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For Chaz Brenchley




 PROLOGUE


Freya Harrison had always wanted to be an angel. Ever since she could remember she’d wanted wings instead of arms and a halo instead of toys. And perhaps dreams come true, because when she was barely eight years old an angel paid her a fleeting visit.

It was at least seven feet tall, with creamy-white skin, displaying itself in what she later recognized as the classic style: shining, fully-robed, its halo like a mane of golden sunshine.

And male. Definitely a man. Or was it?

Freya had to look twice to be sure. The body was certainly male, and so was the face-structure, but weren’t those lips curiously soft and full, the contour of the eyes almost feminine? Six years later, having devoured everything she could find about angels, Freya knew the term to apply: androgynous. An appearance neither exclusively male nor female, but somehow both.

The visitation took place on a warm spring night. Freya had been fast asleep in her open-windowed bedroom when the curtains slowly swirled and there he was, like the perfection of a dream - a glorious angel in the dead of night. He was huge. He seemed too big for her room, or any room for that matter.  Despite which, awakening, she hadn’t been alarmed, not afraid at all. On the contrary, it was as if some part of her had been waiting her whole life for him to deftly lift aside that thin bedroom curtain.

An angel. An actual angel.

To gaze in wonder upon such a thing.

She fell in love with his wings at once. Supple feathers. Tips as smooth as the afterglow of sunsets. Just seeing them had made Freya hunger for wide spaces. And when she reached out to touch them it was like dipping her fingers inside light itself.

But the way the bulky, complex wing-joints entered the shoulder-blades scared her. Creeping behind him to sneak a peek, she’d seen how twisted and gnarled it was back there. Didn’t his shoulders hurt? Surely they must ache from having to hold up such big wings all the time?

‘No,’ the angel had replied. A subtle, airy voice. A dying eagle on a last flight over one more mountain might have sounded like this.

But it was what the angel did next that shocked her. For years afterwards Freya had trouble controlling her emotions whenever she recalled it. Because tears had sprung from his eyes. Tears that poured freely over his unblemished cheeks, across his sculpted lips and down his smooth throat.

‘Are you sad?’ It was all Freya could think to say at the time. ‘What’s the matter?’ And wanting to comfort him, but not knowing how, she’d taken one of his wings, draping it around her. But it was too heavy to hold. That particular detail stuck in her mind - attempting to lift the wing, but unable to; hauling  it up, but feeling it forever slipping away from her grasp.

Freya always berated herself for her childish fixation with those wings. Instead of the important questions she might have asked (Are you a messenger? Are you from God?) her eight-year-old self had simply put her cheek up against that sunset-drenched wing and doggedly hugged away.

In the end the angel had turned his broad back, preparing to leave.

‘Don’t go!’ Freya had screamed, unable to bear the thought of losing him. ‘What are you doing? Don’t go without me.’

‘I cannot remain,’ the angel had answered. ‘Someone is calling. I am needed elsewhere.’

‘But I need you! Please! Stay with me!’

And perhaps if the angel had just flown away then, done nothing else, Freya might have been able to forget him. She might have been able to convince herself that his visit was merely the product of an overactive imagination or a peculiarly vivid dream. But how could she have dreamed up what happened next? For the angel had knelt - actually knelt - before her, lowered his proud, beautiful head to the level of her heart and peered inside there. It was such a physical experience that she’d almost felt the small bones of her ribs being moved aside. The gaze was direct, the way a knife is direct. Those eyes: eyes, she realized afterwards, that might have beheld God.

And then the angel had said this: ‘There is greatness there, or could be. I see it. My brother is wrong about you. But I should not have come. You are too young. And even if you were older I was wrong to expect anything of you. Forgive me, Freya.’

A gentle kiss on the forehead, and he was gone.

She’d rushed to the window, of course, to see him fly, but he was already out of sight, those wings too fast for her.

