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For Dad.
In the words of Pink Floyd: wish you were here.
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You can listen to the Ellie Pillai is Brown album by scanning in the link below and enjoy hearing Ellie’s songs come to life!


There are song chapters throughout the story that reference specific songs on the album so we’d recommend listening to each song when it appears in the book, but it’s totally up to you!
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I


Going Down
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‘Won’t you love me?’ she cried out to the man in the yellow mac.


My name is Ellie. Ellie Pillai. And these are the words I find myself writing over and over, whenever I have a piece of paper and a pen to hand. I don’t know why. Maybe I believe one day I will find unrequited love with a fisherman from a 1950s poster, or one of those hipster types with an ironic moustache and a penchant for Scandinavian clothing. Whatever way you look at it, my subconscious is telling me that this man is going to be rejecting me, possibly even running away from me, with his mac flapping in the breeze like a giant yellow eagle. And I can well believe that to be true, because I’m the kind of weirdo that writes things like ‘Won’t you love me?’ and ‘man in the yellow mac’ over and over again on my science test, scribbling the words in all different shapes and sizes, like the world’s worst calligrapher. I suppose I am a little bit weird, but then, aren’t we all, just a little bit?
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I’m stood in front of the mirror, staring at my reflection, when I hear it. The Rolling Stones, ‘Lies’. It’s sort of brilliantly manic. A mash of guitars fighting each other over the sound of Mick Jagger screaming about lies and dirt and mouths and dripping.


I stare at my mouth and wonder whether it’s possible to see actual lies. Whether they have a tangible shape, or feel. Whether the reason I don’t feel hungry this morning is because my mouth is full of Dripping Dirt Lies and the fear of being Found Out, or whether my stomach’s just churning at the thought of one of Mum’s back-to-school lectures. Mick keeps intermittently screaming at me, as if that’s somehow helpful, as if I didn’t already know about lies and dirt and mouths and dripping.


Oh. God.


The guitars feel a bit like they’re flying. Like they’re soaring above me, and I’m watching them speed away like birds.


I study my face carefully, analysing every feature.


Skin – Brown.


Eyes – Brown.


Lips – Pinkish brown.


Nose – Small, sharp, brown.


Eyebrows – Black. Forming one long arc across my entire forehead unless rigorously plucked daily.


Me – Brown. Obviously.


I never used to think that much about the way I look. Because before high school, being small, brown and not exactly the same as everyone else was OK. It even once earned me a stalker (by which I mean a boy once asked me out, prompting my father to report him to the school as a stalker and potential serial killer). Before high school, being me seemed simple. Turn up, be yourself, go home, repeat.


But then it happened. The day I awkwardly turned up at a new school, my shoes two sizes too big. High school was just different somehow. The stakes so much higher. The expectation that you should know exactly who you are, and exactly what you stand for – as though I should have an opinion on topics as wide-ranging as: how tanned is too tanned (brown, according to Addy McQueen, is the ‘wrong kind of tan’), or who’s cuter, [insert random teenage Disney person] or [insert random faux Rock God]. I mean, if I had to choose, random faux Rock God – because at least he or she is imitating something I can remotely connect with. It’s like I’m fifteen and I’m a personal brand now, instead of just a person. And my brand isn’t the one you’d buy. It’s definitely not the one you’re posting on Instagram, expecting it to be followed by a million likes. It’s more like the brand you get in the sale section of your mum’s favourite shop, the one you don’t really fancy, but it’s there, and seems like the sensible choice. And that’s me really. Somewhere between invisible and not very cool. And usually, I’m OK with that.


But today feels different, and I’m not sure why. Maybe because it’s the first day back at school after the summer. The year I start my GCSEs. And everything I’ve spent the last year and a half trying to hold together feels like it’s suddenly and unceremoniously about to come unstuck.


I take out the kohl eyeliner, which has only ever succeeded in making me resemble a panda, and attempt to line my eyes. I’m going for French Girl Cool, but it’s coming off more Bear Native to South Central China. However much I try, I just can’t seem to master the art of this make-up stuff.


‘ELLIE! You’re going to be late!’ Mum knocks on the door emphatically, causing me to lose control of the pencil.


‘I’m coming!’ I jump as she pokes her head through the doorway. But of course, Mum’s wearing eyeliner, and of course, hers is perfect. Because Mum’s face is perfect. Even when I know she’s been up half the night working and generally proving she can Have It All and still be Better Than Me at everything.


‘Do you need help with that?’ she asks, frowning.


‘No,’ I say, turning back towards the mirror. ‘I’ll be down in a minute.’


As she leaves the room, I try not to let Mick Jagger get to me. Apparently, I’m a dirty Jezebel.


I nudge my foot against the Rolling Stones album and push it over in retaliation.


Mick responds by suggesting I go to hell. Which seems rude.


All right, Mick, I think, trying not to wonder how Mum gets those perfect sixties eyeliner flicks, when once again I resemble an animal with an insatiable appetite for bamboo. I take your point, OK?


