
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			Praise for Caroline Hulse

			‘Genuinely unputdownable books are rare in my experience.  This is one. A brilliant, original comedy’

			Daily Mail

			‘A joyously wicked read that will cheer you up no end. A genuine tonic. So clever, so funny and so refreshingly different. I loved it’

			Ruth Jones, co-creator of Gavin & Stacey

			‘I have a feeling Caroline Hulse might be a genius, this book is so brilliant. Funny, clever and original’

			Lucy Vine, author of Hot Mess

			‘Razor-sharp comedy’

			Sunday Mirror

			‘Witty, whip-smart and wincingly observant, pure entertainment from start to finish. A Caroline Hulse book is a reading highlight of my year’

			Cathy Bramley, author of The Lemon Tree Café

			‘I loved The Adults! Funny, dry and beautifully observed. Highly recommended’

			Gill Simms, author of Why Mummy Swears

			‘A deliciously dark comedy of manners’

			Daily Express

			‘Like A House On Fire is everything I love in a book. A sharply observed study of relationships packed with subtle wit . . . What a triumph!’ 

			Josie Silver, author of One Day in December

			‘Brilliantly funny’

			Good Housekeeping

			‘A very funny writer and a wonderfully compassionate observer of human frailty’

			Kate Eberlen, author of Miss You

			‘Packed with sharp wit, engaging characters and off-beat humour, this is a fresh and feisty thrill-ride of a novel’

			Heat

			‘Painfully astute and brilliantly funny, Like A House On Fire is a triumph of a novel’

			Beth O’Leary, author of The Flatshare

			‘I loved it - funny and sad and relatable and deeply human’

			Harriet Tyce, author of Blood Orange

			‘Acutely observed and brilliantly funny. Very Nina Stibbe’

			Clare Mackintosh, author of I Let You Go



	

‘Sheer delight from start to finish’

			Lesley Kara, author of The Rumour

			‘Such a breath of fresh air! Witty, intensely human and (dare I say it) relatable’

			Katie Khan, author of Hold Back The Stars

			‘A keenly observed tale of family intrigue and craziness that will make you laugh and touch your heart’

			Mike Gayle, author of Half a World Away

			‘Funny, moving and astute. A triumph!’

			Nicola Mostyn, author of The Love Delusion

			‘A total joy from start to finish . . . Readers will all recognise (with affection) someone within its pages’

			Charlotte Duckworth, author of The Rival

			‘Absolutely loved Like A House On Fire. A proper delight’

			Richard Roper, author of Something To Live For

			‘A fantastic, moving and hilarious novel about family life, heartbreak, and the right and wrong kinds of crisps’

			Sophie Hannah, author of Haven’t They Grown
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			Prologue

			Every year at primary school, the teachers held a special lesson when the fair came to town.

			When I was six, we drew the fair.

			Hunched over my section of the art table, I scratched out stick figures and shapes, mashing the coloured pencils across my sugar paper with a hard fist. I zigzagged across the page, showing the blur of a busy crowd. 

			‘Great work!’ Mrs Finnegan said. ‘Now get your names on your pictures so we can put them on the wall.’

			Mrs Finnegan must have taught little kids for so long, she’d forgotten what good pictures looked like. 

			Six-year-olds’ drawings. On the wall.

			When I was seven, we painted it. 

			I outlined a smash of candyfloss and people and lights. I circled my brush through purples and yellows in a whirling merry-go-round, stopping before the colours turned brown. I painted shapes round the edges, filling the paper. 

			I felt I was doing OK – until Martha leaned over the art table. ‘Is that a chicken?’

			I dropped my paintbrush. I shot my arms straight by my sides, hands pointing down like a soldier’s. ‘No.’ 

			‘It’s got a beak, though.’

			Green paint glooped from my brush onto the picture. 

			‘You do know what the fair is, Fi-on-a? You’re not getting confused with pets’ corner?’