Freya had waited for him to come back. She still remembered the exact spot under the window where she’d knelt down, her toes digging into the carpet. But as the hours lengthened, and there was no sign of him, a new worry had crept into her mind. It was dark out there. Maybe he was lost. Did angels have special eyes to see at night? Concerned that he might bump into things and hurt himself, she’d forced herself to stay awake so she could guide him if he got into trouble. All night she waited there, scrunched up inside her quilt, a cold little girl calling softly and forlornly into an empty sky.

[image: 001]

Six years on, Freya was still waiting. There had been no second visit from the angel. For the first few weeks she’d opened her window wide every night, fully expecting him to return. Then she’d tried enticing him back, drawing colourful angel pictures and displaying a new one prominently on her pillow each night for him to see. When that didn’t work either she borrowed a book from her local library. It contained a long list of angelic names. Perching it precariously on her knees, Freya spent an evening with her head stuck out of her bedroom window, doing her best to pronounce the long, tricky words.

If one of the names was his, he never answered.

In desperation, she finally took to placing squares of chocolate on her window sill, in case she could tempt him back that way. Did angels get hungry? But the night skies remained  empty and every morning Freya woke up next to her window, alone.

A sort of madness set in then. An obsession. It was that last tantalizing remark. There is greatness there, or could be. It was hard to forget those words. Freya secretly sat in her room, entreating the angel to come back and tell her what he had meant by them.

Soon nothing would stop her leaning dangerously out of her window. When locks were installed, she smashed them. When sturdier locks were fitted she screamed at the top of her lungs until they were removed. For a while her dad could distract her by playing happy flying games - she’d run all over the house with him, arms wide, whooshing about - but soon even such diversions stopped working. Would the presence of a mother have made a difference? Her dad often wondered about that. But there was no way of telling. Freya never knew her mother. She died of cancer in the first year of Freya’s life.

It was just after her ninth birthday that Freya finally refused to leave her spot by the window altogether. The crazy times started around then: the visits to the doctor, the specialist clinics, the endless child counsellors. But she only got worse. By the time all the cognitive and other therapies had been tried and had failed Freya had locked herself tight inside a private fantasy realm. It was a world where only the angels could reach her. And inside it, she wasn’t just visited again by her angel. (Her guardian angel, she thought of him now. What else could he have been?) It went far beyond that. In her imagination, for over three years, Freya was an angel. Her mind constructed all  the trappings: the wings, the velvety feathers, the male-female duality, the halo, everything.

Nothing could break her out of it.

Except that her dad had finally done so. His voice, both at home and in the various hospitals, kept tirelessly reaching out to her. Until one day, long after the doctors had given up hope, she’d heard him murmur her name and opened her eyes to find tubes extending into her arms and her dad blinking at her from the foot of a small metal-framed bed.

 



 



That was last summer. Another life, it seemed now. For here she was, fourteen years old, back at home again, hopefully for good this time. ‘A brand spanking new girl,’ as one of the merrier doctors put it. Generally clearer in her mind, anyway. Certainly it had been a long time since she’d flapped her arms around a hospital ward seriously intending to take off.

No more hospitals were needed, in fact, except the occasional outpatient visit. And if she still sometimes imagined herself becoming an angel - if that desire still burned like a hot little stake in her heart - so what? She was more in control of the urge now. Often she could go for hours at a stretch, days even, without thinking about angels at all.

She didn’t leave her bedroom window ajar at night any more, either. The pane of glass remained permanently shut. She never opened it. Never. Not ever. Not even a fraction. Not even the tiniest crack for an angel to get its bright, strong fingers beneath.
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Seven-fifteen, Monday morning. Definitely time to get up.

Freya yawned and threw the quilt off her bed. Hurrying to the bathroom before her sixteen-year-old brother Luke could beat her to it, she had a good soak under the shower, then concentrated on her hair. Her old waist-length dark brown locks, perfect for angel dressing up, were history. These days Freya kept it strictly cropped and dyed blonde. The most recent cut, a month or so ago, had been expensive - designer hairdresser’s no less - but the new style, Dad said, was all part of putting the past behind her, and he’d insisted she got exactly what she wanted.