So, I may have told a lie – and not just about the fact I don’t need help with my eyeliner (obviously I do), but a different lie. A really tiny, other white lie (and why is it that even lies are white when they’re a better version of themselves?). But Mick, I ask you – did you have first-generation immigrant parents, who were obsessed with your future, and your opportunities, and every infinitesimal decision you ever made, because it’s not just about you, but all the generations that came before you, and the sacrifices they all made to get you here? Did you, Mick, did you?


I sigh in frustration and turn away from the mirror. Normally I love a bit of Rolling Stones. I love any and all music, and the way it transports me to somewhere else, to being someone else. But lately, it’s like the soundtrack that’s been playing in my head, for pretty much as long as I can remember, is getting louder, and brighter, and bolder, and more visible to me than ever.


Because even though I have a million and one vinyl records (which most people think makes me weird and strange and super old) I’m not actually playing any one of them right now, I just have the entire Rolling Stones camped out in my head, and Mick Jagger is shaking his hips and frankly looking a bit ancient to be trying these kind of moves, while the rest of the band plays intently beside him.


It’s pretty much the strangest thing ever, when music starts playing in your head for no reason; notes popping up like springs that can’t be suppressed, sometimes accompanied by the appearance of a brass band or string quartet, or on one particularly memorable occasion, a sixties girl group singing to my PE teacher during a game of dodgeball.


And I know we all have those moments sometimes. When we’re listening to our favourite song, or just any song, any music – and suddenly, it’s like you’re in it. In the music, in the moment, part of whatever’s happening with the melody and the lyrics, inextricably connected to it. It’s just that’s how I feel I’m living my life. In an album of those songs. Note by note. Like somehow those songs are trying to write my story. Like maybe those songs are my story.


So I can’t help but give in to the thrashing of guitars and lightly pulsing drums as I stand up and start putting on my school uniform. Dancing around my bedroom to a song no one else can hear. Nodding my head to the music and mouthing the words to myself in the mirror, followed by some air guitar when Keith takes me to the bridge.


Lies, lies and more lies – yes Mick, I know.


But after that, I might get a bit lost. Somewhere between real life and the one inside my head. Because the next thing I know, Mum is stood behind me, hands on hips, surveying me mid air-guitar solo, as I dance to absolute silence.


‘ELLIE. Ellie!!’


It’s like the needle’s been pulled off the record in my head. A sudden and abrupt interruption.


‘What are you doing?’ she asks, frustrated. ‘It sounds like a herd of elephants up here.’


‘Nothing,’ I say, grabbing my school bag, embarrassed. ‘I’m, er, going to school.’


And I attempt to ignore The Look.


‘Ellie, Dad and I need to talk to you.’


‘I can’t. I’m running late.’


She sighs.


I run down the stairs and pantomime a Late Face to Dad, who looks up and waves before calmly going back to his paper, undoubtedly grateful that whatever Mum and I are on the verge of fighting over, we no longer have time to fight over.


And the last thing I see is Mum, stood in the hallway, her mouth curled around the words.


‘But your face . . .’ she cries, as I slam the door shut behind me.




[image: illustration]


I’m halfway to the bus stop before I realise Mum’s ‘but your face’ critique isn’t a commentary on my disappointing genetics but an observation about my panda eyes. I lick my fingers and rub at them, hoping I can get the worst of it off.


But like the lie I told a year and a half ago, the black ink is clinging desperately to my skin, growing like some kind of radioactive spider’s web, or one of those beanstalks with a flesh-eating giant living at the top.


The Lie.


The Lie.


And the Panda Eye.


If only I could take it all back.


Except that I can’t, and really, I don’t want to. Because somehow it all made sense at the time. And it still makes sense. Even if it doesn’t.


Oh God. I can’t even explain it to myself, let alone my parents.


I rifle through my bag, and stare at the printout from the end of last year. My mock GCSE grades. A row of beautiful little digits that should range from 9 to 4 but include one big glaring 2, which is not the number of times I have rechecked my grade, just to be sure (that number is one million, four hundred and forty-two).


Drama. I got a 2 for drama. Which is a subject my parents have no idea I’m even taking. Mostly because they would consider it the equivalent of taking a GCSE in unicorn studies. Pointless and The Waste of a Good Opportunity.


And for Most People, this would be the tiniest of tiny white lies. An omission. Because whose parents actually care that much about one in ten subjects? Ten per cent of your overall GCSE grades (because look – I can even do maths!). A sliver of your future so small, you can forget all about it by the time they’ve forced you into doing a Law Degree. It’s just, I’m not Most People – which my friend Hayley would say is a good thing – but it’s easy to say that when you are.


In my world, taking drama and possibly, maybe, not being entirely honest with your parents about it = A Big Deal. And when you add a 2 into the equation, even Albert Einstein wouldn’t be able to work out the level of my mother’s rage (2 = MC2 x rage). Because it’s not the little rebellion I keep telling myself it is when I start sweating when questioned about my fake computer science report – it’s The Rebellion. Capital R. The kind of rebellion that leads to being sent to St Hilda’s School for Girls Who Must Be Watched, and having to wear an unflattering smock dress for the next two years while singing hymns non-ironically.


(Did I mention St Hilda’s is a boarding school? Where you get woken up at the crack of dawn to do mass in Latin?)