			‘I did paint a chicken, I remember now.’ I gripped my seat with both hands. ‘One of the farmers brought his best chicken to the fair with him. As a treat.’

			Martha looked round the table at the others and held her mouth open in a silent laugh. A string of spit hung between her top and bottom sets of teeth. 

			I knocked my paintbrush onto my skirt, making a green splat, which worked because Mrs Leyland came over and made a fuss. But then I went home and Mum made that revving noise in her throat, and went on about being careful and is that washable? Please tell me it’s washable, and Jonathan, have a look at this mess, and you’re lucky we won’t make you go to school in your pants tomorrow, Fiona. 

			Which I knew wasn’t true, even then. 

			And now I’m eleven, I know it’s not true. (Because of paedos.)

			Still, I was in trouble.

			When I was eight, school had just broken up for the summer when the fair came to town. 

			That was a good year.

			When I was nine, we wrote haikus. 

			The fair is so loud

			The rides spin and people scream

			And so do my ears.

			I knew how the fair sounded. I’d hung out of my bedroom window like Rapunzel – except a crap Rapunzel who has nothing to dangle out, whose hair only reaches her shoulders because her mum says it’s easier to manage that way. 

			I leaned out of the window and I heard the screams and the fast, fuzzy music. I watched the glow of the dancing lights, bouncing back from the metal shutters of the garage over the road.

			The rides are so fun

			That the people inside feel

			The joy of a king.

			When I was ten, Mum had a word with my teacher, and there wasn’t a special lesson. 

			But kids brought their winning toys in anyway, a fluffy turquoise army of stuffed owls, all propped up fatly up at the side of the room against their owners’ lunchboxes. This is what you could have had.

			‘Where’s your owl, Fiona?’ Martha asked, though she knew the answer. 

			‘Didn’t get one.’ I held my voice light. ‘Don’t like owls.’

			That evening, I stopped with Mum and Grandma at a service station, and spotted a claw machine magically full of the same stuffed owls, all wedged inside, edge-to-edge, in a turquoise, big-eyed sea.

			When Mum and Grandma went into the toilet cubicles, I nipped back out to the machine with the pound coins Grandma had just given me.

			I put the first pound in the slot and concentrated on the buttons.

			Steer steer steer stop. Steer steer steer stop. Drop. 

			A wing! Yesss, hold on tight! It’s going up but what’s that, don’t slip, no no no, please don’t, please don’t – no!

			I put the next pound in. 

			I hooked an eye. The pincer looked firmly lodged behind the plastic and lifted the owl confidently, straight up, with only the tiniest sway, but – hang on, what are you doing? You were gripping! KEEP GRIPPING, please don’t – no!

			I put the coins in, one after another, pushing desperately at the buttons. Watching the claw pinch my chosen owl and lift it for a few magical seconds. Watching in slow motion as the claw dropped the owl, sending it rotating slowly through the air, bumping back into the fluffy turquoise sea.

			Mum and Grandma found me there, in tears.

			‘You spent it all?’ Grandma’s T-shirt said Don’t Worry, Be Happy. ‘But why, darling?’

			Mum made a line with her lips. ‘You just snuck out of the toilets without asking? And thought it was OK?’

			‘All the kids have owls. They got them at the fair.’

			Grandma turned to Mum. ‘Gail,’ she said softly.

			Mum made hard eyes at Grandma. ‘What were you thinking of, Mum, giving a kid ten pounds for no reason?’

			‘Hey now.’ Grandma stood up straighter. ‘I can give my granddaughter treats when I can afford it.’

			Mum shook her head. ‘If you’d asked me, I’d have told you she wouldn’t spend it on anything useful.’ Mum made a jerky gesture at me. ‘And now she’s all upset.’

			I cried some more. ‘Can you give me more money, Grandma?’

			Grandma glanced at Mum and gave me a flat smile of no. And it wasn’t mentioned again, though Grandma did post me a stuffed owl toy when she was back in Glasgow at the weekend. I said thank you, like I meant it, and didn’t tell her the owl was the wrong size and colour, with long skinny woven legs rather than a ball of fluff. I didn’t tell her it was the wrong owl, and a week too late. 