Back in her bedroom Freya experimented, trying something new, curling the hair ends under slightly. Then she got out her make-up case. By the time she finished, dreary morning November light was entering her window and Luke’s alarm clock was jangling in the room next door. He let it ring and ring.

‘Luke!’ Dad yelled from downstairs.

Freya heard a great groan as Luke woke from his usual coma-like sleep, smashed his arm on the alarm and told it to shut up. Freya’s own alarm clock was new. The one with the  buzzing angel wings was safely lying on a rubbish tip somewhere.

‘Hey!’ Luke bashed the wall between their rooms. ‘You seen the time? Get up.’

‘I am up, you idiot!’

He grunted, then traipsed to the bathroom. A few minutes later Freya wandered downstairs, joining him at the breakfast table.

Before she could even reach for the muesli Luke leaned over and prodded at her still-drying hair.

‘Leave it alone,’ she told him.

‘Very fetching.’ Luke shook his head. ‘All bouncy. Amy’s going to love it.’

Amy Carr was one of Freya’s new friends. Well, the beginnings of a friendship anyway. Recently she’d been attending school full-time again. Ashcroft High. A huge comprehensive where only a handful of teachers knew what she’d been like before, and none of the other students considered her a misfit or freak - or, at least, she didn’t think they did. There was no more talk of angels, either. Freya was careful to make sure not one word on that topic passed her lips.

To begin with she’d just stayed in the background, studying how the other students behaved, especially the more popular girls. It was only when she was ready that she started cautiously bringing up subjects they were interested in - boys, music, TV, whatever. Things she’d missed out on and should have liked herself. Things, in fact, she was starting to like herself. It wasn’t just an act any more. Boys were definitely interesting.

And in the last month, there’d been another new development - she’d been accepted into one of the more select social circles at school. She wasn’t quite a fixture yet, but she was working on it. Amy Carr, just about the most admired Year 10 student, had made it obvious she liked her. And if Amy liked you, others found that they did, too.

Freya’s dad entered the kitchen, a piece of toast dangling from his mouth. He narrowed his eyes at her. ‘What have you done to your hair, then?’

‘It’s just a bit of a bob,’ she said. ‘Nothing special.’

‘It looks really good.’

Luke yawned. ‘Yeah, lovely.’

Dad poked him in the back of the head. ‘You can talk. What do you call this scruff look, anyway?’

Luke wore his hair in a kind of long black tumble to shoulder level. There was no particular style that Freya could discern, though annoyingly it did suit him.

‘It’s called natural,’ Luke answered.

Freya grunted. ‘Oh, right. Natural. Like Tarzan. Should have seen the resemblance.’ She reached across the table and picked at the wispy sideburns Luke was trying to grow. ‘You might try combing it once in a while. Just to see what it looks like. Weird idea, I know.’

Luke scooped cereal into his mouth. ‘I spend hours on this messed-up look, Freya.’

‘The girls love it, huh?’

‘You bet.’

They did, too.

Freya flicked a bran flake at him. He flicked it back.

‘Don’t take any notice of him,’ Dad said to her. ‘Your hair looks great.’

Freya was used to Dad’s compliments. Every single moment of her recovery had been filled with them, deserved or not. This morning, as her gaze lingered over him, she thought he looked weary. Lately he often did. And after years of looking less than his age, hadn’t he also started looking old? His sandy hair was thinning, and he wasn’t as trim as he had been. Or had she been so preoccupied with her own recovery that she hadn’t noticed the changes? The possibility shocked her a little.

‘What’s wrong?’ Dad asked, seeing her pensive look.

‘Nothing.’ She touched his cheek. ‘You look tired, that’s all.’

A warning glance passed between Dad and Luke, obviously not meant for her.

‘What’s going on?’ she asked.

For a second Dad shifted uncomfortably in his seat.

Then Luke came to his rescue. ‘Freya, why don’t you just leave what’s left of your hair alone? Isn’t that the point of having short hair - so you don’t have to bother with it? Hey,’ he added, laughing, ‘remember all that talcum powder you used to sprinkle on your head, pretending it was angel glitter?’

