyond the hills.



Just as I begin to consider how Ms Regan will begin to kill me – I jump as a door bangs, then rattles as if it’s been hit. Is someone after me?


‘Isabel Smellabel? Are you in there?’ It’s the soft tones (not) of Jade Montgomery. A door lifts on its hinges as she smacks the wall of the cubicle next to me. I curl up in a ball though it’s not even me that she’s after. Jade makes Year Sevens leap out of her way just with a glance and I swear I’ve even seen teachers hide in cupboards so they don’t have to deal with her. An old feeling I’ve not had for a while returns in a very unwelcome way. I touch my face, hardly even realising what I’m up to. Four years ago, in Year Six, Jade and her crowd called me ugly every day for over a year. You don’t need to be a psychoanalyst to work about where my love of cosmetics came from.


‘Isabel Smellabel. I know you’re in there with your disgusting skin. You make sure you stay in there. I don’t want to catch the plague or whatever makes you look so hideous.’ The door rattles again and then she’s gone. Phew. That one really needs anger management.


I hear crying. I need to go but I also don’t like the idea of leaving one of Jade’s victims behind. I tap softly on the ancient wooden partition.


All I get in return is a sniff.


‘Isabella?’ I say. It’s a risk beginning a conversation with a crying girl you don’t know that well. I mean, you never know what you’re getting into. But I decide the risk is worth taking. And after all, I do like to chat.


I try one last time. ‘Whatever it is, I bet you’re not having a worse day than me.’



‘You wanna bet?’ I hear the door slowly open. ‘They say you’re the queen of the makeover. Make over this.’



Intrigued, I leave the safety of my cubicle and see what horror awaits me.


‘Oh,’ I say. ‘Well,’ I say. Before me is Isabella McCormack, blessed or cursed depending on your outlook with Celtic genes that gives her skin that would make Snow White look like she’d fallen asleep on her step-mum’s sunbed and hair so bright I need sunglasses. And there’s nothing wrong with that. Nothing. Nothing at all.


It’s just that the huge red spots, the size and ferocity of super-volcanoes, really stand out.


‘They’re not that bad,’ I lie.


Isabella scowls at me. ‘They are. I hate them. I tried to stay off school today, but my dad made me come in.’



Even I think missing school because of spots is a bit of an overreaction but figure out that saying that wouldn’t be helpful under the circumstances. I begin to feel virtuous. My friends may have left me behind but I, Tulip Taylor, am better than that.


‘I can help if you like,’ I hear myself offering, even though I am going to be even later to my lesson.


‘Oh yes, please.’ Isabella looks like she’ll burst with joy. ‘Will you really?’ She turns away from me and says quietly, ‘They’re always on at me. You heard Jade. She’s spreading rumours I’ve got some contagious disease and now no one will come near me.’



‘Don’t listen to them. Okay, I’ll help but it’ll have to be quick.’ It’s funny really. Seconds ago, I was repulsed by the toilet. But here I am, applying my make-up to a stranger’s spots. For a trained expert like myself, it doesn’t take too long.


‘Here,’ I say, pushing a mirror in her direction. ‘What do you think?’



‘They’ve gone,’ she says in a voice that’s dropped in actual awe. ‘You’re a witch. You made them go away.’



‘Just cosmetics and a bit of knowhow,’ I say, though secretly I am quite proud of what I’ve done. One minute there’s a girl hiding in the toilet scared of a bully and then I, Super Makeover Girl, with my amazing powers of blending, concealing and contouring, come along and send her out into the world, all sparkly and confident. I really could change the world, you know, with my skills if only I got the opportunity.


‘Thank you,’ Isabella says, ‘but…’



‘Time to go,’ I smile. ‘Look I’d love to chat. Talking is one of my favourite occupations. Maybe message me later and I’ll run you through what I just did but I’ve got to go. I’m in so much trouble.’



‘I know.’ She’s trying to stop me going now. What is wrong with this girl? ‘But before you go, I’ve really got to tell you…’



‘Look.’ I put my hand on her hand and peel it off my arm. ‘No need to thank me. I’m just glad to spread a little happiness in the world. I’ll send you a link to my vlog.’ With that I’m off and out the door but Isabella is still shouting after me.


But I haven’t got time to listen. I have a new boy to impress with my aforementioned natural beauty. My heart is starting to pound with excitement at the thought of meeting him. Someone new, someone who might share my dream of getting out of here, one way or another. Until I’m old enough, the internet is the only way to escape.