And that’s probably why the soundtrack in my head has started to feel so vivid lately. Like the songs are trying to drown out the voice that keeps saying THERE IS NO WAY OUT OF THIS. JUMP. JUMP. SAVE YOURSELF!!!


Because this year, I know I can’t really hide it any more. I can’t pretend I’ve got the day of my Parents’ Evening wrong again, forcing my dad to park in an empty playground and ask the caretaker why the school’s locked up, on the only day of the year my mother gets to interrogate the teachers as to why I’m just not good enough.


As I head towards the bus stop on the village green, I kick at the stones on the road; Mavis from next door eyeing me disapprovingly through her lilac curtains.


The truth is, my parents think I’m a terrible actor – and so they would never have willingly let me take drama. Not even unwillingly. Because the last time they saw me in a play I had one line of dialogue, and I was so nervous there was a bead of sweat forming on the moustache I’d bleached blonde in order to make it less noticeable. And I forgot my line and just stood there, staring at my mother, until Hayley ‘Who Wants To Be Like Most People?’ Atwell nudged me so hard I fell over. And that’s how my life is. A comedy of errors with a blonde moustache for effect. So, as you can imagine, my parents don’t really believe that drama is a subject for me. Or indeed for anyone who wants to make a living, make a difference, be useful to the world.


I have tried in vain to ask them why they go to the theatre, or why they have favourite films. How it is that stories have the power to move them. But the logic and sheer poetry of it all entirely escapes them.


When I reach the bus stop, I kick silently at the kerb, my toe tapping out a tune only I can hear. There are lies, and there is Mick Jagger screaming at you about lies, when only you can hear it.


Because I know there is no way out of this now. The Lie is out there. Creating a web of disaster I can’t avoid. But who could have known that any of this was going to happen? Not innocent Year 9 Ellie Pillai. All naive optimism. All blonde moustache and monobrow; hopeful for a different kind of Ellie Pillai somehow emerging and seizing control of everything, between then and now. I mean, I’ve seized control of my eyebrows and I’ve worked out that blonde is not a colour that blends into my skin tone – but other than that, I am very much in the spiralling out of control part of this After School Special.


I just thought at some point I’d tell them. That there would be a perfect moment, when defences were down and we were all sat quietly and non-judgementally somewhere, and I’d turn to them and say, ‘So . . . about that computer science GCSE . . . the reason I don’t know anything about algorithms and pseudo code programming (because I’m pretty sure pseudo code programming is Not a Real Thing) is that I’m not actually taking computer science, I’m taking drama . . . And I’m learning about how to approach a script by examining settings and stage direction and dialogue . . . but don’t worry, because I got an 9 in the exam, and my teacher has compared me to a young Meryl Streep . . .’


I root around in my bag for my headphones and pull them on. That was the way it was supposed to go. But Mr Grange keeps giving me roles that are effectively mute, like he thinks I belong in the age of silent film. And as good as my written work is, it just can’t pull up my technical grade. And there has never, ever, been a perfect moment, when defences were down and my parents and I were sat quietly and non-judgementally, anywhere, ever. Because judgement is the very fuel by which my family exists.


I readjust my headphones and put on the Cure, ‘Just Like Heaven’, because there isn’t much in life that song can’t fix.


Three months, Ellie Pillai.


Three months until the first drama exam.


Three months to become a confident, non-sweaty, teenage Meryl Streep. To become that Ellie. The one who’s going to seize control.


I scrub at my face as the bus approaches over the hill. I just wish I wasn’t giving myself this pep talk while visibly resembling a panda.
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It’s cold outside, but every so often, the sun breaks through the trees on the village green and dapples the light on the road. I close my eyes and offer up a silent prayer to any God: Christian, Jewish, Muslim, Hindu, Sikh – whoever’s available and listening to the pleas of a fifteen-year-old girl in a little east England village – that Rex won’t be driving the bus today.


Rex has a tendency to ‘not see me’ at the bus stop, like all my wishes for invisibility have finally come true. When he does stop, he’s weirdly passive-aggressive, making me take my bus pass out of its wallet and examining my photo like I’m some kind of potential flight risk.


One day last winter he muttered something semi-aggressively at me along the lines of ‘I suppose they’ve never even seen snow where you come from.’ And I wanted to say, ‘I’m pretty sure my neighbour Mavis, whose mobility scooter got snowed in for three days, forcing her to eat nothing but cornflakes for three meals a day, three days in a row, has seen and understands the concept of snow.’ But instead I found myself saying nothing, and trying to drown him out with the Cure, ‘Boys Don’t Cry’, in an effort not to actually cry.


But even from here, I can tell it’s not Rex. Because at this stage, he’d be getting faster: foot on the accelerator in an attempt to convince himself he was passing nothing but thin air.


As the bus grinds to a halt next to me, I examine my face in the glass. The doors shudder open, dividing me into two – like I’m leaving part of myself behind on the pavement. If only. And I can see today’s driver is Alan, who is slightly less mean but appears to hate everyone indiscriminately, which, I have come to accept, is better than hating anyone specifically.