Dad looked up slowly, guardedly. There was an unwritten rule of the house that angels were never mentioned. Recently, though, Freya had been deliberately nudging the boundaries, and Luke, aware of her growing confidence, had started joining in. Freya was glad. The angel stuff had kept her and Luke apart for years. It felt good being able to share a joke with him about  them, chatting as if angels were nothing special at all. Freya felt secure enough to do that now. She wanted her dad to feel the same way, to see how well she was recovering.

‘I saw an angel gift set last week,’ Luke said. ‘Did I tell you? A kind of portable toolkit. You’re supposed to use it to get all connected with your own guardian angel. There were some crazy things inside, like fluffy invocation poetry and cheapo incense and candles. And also - get this - a titchy plastic cushion to sit on. I could just see some paunchy middle-aged bloke, scented candle in hand, trying to park his backside on it, invoking away.’

Dad laughed. ‘That’ll be me.’

‘It was expensive, too,’ Luke said. ‘Real expensive.’

Freya propped her chin in her hands. ‘Did you buy it?’

‘Of course I did! I need all the spiritual help I can get!’

Freya grinned. Dad did as well, but only half-heartedly. He was clearly made uneasy by all the talk of angels. Freya didn’t want him feeling that way. Taking his hand across the table, she told him seriously, ‘You don’t need to protect me any more. I’m all right now, you know.’

‘I know,’ he said, equally serious. He walked across to the calendar on the kitchen wall, tapped a date there. ‘It’s over six months since you started at Ashcroft High. Did you realize that?’

Freya knew exactly how long it had been. Until this year, occasional visits from a home tutor was all she’d been able to handle. Being stable enough to attend regular school had seemed an impossible dream. Looking at Dad, she thought  back to the grimness of her last hospital stay. Most of it had been spent tied down with straps, heavily sedated, with a drip in her arm. The hospital staff had no choice about the drip. Freya had refused to eat. Angels don’t need food, she’d explained. They live off the stars. Off light itself. Off twinkling sunshine.

Had that really been only a year ago?

‘I’ll never go back to the way I was,’ she said, surprising herself with how emotionally it came out. ‘I promise I’ll never put you through that again. Are you listening?’

‘Yes,’ Dad said, gazing at her steadily.

‘I mean it.’

‘I know you do.’ His look was confident, but also said don’t commit yourself to such a promise yet.

Freya laughed to get the mood back to normal and finished off her muesli. Shortly after, Dad set off for work and Freya went back to her room. She spent some time gazing critically at her reflection in the dressing-table mirror. A hint of lip-gloss was in order. Most of the other girls were using it, so she’d started dabbing her lower lip before she left the house. Not too much. Just enough to lighten the naturally dark shade of her lips. After that she inserted some ear studs. It was a pair Amy Carr had picked out for her recently, and Freya was careful as she poked them in because her lobes were still sensitive. She liked the discomfort, though. Angels didn’t wear jewellery. It was another sign of how much she’d put behind her.

A few minutes later Luke caught her standing in the hallway, checking her profile, eyeing the studs. He didn’t say anything,  but Freya knew what he thought of Amy Carr.

‘Hey, do what you like,’ he said as she waved him away. ‘Just make sure you don’t turn yourself into her clone, that’s all.’

‘There’s nothing wrong with Amy Carr,’ Freya said. It came out more defensively than she wanted.

Luke shrugged. ‘If you say so. I just can’t help noticing the way the others in that little gang of hers follow her around like a bunch of lapdogs. Amy’ll have you doing it soon as well if you don’t watch out. Pirouetting. Licking the ground she walks on.’

‘No way.’

‘Yes, she will. It’s all part of the entry criteria to join her nitwit gang. Do as she says, or you’re out.’ After a warning glare from Freya, he backed off. But he couldn’t resist a final comment. ‘Better make sure you don’t smudge that make-up, Freya. Amy Carr won’t like you if you don’t look perfect.’

‘Luke?’ Freya said sweetly.

‘Yeah?’