			Mr Lincoln might not have mentioned the fair in class that year – the year I went double digits, not as life-changing as I was expecting – but it was all anyone talked about in the playground. 

			‘If you’re a group of girls, you get pushed by the fit boy on the Waltzers.’ Martha cradled her owl like a baby, supporting its head. ‘How old do you think the boy is, Fiona?’ 

			I swallowed a crisp. It spiked my throat from the inside. ‘Eighteen?’

			‘Hmm.’ Martha looked at Amy and back. ‘Did anyone see Fiona at the fair?’

			The other girls shook their heads with their whole bodies, the action reflecting sunlight from the big owl eyes they all had sticking out of the tops of their rucksacks.

			I swallowed hard but the crisp stayed lodged. ‘Probably no one saw me because I went at night. On Thursday.’ I put my hands to my throat. ‘At eleven o’clock. My parents say I’m mature so I’m fine to stay up.’ 

			Martha nodded. ‘What was your favourite ride?’

			I thumped my throat with my fists to make the crisp move. ‘Ghost Train.’

			Martha looked at the others and back. ‘The Ghost Train was out of order on Thursday.’ She spoke in a voice that was so kind, it did a whole circle back to not being kind at all. 

			‘It was out of order.’ I didn’t notice the stuck crisp anymore. ‘But my dad fixed it.’

			Martha looked at the others and back at me.

			‘He used to fix things,’ I said. ‘He was an engineer before he was a postman. That’s actually true.’

			I know now that if you say that’s actually true, it doesn’t help.

			Martha shook her head at me. ‘The Ghost Train wasn’t broken on Thursday. It was a test.’

			I pretended to see something fascinating in the nature area. 

			‘You failed the test,’ Martha said.

			I narrowed my eyes at the imaginary thing. ‘Hang on, is that . . .’ 

			I moved across the playground, as if pulled by the beam of a UFO. Past Mr Crane, who was shouting, ‘Stop bunching!’ at the footballing boys moving in one zigzagging clump. 

			I stood by the nature area, studying a bit of soil. I pretended I didn’t notice what the girls were saying behind me. Even though the words were being said specially for me. 

			That might have been the same day I cut off Martha’s plait. 

			In fact – I’m pretty sure it was. 

			But because school scissors are rubbish, I didn’t get the whole way through. I was still sawing at the plait when Mr Lincoln ran over and grabbed me. Still, I was happy with all the hair on the floor by the time he managed to pull me away.

			Turns out kids like me are the reason they give you blunt scissors in primary school.

			That night, alone in my bedroom to think about what I had done, I sat with my book of lists. 

			Next Year

			1)	I’ll be eleven

			2)	It’ll be 1996

			3)	I’ll have started high school

			4)	I’ll finally be in the same school as Lewis Harris from swimming club 

			5)	I’ll have other friends too – proper ones. Girls, even. Definitely not Martha.

			6)	I won’t do weird stuff anymore

			7)	I’ll be normal

			Normal. No more of the bad stuff, the Fiona stuff – like the plait-cutting, or that thing with the monkey bars. The kind of stuff I didn’t know why it happened, except it just did because I was STUPID STUPID FIONA. 

			Not next year. If anyone asked about me next year, people would say, Fiona Larson? Oh, she’s the normal one. Really normal.

			I added the most important line.

			8)	I’ll GO TO THE FAIR

			I snapped my book shut. 

			Next year. It was happening. 

			Next year.

		

	
		
			1

			One year later

			A good spy stays alert to changes in his surroundings.

			The Junior Spy’s Secret Handbook™

			Thirty-nine days to the fair

			I found the secret bag on the way to school, on the first day back after half-term.