I thrust my pass at him and walk as fast as I can to the back of the bus. When I’m sat down, I pull out my notebook and try not to think about Mum’s face. That look she gives me, like I’m nothing but a disappointment to her. Like I don’t know anything. Then I take out the pen I keep in my bag for just such occasions, and scribble down the words that seem to be writing themselves.


You tell me how
You tell me where
You tell me everything
You tell me who I should be
You don’t know anything


And this is one of the songs that I write. Music so much bolder than I am. Because sometimes the songs I hear in my head aren’t just the ones that exist already. And when I’m writing, I feel the most myself I’ve ever felt. Like I’m channelling the version of me I want to be. That I could be, maybe, one day soon.


That Ellie.


Teenage Meryl Streep Ellie.


And just when I think I’m on to something, I hear my phone buzzing.




Jessica:


trousers or skirt?





It’s clearly a trick question.




Ellie:


u look [image: illustration] in everything.


Jessica:


k . . . still need an answer tho.





I look outside.




Ellie:


skirt [image: illustration]


Jessica:


greta says [image: illustration] = climate change


Ellie:


who is greta?


JUST JOKING
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Jessica:
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Ellie:


I agree


Jessica:


with w@?


Ellie:


w/e u say


Jessica:


why r u being weird & passive aggressive?


Ellie:


um. first. day. back. at. [image: illustration]


Jessica:


will be gr8


Ellie:


if you’re u [image: illustration]


Jessica:


w/e you say GHE





And GHE is my best friend Jess’s sometimes annoying nickname for me; meaning Glass Half Empty, when actually I’m not being negative, I just have a half-empty glass. As in, not abundantly overflowing . . . as in, not as full as hers is.


The bus stops right outside Jess’s house, so every morning is a carefully calibrated timeline; nine minutes from the village green until I see her stood beside her gate. Sometimes, at a distance, I watch her walk indifferently from her front door – as if even the bus route was planned for her convenience.


And this is how most days begin. Jess and I messaging until we meet on the bus – then throughout the day, and after she gets off the bus in the afternoon, and pretty much until we fall asleep, repeat ad infinitum.


Jess is my closest friend. The Thelma to my Louise. An equation that doesn’t make sense to anyone, sometimes not even me. She’s the ‘it’ brand. The girl who saved me from social suicide by sitting next to me on the bus on our very first day of high school. Long, thick blonde hair and ice-blue eyes, limbs like a baby gazelle and a smile so white she looks like she should be in an ad for teeth whitening.


I remember asking her that day, sort of whispering it. Why are you sitting next to me? Like, maybe she’d made a mistake, and thought I was someone else. And she just looked at me – like I had something on my face. It felt weird, and awkward, so when she asked me what I was listening to I just offered her an earphone (it was New Order, ‘Blue Monday’, an excellent song for the first day of any new thing) and studiously explained that this was the song I’d choose if I was driving a getaway car. And she said, ‘What are you trying to get away from?’ and I said, ‘Life,’ and she just laughed – like the worldly eleven-year-old she always seemed to be. And that was it. She was Thelma. I was Louise.


Wherever Jess goes, people look at her. Boys look at her. Girls look at her. Babies and grandmothers and gerbils look at her. Not necessarily in that order, but they all look. She’s the most sought-after girl at school, and my job as her best friend is to organise all these boys and decide which ones are worthy of her attention. It’s not a job I like to do much, mostly because it means I have all sorts of boys trying to talk to me at totally inappropriate times. I even had one shouting at me through a toilet window once. His name was James Godfrey, and he wanted to tell me he’d just been promoted to the A side of the football team ( Jessica only dates A-siders). I wouldn’t have minded, at least he wasn’t stood right next to my face, examining my sideburns like most of them do – but I’d just started my period and wanted to put a tampon in, for which I was not, at the time, the foremost expert in my field.


Peering out the front of the bus, I can see her. Standing at the stop that is mere metres from her house. She’s wearing a skirt, and it’s possible her legs may be the length of my entire body. I stuff my notebook in my bag and try to shake off the strange feeling in my chest. I wish my legs looked like that. I wish any part of me looked like any part of her. Even Alan smiles at Jess, and Alan hates everyone.


I watch her stride towards me down the aisle.


‘Hey, E,’ she says, throwing herself down. ‘What happened to your face?’ she asks, eyes wide.


‘Does it look that bad?’ I ask, suddenly panicked.


‘No, no . . . it just looks a bit . . . cakey.’


‘Can you fix it?’ I ask hopefully.


‘Give me a minute,’ she says, reaching into her bag and pulling out a yellow snakeskin purse. She finds a cotton bud and a bottle of water and dabs at my upper and lower eyelids. Then she takes out a green liquid eyeliner and draws two perfect sixties eyeliner flicks.


‘Beautiful,’ she says, running her thumb over my eyebrows. ‘I’d kill for these brows. Here, you keep it,’ she adds, thrusting the pen at me.


‘Did you finish watching Funny Face last night?’ she continues, now the serious matter of my actual funny face is dealt with.


‘You know I’d never not finish an Audrey Hepburn film. Did you get to the end of the White Album?’


‘I got as far as that song about pigs and I just couldn’t go on. Can you listen to something more this century, please?’ Clearly, my efforts to educate Jessica on the Beatles are not progressing as hoped.