‘Shut up.’
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Freya left for Ashcroft High a few minutes later. She’d barely gone two steps down Cardigan Street when she spotted Albert, a local pensioner, making a bee-line towards her. She spent a few minutes chatting with him, then out of the corner of her eye spotted a couple of girls walking together further down the street - Vicky Stokes and Gemma Masters, two of Amy’s crew.

Seeing who Freya was with, Gemma pulled a sour face.

Freya winced. Ouch. Not good to have been seen chin-wagging with an old man. Making her excuses to Albert, with two quick snaps of her heels she managed to get away. At the bottom of the street, crossing into Pottery Close, she fell into step with Vicky and Gemma.

Vicky was doll-pretty, with heavily-lacquered blond hair and unusually wide, almond-shaped green eyes. Gemma was brunette, and taller, with a big chest and a protuberant chin she tried her best to disguise. Freya felt both girls giving her a brisk, silent once-over, as if to confirm that she looked good enough to be seen walking with.

They sneaked each other an almost imperceptible nod.

‘Ooh, look what you’ve done, Freya!’ Gemma cooed,  touching her hair. ‘It’s a bob, isn’t it? Looks really nice, doesn’t it, Vicky?’

‘It’s lovely,’ Vicky said, equally gushing, taking Freya’s arm as though they were sisters.

Freya blushed slightly. The interest of both girls had only picked up when Amy started favouring her, but Freya couldn’t help enjoying the compliments and attention all the same. Other girls they passed on the footpath were giving her mildly envious glances.

‘Like what you’re wearing,’ Vicky said. ‘New skirt, eh?’

‘Mm.’

Freya had been made to realize that her standard school uniform required some gentle and not so gentle teasing into shape. A tighter skirt, for a start, and reduced length. A short tie as well, with an open collar, at least until you got into school. Today, in addition to her stud earrings, Freya had a modest opal pendant swinging from her neck. Her dad had given her the money to buy it only yesterday.

‘Oh, that’s gorgeous!’ Gemma said. ‘Vicky, take a look at what Freya’s been hiding from us.’

Vicky paused her texting to take a look. ‘Um, lovely.’ She shook her head, glaring at her mobile. ‘Darren’s so stupid!’ she growled. ‘He was supposed to meet me after school yesterday, but he forgot. Can you believe that? He just left me standing outside the school gates where anyone could see me.’

‘Chuck him,’ Gemma said matter-of-factly. ‘No. Wait. He’s handy for money. Don’t chuck him.’

Freya joined in the laughter.

‘He’d better meet me tonight.’ Vicky shook her head glumly and continued furiously texting.

‘Who was that you were talking to outside your house, then?’ Gemma asked Freya.

‘Just a neighbour,’ she said.

Gemma backed off, genuinely amazed.

‘But he’s an old man. What do you want to talk to him for?’

‘He’s OK.’

‘No, he’s not. He tried talking to me once. He’s so short I could see his pink scalp.’ Gemma grimaced. ‘There was even some kind of white furzy stuff on it.’

‘He’s all right,’ Freya said uneasily.

‘No, he looks disgusting. No point defending him, Freya.’ Gemma laughed. ‘I saw him the other day, bending down to do up his shoelaces. You know the way old men always have those thin shoelaces that keep coming undone? What’s the matter with them? Anyway, he had this really skinny leg, all veiny . . .’

‘He is over eighty,’ Freya said.

‘I bet he smells.’

Freya half laughed. ‘No, he doesn’t smell.’

‘Yeah, I bet he does. Old people always smell funny.’

‘My grandma smells,’ Vicky said, still texting. ‘She smells of pee. She’s incontinent.’

‘Ugh! Shut up!’ Gemma growled. ‘Look, there’s Amy!’

Gemma and Vicky gave a little wave in unison, and Freya copied them.

Amy was the attractive blonde of year ten. Naturally blonde  of course, that had been made clear to Freya more than once. Tall and slender, her athletic legs ended in heels just this side of being banned at school. This morning she had a couple of the better-looking boys from Ashcroft High hovering either side of her. Glancing sweetly over her shoulder, she indicated that it was OK to be approached.