As I walk as fast as I can without breaking into a run, I wonder what excuse Kate and Anjali have made for me.


I hope it’s a good one.


Otherwise I’m dead.


















Chapter Four


Word: Mortification (noun)


As I open the door, the lesson is in full swing and Ms Regan is attacking Destiny Richard.


‘It may surprise you, but I do know a little about the Illuminati. I also think you’ll find that people who consider the Illuminati to be a demonic force set on world domination are generally stupid. Are you stupid, Destiny?’



Ouch. Ms Regan takes no prisoners. I attempt to breeze in – big grin, confident stance, looking like I don’t have a care in a world. At the same time, I’m quickly scoping the class for this Harvey. Freya described him at form time as having ‘a face chiselled by angels’. I think this was a compliment, but I didn’t know that angels were supposed to be handy with DT tools.


Then I see him, already sitting with the loud, cool boys, making them look ordinary, and I understand.


Well, hello.


It’s like a ray of sun has pierced the clouds and picked out the chosen one. He’s just like his photo – perhaps even better in real life. He’s so tall and I see how broad his shoulders are. He is perfection. I try to see if his eyes have that thoughtful expression that was in his photo.


I flash my best, most rehearsed smile his way and await his flattered acknowledgement back. Most guys consider me pretty, so I’m confident that he’ll like me.


But he’s not smiling. He’s staring. And not in a good way. His eyes are not soft and thoughtful. In fact, he’s looking at me as if I’m the world’s biggest loser. My stomach lurches, my palms go sweaty. What is his problem? Why doesn’t he like me? He must be an arrogant posh boy after all, who looks down on us mere mortals.


Patrick Adeyemi takes one look at me and shouts out, ‘What’s the smell?’ and falls under the table as if killed by gas. Then next to him, Callum Stewart leans over and opens the windows. ‘Miss, you’ve got to save us. We’ll all die from the stench.’



I stare at Kate for an explanation and mouth, ‘What have you said?’ But she doesn’t stare back. Instead, she’s hiding behind her book. This is not good. What did she say about me? Whatever it was, New Boy is finding it all funny. He’s finding me funny and that was not part of my glorious plan.


I head to my table while Ms Regan yells at Patrick and Callum.


‘What did you say?’ I hiss at Kate.


The book wobbles a bit but doesn’t reply.


‘I know you’re there, Kate Morgan. Just because you can’t see me doesn’t mean that I can’t see you.’ I push down the top of the book, but she’s pulled her fringe across her face, so we can’t make eye contact.


‘Don’t get mad at me, Tulip,’ she whimpers. ‘Regan put me on the spot and I found words coming out of my mouth.’



‘What words?’ I don’t want to know but I also need to know at the same time.


‘You were still in the toilet and that sort of got stuck in my mind. Regan stared at me the way that she does, and I think she hypnotised me. Anyway, I said…’



‘She told the class you had diarrhoea,’ Anjali says.


Inside, I’m screaming, just like Callum who now appears to be in his final death throes, pretending to choke on his own vomit.


‘I asked you not to tell her,’ Kate cries.


‘She had to know. Honesty is the best policy.’ Anjali is enjoying this too much.


Eventually all I can manage is, ‘But she wasn’t honest. It was a lie.’



‘What was I supposed to say?’ Kate is now wailing. ‘That you were doing your make-up. And Tulip, while we’re on the subject, I hope you don’t mind me pointing out…’



‘Don’t you change the subject,’ I say. ‘We’re not finished with this. I am never going to live this down.’



‘I know,’ says Anjali, with a touch too much enjoyment.


By now Callum is a twitching corpse on the floor. But Patrick has seen the glint in Ms Regan’s eyes and has decided that sitting down and looking vaguely interested in the lesson might be a good idea if he is ever to achieve his life-long dream of becoming a dentist.


‘Tulip Taylor, you’ve finally come to join us.’ There is something vaguely hypnotic about Ms Regan. Now those icy eyes are fixed on me. I think about trying to come up with a better, different excuse, but my mind goes blank. ‘I am not interested in why you are late. The fact that you are indeed late is all that is of any importance. You have detention after school every night this week.’



I think that my interrogation is over but it’s at that moment a strange expression comes over Ms Regan’s face. She’s staring at me as if she can’t quite put into words whatever’s troubling her. I’ve never been scrutinised by a teacher quite like this. I’m like a small (I’d like to think rather cute) hamster transfixed before a boa constrictor.


‘Tulip.’



‘Er – yes, Miss?’