‘This decade has proved very disappointing.’


‘What about the previous decade?’


‘Still disappointing.’


‘Stop being a snob, Ellie,’ she says, rolling her eyes.


‘I’m not being a snob. I just have one thing I do better than you. And it’s music. Let me have it.’


‘Whatever,’ she says, crossing her eyes and falling back in her seat. ‘So, come on.’


‘Come on what?’ I say, batting my new green-eyeliner eyes at her.


‘Your Audrey Hepburn monologue. I know it’s coming . . .’ she says.


I pretend to be offended.


‘Audrey Hepburn? Adorable, feisty, beautiful, smart Audrey Hepburn? Pretty much perfect in every possible way Audrey Hepburn?’


‘Do you like Audrey Hepburn?’ she asks sarcastically, miming a look of fey surprise.


‘Well, so do you!’


‘There’s nothing to not like, is there? Yes, she’s gorgeous. And delicate, but strong and funny and quirky. And her clothes. The clothes . . .’


‘I knew you were a Hepburn lover.’


‘I prefer Katharine,’ she says flatly.


‘It’s a less obvious choice, but in some ways, that makes it more obvious. I’m sticking with Audrey.’


‘Can we discuss something other than your obsession with either Hepburn?’ she says resignedly. ‘If you could put as much effort into speaking to real people, living now, as you do talking about 1950s Hollywood, then I’m pretty sure you could rule the world, E.’


‘Real people? Living now? Yuck.’


She looks frustrated. The way she does when I refuse to have conversations about things that anyone other than her, Hayley and a few select people (read: people that listen to music made before 1995, and those who enjoy their films in early Technicolor) can join in with.


I guess it’s just a hangover from when my family used to watch old movies together when I was little. A mishmash of Grace Kelly films and Fred Astaire dance numbers, stuff my dad used to watch with his mum when he was little.


Since I turned six, I’ve pretty much been convinced I was born in the wrong decade, in the wrong century, probably in entirely the wrong life. I knew it the moment I watched Judy Garland sing ‘Over the Rainbow’ in The Wizard of Oz, all melancholy sadness and too-tight pigtails, looking for somewhere else to be. I felt like Judy just got it. She got me.


And I know I’ve spent too many wasted afternoons watching Doris Day films, or pondering why Stella Kowalski didn’t believe her own sister over that idiot Stanley. I’m not trying to gloss over the fact that a lot of the stuff I spend my rainy Sunday afternoons watching has no one that looks remotely like me in it; it’s just if I had to think about that fact every time I look for the non-existent brown film stars, and non-existent brown rock singers, and non-existent brown reality TV stars right now, then I would probably never leave my house. Because I’m not saying that Bollywood doesn’t count – but Bollywood doesn’t count. Because we do live other places, with other people, other than ourselves. We are, as the racists like to say, everywhere. So, why aren’t we actually everywhere? And these are the thoughts that keep me up at night, when I pore over the fashion magazines my mother is obsessed by, and I can’t see me. Or her. Or anyone that doesn’t look like either a Kardashian or Kaia Gerber. Both of whom are lovely, but not that achievable.


So, I stick to the mid to late twentieth century. Because at least it is what it is. Unashamedly. Although it means everything I grew up loving is seriously suspect. Mickey Rooney in Breakfast at Tiffany’s is a deeply disturbing parody of a Japanese man – but then Audrey Hepburn singing ‘Moon River’, all mellow-voiced heartbreak, has to be one of the most beautiful moments in cinematic history.


But sometimes it feels like that’s in everything. My dad used to read me Peter Pan – racist. I have read Charlie and the Chocolate Factory at least fifty times – racist. Dr Seuss has a seriously worrying take on gender norms (not to mention – occasionally racist) and in Back to the Future, Marty McFly was terrified of changing the future in case it made him gay. Are these attitudes worrying and highly disturbing? Yes. Should they be written out of history? Honestly, I don’t know. How do we know where we’ve got to, if we don’t know how far we’ve come?


It’s just so complicated. And emotional. History and art. What’s right? What we’re supposed to like, and what we’re supposed to separate from where it comes from.


Life is screwed up sometimes. And I don’t know if, or when, that is ever going to stop. I just know it’s stories that make me see things differently. That make me see things at all. And I find them in books, and songs and films. And they make me feel worldly, and well travelled, and knowledgeable, when really I live here, on the furthest corner of the earth from anywhere.


‘So, what’s new with the Pillai family?’ Jess asks, attempting to steer me towards a different subject.


‘Hmmm . . . Nothing very interesting . . . Granny thinks Aunty Kitty might be gay. Is that interesting?’


‘Because . . . ?’


‘Because she keeps introducing her to all these eligible young men, and she isn’t interested in any of them.’


‘How old is Aunty Kitty?’


‘Too old to be set up by Granny.’


‘Would it matter if she was gay?’ Jess asks curiously.


‘Well, no, obviously not. It’s just Granny’s a bit . . . old . . . and Tamil . . . and Catholic and you know . . . it doesn’t matter, I mean, I don’t think it does, but in my family, it would kind of matter. Not like matter so much you can’t get over it, but like matter enough that it would be a thing. You know?’