Freya and the other girls joined her, and the enlarged group swanned into the school playground, chatting loudly, joking and generally eyeing up the boys. They took up their usual position not far from the main entrance, where Amy could see everyone and everyone could see her. She hadn’t paid Freya any personal attention yet, but that was normal.

‘And who’s this?’ asked one particularly tall fit boy Freya didn’t know, standing behind Amy.

‘Ah, you like her, do you?’ Amy said, laughing and turning to Freya. ‘Naughty Year 11’s after you, girl. Better watch yourself.’

Freya, flustered, smiled cautiously back.

‘I’m Adam,’ the boy said.

Freya nearly put out her hand to shake his, an old habit, then remembered just to give him a quick nod.

‘Freya.’

‘Nice to meet you, Freya.’

‘Yeah.’

Gemma giggled, but a venomous glance from Amy stopped her cold. Winking at Freya, Amy said airily, ‘See you later, boys,’ and with a dismissive wave of her hand the males magically evaporated. The four girls peeled away together, everyone stepping neatly into line behind Amy.

‘He’s gorgeous, isn’t he?’ Gemma whispered in Freya’s ear.

‘Yes,’ Freya replied, laughing.

‘You know who he is, don’t you?’

Freya gave her a vacant look.

‘God, she doesn’t know,’ Gemma said. ‘Bless her.’

‘He’s Adam Rix,’ Vicky explained. ‘Amy’s ex. Used to be the most popular boy in the school before Amy dumped him.’

Amy shrugged. ‘He still hangs around for some reason. You can have him if you want, Freya.’

‘What?’ Freya felt her face flush. Talking about boys was one thing, going out with them another.

Amy smiled mischievously. ‘Yeah, you’ll look good with Adam hanging off your arm.’ She touched Freya’s hair approvingly. ‘You look older as well, since you cut your hair. Boys like that.’

Gemma and Vicky were miffed at being excluded from this exchange, but kept their silence and traipsed behind.

‘What are you doing Thursday evening?’ Amy asked, snapping open her mobile.

‘I . . . haven’t got any special plans.’ Freya tried to sound cool. It was the first time Amy had invited her out after school.

‘Good,’ Amy said. ‘I’ll set it up now. Me, you, Vicky and Gemma. Does that sound all right?’

‘Yeah.’ Freya smiled.

Amy smiled back. ‘Oh, and four boys, of course.’

Freya was aware of being closely studied. She’d never been out with boys and, although she might have tried to pretend she had with the others, Amy would see right through any act.

‘Great,’ she said.

‘You got something to wear?’

‘I . . . can find something.’

‘Fine.’ Amy turned to Vicky. ‘You bring Darren, but make sure he’s got plenty of money, or he can stay home.’ Vicky nodded unhappily. ‘Gemma, you pick Freya up.’

‘What? But I live miles from her house!’

‘It’s not that far. We don’t want her to have to come on her own, do we? First date and everything, she needs a chaperone.’ Gemma capitulated, while managing to give Freya a filthy look. Freya didn’t trust herself to say anything.

‘Right,’ Amy said. ‘It’s all set then. Eight o’clock. We’ll meet outside Burger King.’

‘I’ll be ready,’ Freya found herself promising.

‘Gemma will pick you up at 7.30. Don’t be late.’ Amy laughed. ‘I mean, you don’t want to keep Adam waiting, do you?’

‘Will he be there?’

‘’Course he will, if I ask him to be. Just make sure . . . what?’

A dark angel was staring down at Freya.

It was perched on a nearby factory roof, watching her.

Freya stumbled slightly. The angel was big - at least ten feet tall - and utterly black. Squinting, she tried to see it more clearly, but the sun’s rays seemed to die when they touched it.

‘What’s up?’ Amy wanted to know.

‘Nothing . . . I’m . . .’

Images of angels had dominated Freya’s hospital years, but nothing as terrifying as this. Aware of Vicky holding her up, she  separated herself and glanced towards the roof again.