‘I don’t wish to make personal comments but as you have missed half of my lesson I am going to skip over the usual rules of engagement.’



‘Er – what was that, Miss?’



‘I don’t know quite how to put this but there’s something wrong with your face.’ The class explodes. Even Callum, who has been lying on the floor dead, starts to sit up and howl with laughter. New Boy looks amused and shakes his head. This is not how it was supposed to be.


My fingers instinctively move to my face. What can she mean?


Anjali ‘I’m very honest’ pipes up next to me. ‘Tulip, you only did one half of your make-up. You’ve got one eyebrow on fleek and the other’s non-existent and then…’



‘I get the picture,’ I say, though I really don’t want to. It all falls into place. I was halfway through my routine when the great cosmetic disaster happened. Then I decided to be nice to Isabella. This led to me being late so I, Tulip Taylor, queen of make-up tutorials and the empress of the selfie, have walked into class with make-up which is not only less than perfect but makes me look ridiculous. I’d rather them all think I was stuck in the toilet with – well, with what Kate said. And to think, I wanted to impress the new boy. Yup, I might as well walk right out of here and flush myself down the toilet.


‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ I hiss.


‘I tried,’ Kate returns, ‘but you wouldn’t listen.’



I feel my face go red and I reach into my bag for my make-up wipes.


‘No, no, no,’ Ms Regan says, ‘whatever you’re looking for, Tulip, you don’t need. We’ll continue with our debate and you can just listen. Unless of course, you want to contribute, as it’s a topic I believe is close to your heart.’



I stare at her in disbelief. Is the woman some kind of sadist? She’s going to make me sit here for the rest of the lesson looking like this? Her eyes seem to gleam all of a sudden and it’s not because she’s used eye-brightening gel. No, it’s because she’s taking pleasure from my humiliation.


Not cool, Ms Regan, I think. Not cool at all.


I ease my phone out to try and take a picture of myself, so I can see exactly how bad it is. It’s bad.


Callum starts to get up. ‘No,’ Ms Regan says, ‘you made the foolish decision of lying on the floor. You can stay there for the rest of the lesson.’



‘But the floor’s hard.’



‘You should have thought about that before you began to impersonate a corpse. You’re dead. Now lie there.’



Callum whimpers and goes back down on the floor.


‘Tulip, I hope you’re not getting your phone out because I would confiscate it. Put it away. Now is not the time for selfies.’ My cheeks burn again and the phone edges away. New Boy is looking at me again and I’m pretty sure he’s smirking at me now. I feel that I’ve been judged and categorised.


‘Now,’ Ms Regan continues, ‘this afternoon’s topic for debate is … Callum, do a drum roll, it’s all the dead are good for … the internet. Is it a power for good or evil?’



















Chapter Five


Word: Plagiarism (noun)


There are moans but I let out a small squeal of joy. I hate talking without having rehearsed it but at least I have all the opinions on this subject.


I put my hand up. Might as well try to get back into Ms Regan’s good books. ‘Can I start then?’



She nods. ‘As our resident blogger, it is only what I would expect.’



I hear Patrick say to New Boy, ‘Yeah, she has a channel on make-up’ and then I hear New Boy snort. This is still not going well so I leap in before I get too nervous. ‘Okay, well my starting point is that the internet is not only a force for good but the greatest techno – techno – technoligical? No – technological development ever.’ So that could be more polished, but I’ve not had time to prepare. How could I not get technological out?


Just as I’m about to continue, New Boy says, ‘Greater than penicillin? Greater than the printing press? Can you really defend that comment? How is the internet technoligical? That’s a new word on me.’



I burn with embarrassment. He’s teasing me for stumbling over words. Does he think I actually don’t know how to say it? Before I can say anything more in my defence, there’s general laughter at me again. First the eyebrows, now ‘technoligical’ – I’m never going to live this down.


Ms Regan waves a regal hand at New Boy. ‘Pray, continue.’



He leans back in his chair, shifting a bit. ‘Er, surely it’s someone else’s turn to say something.’



All of a sudden, everyone’s staring out of the window or fiddling with their hair.


‘Surely, you have an opinion,’ Ms Regan says. ‘What, for example, are your thoughts on the selfie?’



Harvey twiddles his fingers, breathes deeply and seems to mutter three words under his breath. Be. More. And I can’t catch the last one. For a moment, I think he’s going to wimp out but then he begins. ‘I think that selfies are what’s wrong with today’s society. With today’s young people. I mean it’s just pure narcissism.’



‘What?’ I spit out.