‘Not really,’ Jess says, looking suddenly bored by the conversation.


‘Anyway, she isn’t. She just doesn’t want to marry one of Granny’s moustachioed lotharios.’


‘You’re being a bit racist, E.’


‘Shut up,’ I say, shoving her.


‘So, how are you feeling about the exams?’ she asks, suddenly eager, her eyes lit up. Because this is her favourite subject, and I do not lecture her on the abnormality of this – mostly because she wouldn’t listen anyway.


‘How does anyone feel about exams, Jessica . . .’ The girl is sick. She is literally the only person, ever, to consider exam revision fun.


As my phone vibrates, I narrowly miss telling her this fact.




Hayley:


& the nightmare begins


another yr at the centre 4 disease prevention & control


Ellie:


[image: illustration]





‘Ellie, are you listening to me?’ Jess says, staring at me. ‘Who are you messaging?’


‘Hayley,’ I reply, trying to keep the phone out of view. She sits back patiently, aware that a Hayley message is best responded to immediately. Before she grows annoyed/ more annoyed.




Hayley:


u kno, the diseased nature of the ppl we are forced 2 spend our day with. the ones we try not 2 let affect the outside world


Ellie:


ur being weird. more than usual


Hayley:


w/e. addy mcqueen just left a vile comment under my vlog


Ellie:


w@ did it say??


Hayley:


[image: illustration]


Ellie:


w@ does that mean tho??


Hayley:


don’t kno but h8 her & all her kind





‘What’s she saying about Addy?’ Jess asks, craning her neck to look at my screen.


‘Nothing . . .’ I mutter.


‘Why does she think she’s better than everyone else?’ she asks irritably.


‘She doesn’t,’ I say loyally. Jess stares at me, unconvinced.


‘Addy and Billy haven’t had the easiest time of it, you know, Ellie.’ And this, I have definitely heard before. ‘You just have to get to know them. Give them a chance.’


I think about the look the McQueen sisters give pretty much everyone who isn’t Jess, or equally beautiful or popular as Jess, and wonder how she doesn’t see it. That it’s not other people not giving them a chance.


‘Not everyone has a perfect family, E,’ she says quietly.


I can feel my breath catch in my throat for a second, because my family are many things, but perfect definitely isn’t one of them. And Jess knows that. She knows how hard it’s been. What we’ve been through.


‘Sorry,’ she says, touching my hand. ‘I didn’t mean it like that. I know your family isn’t perfect.’


I put my head on her shoulder momentarily, then look down as my phone buzzes again.




Hayley:


sorry . . . not had [image: illustration] yet. cranky.


obvs don’t h8 her. just think she & all ppl like her r shallow socialites who’ll bottom out after high school. hpy monday!


Ellie:


k, cranky . . .





I guiltily shove the phone into my bag, hoping Jess didn’t get a chance to read that last comment. It’s a thinly veiled reference to her, and I know it. Even though Jess is incredibly smart, kind and really not a shallow socialite at all, Hayley can’t get over the fact she’s friends with Addy McQueen. Addy McQueen who put toilet paper in her bag in Year 8 and booed her in the school play. And even though Hayley, being Hayley, literally made Addy cry when she explained how toilet paper was a perfect analogy for Addy’s life, I know how much it hurt her; and given Jess is friends with her, I don’t think she can see the difference between them.


‘Anyway, this year isn’t about any of that,’ Jess says, squeezing my arm and ignoring anything she may or may not have seen on my phone. ‘This year is the beginning of the rest of our lives, Ellie. GCSEs. A levels. University. Life! We can be anything we want.’


‘And you’re going to be a doctor,’ I say proudly. She looks fierce and yet somehow vulnerable. She wants it so much. I can’t imagine wanting anything as much as Jessica wants to be a doctor.


‘That’s the plan,’ she says, squeezing my thigh. ‘And you’re going to be . . .’


‘Unemployable?’


‘Don’t be silly, E. You’re brilliant at loads of things. You just need to work out which one you want to focus on.’


‘I didn’t get seven 9s and three 8s in my mocks, so I probably won’t have as many options as you do.’


‘I know I can do better,’ she says, frustrated.


‘Ugh, why are we friends again?’ I say, pinching her.


‘Ow!’ she laughs, wriggling away from me. ‘Because you need to borrow my notes? Listen, Ellie,’ she says conspiratorially. ‘This is going to be our year. The year it all starts happening for us.’


‘OK,’ I agree all too readily. Because I want to believe it’s possible. That this is the year things will start to feel different, less like something’s missing. This is the year I’ll stop pretending I don’t exist. Either way, big things, exciting things, don’t happen to people like me. They happen to people like Jessica. Special people. The most exciting thing I’m likely to say when I get older is, I knew her, once.


I pull my notebook out and surreptitiously carry on writing, while Jess sits staring impatiently out of the window.


You tell me that I run
But what else can I do?


‘Ellie,’ she says, turning to me enthusiastically. ‘We’re here.’


I look out of the window at the mass of architecturally designed boxes before me. School. I tuck my notebook and pencil away in my bag.


Here goes nothing.