			I’d been walking through the park, looking up at the blackening sky, wondering when summer would feel, well, summery, like in the adverts, when I spotted a white shape between the leaves of the park’s second-biggest bush.

			I dropped my rucksack on the grass, hitched up my skirt, and crawled into the bush’s open den-space. I pulled the white shape – a plastic bag – from the leaves, my heart beating fast. I took a breath and opened the bag.

			Magazines. Nine magazines – all with girls on the front. 

			So many girls. 

			Girls in underwear, girls in bikinis. Naked girls with their arms covering their bits. 

			It’s a long time since I’ve believed in hidden treasure, but still. 

			I flicked through the first magazine. 

			Inside – girls, everywhere. Naked girls, without arms over their bits. Girls in the shower, lying-down girls. Girls on all fours, sleepy girls, confused-looking girls. Girls with no clothes on, but still in shoes. Girls who looked both old and young at the same time, who didn’t look anything like the girls I knew. Or the mums. I didn’t think even Selina Baker and the sixth-formers would look like this naked.

			After looking at so many pages, my brain was swimming with bellybuttons and legs and boobs, so I took a break by reading an article: My Favourite Things, by Kelly, 18, 36–24–36, from Winchester.

			Turned out Kelly liked spending cosy evenings in with a nice fella, watching the soaps, and taking long rosy-cheeked walks with her dog in the New Forest. 

			I turned the page and Kelly and her friends were gone, replaced by new, shiny girls in underwear. I closed the magazine and looked up at the trees.

			All in all, it was a lot to take in. I wasn’t sure I actually liked the magazines, though they were clearly treasure, so the best thing that had ever happened to me.

			But I couldn’t be late for registration or I’d get done, so I slotted Kelly from Winchester back in with the others and pushed the bag back between the branches. 

			I crawled out of the bush and hurried into school.

			I’m not meant to walk into school on my own, even though I’m nearly twelve. The hours either side of the school day are the best hours – my time. I don’t have to hurry home from school or tell my parents what I’m doing, not as long as I’m with a friend. 

			I was only on my own on the way in that day because, for some reason, Lewis wasn’t there to meet me at the lamppost, and you can’t always rely on Sean. 

			It’s fair enough that Sean doesn’t always want to walk in with us. He might have been good friends with Lewis back when they were both at Beech Avenue Primary, but there are two hundred kids in our year at high school. There are a lot more kids for Sean to choose from now. 

			Lewis is my best friend – has been since I lent him 10p for a cup of Ribena in the leisure centre café after swimming club, when we were seven. But Lewis isn’t as good as other boys, and it’s not his fault, exactly. It’s just Lewis doesn’t like football. And he doesn’t have a good coat and rucksack, and everyone knows, if you go to his house, the glasses taste of dishwasher. But Sean does have a good coat and rucksack, and he does like football, so Sean can make friends with better boys – maybe not the lads from the blue estate, not all the time, but better boys than Lewis. And actual boys, so better than me.

			These are the facts of our school so, once you get your head round them, you can’t mind.

			I was desperate to tell Lewis about the secret, but he’s not in my registration class. 

			Dr Sharma, who is my form tutor as well as my science teacher, watched me hurry into the room just as the bell was ringing. She sat at her high lab bench with the locked fridge behind her, the fridge that kids say holds bleeding animal hearts. 

			Dr Sharma marked me off in her book. ‘Fiona. I was just asking who needs the day off for the farm show tomorrow, but I don’t need to ask you, do I?’

			I tried to hold Dr Sharma’s gaze. I ended up looking at the bleeding-heart fridge. 

			‘The day off for the farm show rule only applies to farming families, as you well know,’ Dr Sharma said. ‘Are you saying you’re from a farming family now?’

			I gave a tiny nod.

			‘Fiona, your mum’s car is always outside school and it says Gail Larson, Driving Instructor right there on the side.’ 

			That got a laugh from the other kids. And a round of ‘(cough)-Gail!’s. 