‘Narcissism. It means being in love with yourself. It’s from…’



‘The Greek myth of Narcissus who fell in love with his own reflection. I am familiar with the story,’ Ms Regan repeats and I want to shout, ‘Yes, I knew that’, but then I’d look weird.


His accent is starting to annoy me. He speaks like Prince Harry. And it’s not just that that’s annoying. He’s suggesting that a) I’m narcissistic and b) I’m too stupid to know what I am. This is not cool at all. I lean back, fix him with a glare of my own (admittedly some of the impact is lost in the one eye brow situation).


Bring it on, Posh Boy, bring it on. What have you got to say for yourself?


‘We live in a huge, fascinating, varied world full of adventure. But what do teenagers look at? A few square centimetres of glass, metal and plastic made from the world’s precious resources. The world is stripped of these to make these little boxes. Which might be okay if we then used them for the greater good of mankind.’



I am listening. You can’t help but listen because his voice is so loud. I can multi-task though so I’m also removing my solitary eyebrow while taking a selfie to check it’s all gone.


‘But what we do is use these items for a pointless activity.’ I look up again and see he’s looking at me. I see where this is going. ‘We use them for selfies.’



The class look at me and react. ‘Caught in the act, Tulip, caught in the act,’ Callum comments.


‘Get down, corpse,’ Ms Regan says. ‘Continue, Harvey.’



‘The internet seems to rule our lives. We post food on Instagram instead of enjoying it. We message each other instead of talking. We spend hours putting filters on photos instead of looking out of the window. And please don’t think I’m being sexist but we all have to admit that girls are the worst at this. I mean, come on lads, don’t you agree?’



Patrick whistles. ‘You have to admit it’s true, Tulip. You’re never off your phone.’ Harvey nods in agreement as if he knows.


This is an act of war.


A thought strikes me. Whilst I disagree with all he’s saying, he is putting his points pretty well. Suspiciously well. After the girls left, I spent quite a while googling his dad. Okay, I should have been doing homework, but I do like a bit of procrastination. I ended up watching some TED talk that his dad delivered. And now I’m experiencing déjà vu.


‘What is better – a life spent looking at a small screen, sending out fake images, wasting time on fake friendships. A life lived in pixels and megabytes. Or a life spent out there – for real. In the wild, real world.’ He nods.


Two girls on the front row applaud him.


Even Callum dares to sit up and contributes, ‘That’s deep, man, that’s deep.’



Ms Regan shouts at him, ‘Dead, Callum, you’re dead. The dead don’t speak.’



Kate whispers, ‘He seems nervous.’



‘Don’t be ridiculous, he’s the most arrogant person I’ve ever met,’ I say, not looking up.


‘If you looked up from your phone, you might actually see what I mean. He’s shaking. You’ve just judged him already.’



‘That’s harsh. I think you’ll find that he’s judged me. Ha.’ Something interesting pops up on the screen. I put my hand up.


‘An excellent and refreshing contribution there, Harvey.’ Ms Regan sees my hand up. ‘What is it, Tulip?’



‘Can I respond? The debate’s not over yet, is it?’



A flicker of confusion spreads across her face. ‘If you insist. I thought you might have had enough attention for today.’



Nick slaps Harvey on the back, ‘You’re cool, man. You need to lose that accent but you’re cool. You can hang round with us if you like.’ Then Nick goes for that annoying man hug.



This time I need to say what I want to say without any mistakes, so I do what I always do when I’m nervous – internally, I recite a list of my favourite words. Shrike, sunfish, viniferous, pernickety. Deep breath. And then I begin.



















Chapter Six


Word: Confrontation (noun)


It’s my turn in the spotlight, Posh Boy.


‘I would like to contradict some of these comments. For lots of reasons. I mean, not having a phone is social suicide for any modern teenager. But we’ve heard how girls spend all their time taking selfies as if that’s the worst thing in the world.’



I pause for effect. ‘Really? Really? Taking a photo that you’re proud of is the worst thing in the world that you can imagine? Believe me, I can imagine a whole lot worse. I’m sure most girls can. As girls, our appearance is judged every second of the day. We’re surrounded by perfect, airbrushed photos in adverts of what we’re supposed to look like. We walk down the street and boys and men…’ I stare at Harvey, who’s suddenly looking less confident than before ‘…they think that it’s okay to comment on what we look like. As if our whole purpose is to get their approval. So, when I take selfies I do it for this reason. To take back control. It’s me saying, “This is what I look like. And I’m proud of it.” It’s a way of boosting self-esteem.’
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