[image: illustration]


Like me, our school isn’t exactly attractive. It’s squat, square and something apparently architecturally interpreted as modern. Which basically means it’s a group of concrete and wooden boxes, lumped together in something resembling a shape – which isn’t unlike me either.


Despite going to university in London, or maybe because of going to university in London, my dad is not a fan of big cities, and this small one, in the far-flung corner of east England, is just the right side of cosmopolitan for him. Big enough to house a decent college and hospital, small enough to be surrounded by villages with populations in the hundreds as opposed to the thousands.


Outside of school, you could even call it pretty, the stuff of picture postcards with its pretty Georgian townhouses and dark, gothic cathedral. But there’s also something weirdly static about it; a city in fear of change.


‘Ellie. Why are you staring into space?’ Jess asks, shaking me. ‘We need to go inside, to the real people.’


Ugh. Real people.


Who wants real people when you can have Bette Davis and Elizabeth Taylor?


‘Jessica! Jesssssssss!’ Billy and Addy McQueen. The Twin Problem. If the Salem trials were still a thing, these two would be burning on a pyre somewhere.


‘Hey,’ Jess says, leaning in to hug them both, as they all start walking in front of me.


‘Ellie,’ they sing-song over their shoulders at me. It’s barely an acknowledgement.


Jess turns back to face me.


‘Remember what I said, Ellie. The future. Now.’


But as soon as we step inside the building, it’s not about the future or change, in fact, everything is steadfastly, obstinately, the same as always. Jess gets swept away to the cool girls’ wall, and I’m left floating, flotsam-and-jetsam-like, in the middle of the hall.


‘Ellie!’ she beckons. ‘Come here!’ But it’s like there’s an invisible wall between us – a line I can’t cross, like one of those electric fences you can’t see, until your hair’s standing on end.


And I watch as the world around me morphs into a movie set. And we divide up – Jets to one side and Sharks to the other. Jess is leaning against the wall, all nonchalant high-school glamour, rhythmically clicking her fingers, while Billy and Addy, stood next to her, start clicking their fingers too. And then Jess starts moving, still clicking her fingers, moving in the way that dancers do, all exaggerated limbs and little kicks, walking this way and that way, the three of them moving in a pack. And as they move, they’re gathering their friends up, all the other Jets, absorbing them into their group, moving as one.


‘Beat it!’ they click at Jeffrey Dean, stood in their way. Because when you’re a Jet, you’re the top of the ecosystem, even if technically that sounds like a spot that belongs to a man-eating predator.


So Jeff starts gathering up his Sharks, absorbing all the not-so-cool kids into his group, until their pack stands powerful too. And I swear I can hear the entire West Side Story prologue music. Da da da da da, da-da-da, as they move towards one another. The Jets and Sharks circling one another – their rivalry potent and palpable. And then the bell rings, and Jess gives one final click.


The Jets disperse. The Sharks disperse.


And I’m just left in the corridor, wondering why this happens to me. Why the world in my head is kaleidoscopic and symphonic, when the corridor I’m in is an unsunny yellow in the tone of A flat.


Da-da-da-da, da-da-da, I hum to myself as I watch the teeny Year 7 minnows struggling against the current of students flooding the corridor. These minnows seem almost ridiculously tiny in comparison to the rest of us. Their blazers swamping their frames, their shoes two sizes too big, laced so tight they seem like flippers instead of feet. Oh, the injustice of parents who buy clothes designed to last all year, when our bodies are growing at a rate of knots, doubling in size every few weeks. We are a school of fish, some of us surviving at the top end, others of us at the bottom – compared to these minnows, I think, I’m practically a piranha. Catching sight of my reflection I adjust my opinion. Less of a piranha, more of a big fat cod.


And that’s when I see him. A boy I’ve never seen before. And I’m not sure why he’s suddenly a him. Why he suddenly matters, when I don’t even know who he is. It’s just for a moment that I catch him. Stood in a shaft of light, uncomfortable, eyes half shut. That look on his face that I feel my face sometimes makes, entirely unaware. For just a second, he looks up at me, a pair of earphones trailed around his neck. And it isn’t anything really. Or maybe it is, I don’t know. But I just keep walking, because that’s what you’re supposed to do, isn’t it? Put one foot in front of the other, and attempt to avoid obstacles.




[image: illustration]


There’s a song in my head, but I’m avoiding it. An intro that keeps playing over and over. I tell myself to be cool. Not to be that girl. The one who swoons over boys she’s never even met, constructing some make-believe personality that renders them entirely perfect, when they’re probably the least interesting person I will ever meet.


But the song is undeniable, the lyrics tripping over and into each other like a sixties girl group singing nineties pop.


Give me a minute, just wait right there


And here they come. Sashaying towards me, perfectly in sync, their matching sequins blinding me as they catch the last rays of autumnal light.


I need a minute, baby, I need a minute


[image: illustration]
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The sixties girl group follow me all the way through registration. I can barely hear Mr Gorley call my name with all of their shoop-ing and woo-ing. I shoot the lead one the side eye, but she doesn’t take the hint.


You know, you know, you know
You know what they say


It’s catchy. Simple and staccato. I can almost feel myself playing the notes when I sit in the music room at lunchtime.