			Mum’s job causes me loads of problems. If you wanted to design a job to make your kid look stupid, it would be one where you wait outside the school gates in a car with your kid’s surname on it. Mum doesn’t understand why ‘(cough)-Gail!’ is a problem. But she also doesn’t understand Lewis’s parents shouldn’t have taken him to France at Easter – that no one had thought how easy to chant ‘Lewis Harris went to Paris’ would be. 

			Dr Sharma was still talking.

			‘And I know your dad’s a postman, Fiona, because he delivers to my house. We talk about the seasonal visitors at my bird table.’ 

			I shuffled to an empty lab bench and pulled out a stool.

			Dr Sharma gave me a long look. ‘So I don’t appreciate being treated like I was born yesterday.’

			I sat down. ‘I’m not asking for a day off for the farm show.’

			Dr Sharma moved on to taking the register while I unpacked my pencil case.

			The bell rang and I stayed where I was for science. Some kids left the room and others came in. The high lab tables were all made for two stools, and every table except mine had two people on it, but that was fine. It meant I had a spare stool for my bag and I could get my books out without leaning down. On experiment days, I even got the Bunsen burner to myself, and didn’t have to take turns with another kid. 

			It was better this way. I would have chosen it this way.

			Today was a day to work on our summer projects. There was clattering and unzipping all around, and I watched the other kids get their project books out. Most of their projects had pictures of leaves and trees on the front – probably because we’d just been taught photosynthesis. And because kids could fill lots of pages by gluing in leaves.

			I pulled my own project book from my bag. Blood, by Fiona Larson, 7E. I’d written the title in postbox-red bubble letters and drawn the letters dripping down the cover, into a pool of blood at the bottom. 

			I’ve always liked blood. I’ve even said to Lewis we should swap blood, prick our fingers and mash them together to show we’re proper friends. But he didn’t like that idea.

			I smoothed down the next blank page and started copying sentences from the textbook.

			Blood is a bodily fluid. It has four main parts. They are plasma, red blood cells, white blood cells and platelets.

			I kept copying for a bit longer until I remembered the secret bag, and then the excitement and daydreaming took over.

			When the bell rang for break, I thought I’d finally get to tell Lewis about my secret, but I couldn’t find him anywhere. And he wasn’t in my English class, either. So there was nothing to do but listen to Mr Kellett bang on, while I imagined Lewis’s face when I told him what I’d found.

			This would blow his mind.

			Sean was in my English class, but when I turned around to look at him, he didn’t say hi, so I just turned back. It’s fine, Sean’s still my friend – it’s not his fault he can’t talk to me with other kids there. He’s not the one who made the rules of school.

			Mr Kellett was late, of course. He hurried in, his tie skew-whiff. As well as teaching English, he teaches PE. And when he moves from one type of class to the other, he has to get changed.

			He turned to write paradox on the board. ‘A paradox is a seemingly absurd or contradictory statement that, on reflection, may prove to make sense after all.’  

			Mr Kellett talked some more and I sort-of listened. 

			He didn’t used to get changed between lessons. He used to do our English classes in his PE kit, his whistle round his neck, the hair on his legs just there, like a coat of fur. But that changed when our school got the New Head. These days, instead of a whistle round Mr Kellett’s neck, there’s a tie.

			‘So how can something,’ he asked, ‘mean two things at once?’

			Things I Know About the New Head

			1)	She’s called Mrs Shackleton

			2)	She makes Mr Kellett change out of his PE kit to teach English

			3)	She always wears an animal badge on her blouse

			4)	She likes things Just So – Dr Sharma*

			5)	She makes it so you can’t do anything right – Miss Jarvis, RE*

			6)	She’s an iron fist in a velvet glove – Mr Carter, IT*

			7)	She’s got gumption, I’ll say that about her – Mr Kellett*

			8)	She just doesn’t understand about the relevance of RE, that it’s about so much more than just organised religion, it’s about society – Miss Jarvis, again*

			9)	She’s as bad as bloody Thatcher – still Miss Jarvis*

			10)	She wants to get rid of us all and bring in her own teachers, and then where will we all be? – Miss Jarvis talks a lot*

			*I use spying techniques from The Junior Spy’s Secret Handbook™ to listen in on people. Grandma got me the handbook as a Christmas present. Mum wishes she hadn’t.**

			** Grandma also taught me about asterisks

			Mr Kellett went on a bit longer. He talked about what’s true and what’s not, and different perceptions, and two things being true at once, and it was all a bit complicated for someone whose mind was on important bag-related things.