The angel was still there, staring at her. It hadn’t moved. Its body was so impenetrably dark that the brickwork on the building beneath was nearly erased by the sheer depth of its shadow. Freya tried to make out the angel’s features. There was a face of some kind there, but it was hideous - as if the angel had chosen the nose, eyes and lips of the most deformed people in the world to be its own.

It’s not real, she told herself. It’s not. Stand up straight. Don’t let them see you like this.

She forced out a smile. ‘I just felt dizzy . . .’

Vicky helped steady her. Gemma and Amy gave each other a suspicious look.

When Freya checked the roof again the dark angel was gone.

For ten minutes she concentrated hard on following the conversation between the other girls and acting as normally as she could. It’s OK, she told herself. It’s not the first time you’ve seen an angel. But it was the first time she’d seen an angel since leaving the hospital. It’s fine, she tried to reassure herself. Forget it. The doctors said you were bound to still see them every now and again. It doesn’t mean anything.

A sense of relief was just starting to gain hold when she felt a tap on her arm. With a mouth opening and closing like a fish, Gemma squealed, ‘Oh - my - God! What on earth is that?’

For one horrifying second Freya was sure that Gemma had seen the dark angel.

Then she realized her mistake.

It was a girl.

An odd-looking girl, about their own age, had been left outside the main school gates. She wore what looked like an ancient boy’s duffle coat. Below that Freya could just see white little-girl socks reaching down to her nondescript flats. Her face was small and pinched, her mousy hair unfashionably long and curly.

Her mother was with her, fussing away, scratching at a patch on her coat. Then the mother did something that made Freya gasp. She licked her finger and rubbed at the girl’s cheek, as if she was a five-year-old who needed help cleaning herself up. The girl tried to stop her, but the mother held her hands and rubbed away at the cheek until she was satisfied.

The girl’s face dropped in dismay, and Freya’s heart went out to her. It was only a few years ago that she’d turned up to school herself, flouncing around in her own home-made angel wings held on with sticky tape. What was the woman thinking of, behaving like that in front of everyone? Didn’t she know the rest of the kids would crucify her daughter if they saw this?

‘Ah . . .’ Vicky muttered, a trace of sympathy in her voice. But she soon changed her attitude once she heard what Amy had to say.

‘New victim,’ Amy announced. ‘Oh, this is going to be good. This is going to be so, so good.’

Vicky tittered, giving Freya a suddenly scandalized glance. ‘Look at her coat! Oh God, I wouldn’t be seen dead . . .’

‘She’s coming in!’ Gemma squeaked. ‘Quick, move back before she contaminates us.’

The mother was gone. The girl, after briefly trying to measure  the astonished looks she was getting, walked with slow dignity through the school gate.

Her eyes locked on Freya.

‘What are you doing?’ Gemma whispered, as Freya headed towards the girl. She grabbed Freya’s arm, giving her a disgusted look.

Freya stopped. The duffle-coated girl stared hopefully at her, obviously desperate for someone to cling onto.

‘The state some people let themselves get in,’ Amy said loudly, making sure the girl heard.

Freya knew she’d made a grave social slip-up by approaching the new girl in front of Amy. She’d already behaved oddly when the image of the dark angel surprised her. She didn’t dare make matters worse now. Feeling awful about it, she took one step back.

‘Freya was going to talk to her,’ Gemma hissed at Amy.

‘Shut up,’ Amy said. She patted Freya’s cheek. ‘She wasn’t. You weren’t actually going to say hi to her, were you?’

It was a test. Freya knew it.

She licked her lips. ‘No . . . of course not.’

The duffle-coated girl, hearing this, made a funny little noise and shuffled off. She stood on her own, her eyes darting nervously around. Then she sidled up to a wall and hunched against it.

‘Look, she’s trying to hide!’ Gemma said.

The girl shuddered. Pulling a bulky hood up over her head, she deliberately concealed her face. Seeing that, one boy laughed. For a while the duffle-coated girl just stood there,  seemingly trying to become part of the wall. Then she abruptly clasped her hands together.