‘Ellie!’ I turn at the sound of hissing, as Hayley throws a piece of screwed-up paper far too accurately at my head.


‘Hi,’ I hiss back, picking up the paper and wondering if there’s anything written on the inside. It appears to be a picture of Timothée Chalamet, with the words So Hot.


‘Did you see my vlog?’ she hisses, gesturing towards my phone.


‘Yes,’ I whisper-hiss, turning back round again. I’m not sure why we’re hissing. Mr Gorley is so engrossed in his fingernails we could be standing on our desks screaming at each other.


‘So . . . what did you think?’ she asks impatiently.


The voice is audible now. Less of a hiss, more of a question at an entirely normal volume.


‘About what?’ Mr Gorley says, seizing the paper from my desk suddenly and returning to his seat as though it’s some kind of exciting new beach read. And this is a favourite pastime of his, to be utterly uninterested in everything, until something, usually at someone else’s expense finally interests him.


‘Mr Chalamet’s quote-unquote “hotness”,’ he says, now looking bored by the contents of the note, ‘or your little video?’ he asks Hayley. ‘If you want my opinion – which I am assuming you do as I have told you all to sit quietly – then I would say smug, if occasionally quite good, on both counts.’


‘Sorry, sir,’ Hayley says, rolling her eyes, and yet there is no hint of apology in her tone.


‘What exactly is this “Bechdel test”?’ Mr Gorley asks, his fingers closing in around the words.


‘Well,’ says Hayley. ‘It’s a measure of how well a film represents women. To pass the test, a film has to have at least two named female characters, having a conversation with each other, about something other than a man.’


‘Sounds . . . political,’ he says, bored.


‘Glad to hear you’re on board with the movement,’ she says, deadpan. He ignores her as he shuffles through the paperwork on his desk.


‘New timetables,’ he says, standing to pass them out disinterestedly.


‘Yesssss,’ I hear Hayley hiss as hers hits the desk. I look down at the paper nightmare before me – Monday, lesson 1 – drama. At least it’s not lesson ‘2’. The irony of that could possibly kill me.


The bell rings, and as we pick up our bags to leave, Hayley links her arm through mine.


‘It’s drama,’ she says excitedly.


Oh God.


‘So, how many subscribers did Tra La Land get to over the summer?’ I reply, desperate to change the subject.


Tra La Land is the vlog Hayley started about two years ago. She does these on-camera film reviews using the Bechdel test – everything from La La Land itself to All About Eve by way of Black Panther. They’re brilliant. Funny, and wry, and intelligent. Just like her.


‘I’m at just over ten thousand,’ she says happily. And then less happily, ‘meanwhile, in real life, I still can’t get twenty people to start a film club at this school. This place is so depressing.’


‘Ten thousand. Wow!’ I say, feigning an enthusiasm I don’t really feel – because, you know. Drama. ‘Who cares what people here think anyway?’ I demand, partly on her behalf and partly on mine. ‘Who wants to be like everyone else?’


I do, I do, I do.


I feel as transparent as a plastic bag.


‘Thanks,’ she says, squeezing my arm. Because as much as Hayley comes off as unshakeably confident, she isn’t. Not really. ‘I’ve worked really hard to make my content stand out.’


‘You can tell,’ I say, nodding solemnly, while simultaneously attempting to work out how I can get Mr Grange to see me as something other than Girl Unable to Deliver One Line.


Mr Grange.


Ugh.


‘So, have you heard about Mr Grange?’ she asks conspiratorially.


I turn towards her, as though somehow she can read my mind. Praying she’ll tell me his body was taken over by aliens, and he has no recollection of failing me at all.


‘He’s off this term. He’s got shingles, or lupus, or something. We’ve got a sub.’ And even though this fact is alarmingly close to being seized by aliens, I can’t help but be thankful he isn’t going to be here, looking at me, with a big fat 2 in his peripheral vision. A new teacher could be the answer to all my problems, or at the very least some of my problems. A new teacher might not forget I exist.


And I know I don’t help myself much in that area, because sometimes it’s easier to be invisible than it is to be different – but that’s what I love about drama, it’s the chance to play at being someone else for a while. For me, it’s always been my therapy, which according to my mother (who is a therapist) is something we are all in need of in one way or another (so she would say that). I’m considering the scream variety. The type where you stand in a padded room and just shriek, banshee-like, until your voice gives out. Or maybe that’s just a 1950s asylum. It’s probably the place I’ll meet the man in the yellow mac.


‘How do you know all of this?’ I ask suspiciously, even though I already know.


‘The witch told me.’


‘Hay, should you talk about your mother like that?’


‘If your mother was the deputy head at your school, I’m pretty sure you’d think she was a witch too.’ I nod nervously. Hayley’s mum has scarily good hearing and a propensity to hand out detentions for no reason, other than that she feels like it. She is Hayley, in adult teacher form. But however scary she is, I know how close the two of them are; something I wish I had with my own mother, who doesn’t seem to need me at all, who pushes me away whenever I need her.


We stand in line outside the drama studio, and all I can think is: be that Ellie. The one who isn’t afraid.


‘Nice hair, Mia.’
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