Shutting her eyes, she whispered something.

‘Is she praying?’ Vicky cried, copying Gemma’s tone. ‘I think she’s praying! Oh God, she’s praying. Actually praying.’ She immediately got out her mobile, clicked a snapshot of the girl and started texting.

Amy never took her eyes off Freya.

Gemma was also glancing at her sceptically. ‘You did want to say hello to her, didn’t you? You still want to.’

‘No’ Freya answered. ‘It’s just that she looks so -’

‘Cheap,’ Amy said.

‘Vulnerable.’

It was a mistake. Freya knew it the moment the word slipped out. Amy dug her nails into Freya’s wrist, she was so irritated.

‘She’s just a scab, Freya Harrison,’ she growled. ‘We don’t talk to scabs. Are you with us or not? God, I bring you in, give you advice, practically offer you a boyfriend on a plate, and you go mooning after some dirty gipsy scab girl.’

Freya mentally implored her to stop, but said nothing. She felt wretched about relying so much on Amy’s opinion, but didn’t dare challenge her.

The new girl had heard everything and cast her eyes down. Freya nearly walked over to her, but held back. If she went over now, the social status she’d worked so hard to develop would vanish instantly. She’d be back among the school misfits and freaks again. She couldn’t return to that place, not after all the  effort she’d made to get away from it. Despising herself, Freya looked at the ground, anywhere but at the new girl, and silently prayed for the bell to go.

Behind her, there were suppressed tears. Freya didn’t turn around, though she knew who they were coming from. When the bell finally went, she felt Amy’s nails relaxing. She’d hardly been aware that they’d been digging into her all this time.

Gemma was laughing, mostly at Freya now. As they walked towards the school entrance, Freya briefly got up the courage to look back.

The new girl, meekly pulling her hood up to hide her face, was running like a petrified little toddler out of the school gates.
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That evening Stephanie Rice knelt in her room, burning with humiliation. To have run away like that! To have actually run in tears out of the school gates with everyone watching. How could she ever go back now? She couldn’t.

Yet she had to. Her mother had made that quite clear. All the pleading earlier had made no difference.

‘Choose another school!’ she’d begged. ‘Mother, please!’

‘But we’ve tried all the others in our catchment area, you know that. There aren’t any left. It has to be this one.’

‘I’ll go back to the last school. I’ll try harder. The Headmaster liked me there. He said so. He -’

‘I know he did. But given the reaction of the other students -’

‘Mother, I can’t go back to Ashcroft High! It’s too late to make a good impression. Too many saw me running away.’

‘Stephanie . . .’

‘You shouldn’t have been there. You made it worse. You made me look like a little girl, scratching at my face like that!’

‘I’m sorry, darling. I didn’t think, but . . . you wanted me to come inside with you. You asked me to.’

‘I know, I know, I know!’

Stephanie knew it was ridiculous getting angry with her  parents. They didn’t understand much about the real world. All her life they’d shielded her from it, kept her close to them, rarely allowing her out unsupervised. The few other kids they’d permitted her to be with were all hand-picked from families just like their own. Even the terms they preferred her to use -  Mother, Father, instead of Mum and Dad - were oddly formal, though Stephanie had used them for so long now that she could hardly think of addressing them any other way.

Distrusting modern schooling, they’d educated her exclusively at home. All that had changed when Stephanie turned thirteen. Reassessing Stephanie’s home environment, the authorities found it lacking, and forced her outraged parents to place her in local educational care. Stephanie could still recall how much she’d looked forward to that first day at a real school - a whiff of freedom at last. Until, that is, she blithely turned up at her first class wearing a hand-made blue cotton dress. And sparkly yellow hair grips. And plimsolls.

The kids laughed her straight out of the door at that comprehensive. By the next, Stephanie had wised up enough to ditch the plimsolls and hair grips, but she still couldn’t shake off her home-grown naivety. Whenever she opened her mouth, the words always came out wrong, sounding quietly desperate.
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