			He cleared his throat. ‘Now write a paradox of your own.’

			After finding those magazines, I didn’t even have to think. I picked up my pen straight away.

			The best secrets can be hidden in plain sight.

			Mr Kellett leaned over my pad. ‘Perfect. And also intriguing, Miss Larson!’ 

			I held my breath because he was so close, though his smell wasn’t as bad as some teachers’. Mr Kellett did loads of sport, but his smell was wet towel mixed with broken twigs, whereas Mr Matheson in Music did no sport and smelled of actual BO. He was always lifting up his arms to conduct us on our triangles and recorders, shaking the smell up and wafting it over.

			Mr Kellett smiled at me. ‘And what are the best secrets, I wonder?’

			I gave my head a tiny shake and took a gulpy breath. Wet towel broken twigs. 

			From the back of the room, Liam leaned back in his chair. ‘Sir, how about people saying Leeds United are a quality football team – is that one?’ Which I don’t think counted, and Liam only said it because Mr Kellett supports Leeds. But everyone burst into laughter and Mr Kellett smiled. And Sean caught my eye while he was laughing and then looked quickly away.

			I found Lewis in the computer room that lunchtime.

			‘You should have walked in with me.’ I threw my rucksack down onto the floor and dropped into the chair next to him. The chair rolled backwards on its wheels. ‘You’ll wish you had.’ 

			Lewis kept tapping the keyboard, like I wasn’t there. His rhino on the screen leapt up platforms.

			I got my sandwich box from my rucksack. ‘I found a bag. Of secrets.’

			Lewis paused his tapping. A baddie walked into his rhino and the screen flashed red, black and white. Game Over.

			He wanted to ask, I know he did. But he was being stubborn. 

			I opened my sandwich box. ‘Why didn’t you meet me at the lamppost? And where were you at break?’

			He inched his chair round, finally looking at me. ‘You wouldn’t let me show you my magic trick at the weekend.’

			‘But we were outside the newsagent’s. There were people around.’

			Yes, I’d stopped Lewis doing a magic trick. But he knew the rules.

			How to be Normal 

			1)	Don’t eat any weird food for packed lunches. And no eggs. 

			2)	Don’t talk to yourself when you’re on your own

			3)	Push your socks down

			4)	Have a school jumper exactly the right shade of green. Don’t let your mum buy one from the market.

			5)	If you’re wearing sports clothes, make sure they always have exactly three stripes 

			6)	Don’t get angry if you’re being picked on, just pretend you don’t notice 

			7)	Don’t do any old-Fiona stuff, like the thing with the monkey bars

			8)	Definitely no magic tricks where anyone can see you (LEWIS)

			9)	Be allowed to go to the fair

			This list is not exhaustive. That’s what it said at the bottom of the new school rules Mrs Shackleton brought in.

			Anyway, number eight, right there, in ballpoint pen. No magic tricks.

			Even though Lewis is the only person allowed to look in my book of lists, he doesn’t always seem pleased.

			‘Anyway,’ Lewis couldn’t wait any longer, ‘tell me about this bag of secrets.’

			After lunch, we had drama. It was the only class I had with Lewis and we sat together in the circle of kids in the school hall.

			He’d forgiven me, of course. How could he not? I had a secret bag.

			‘All right, everyone.’ Mrs Vernal clapped her hands and the circle of kids went quiet. ‘What does drama mean to you? Really?’

			Mrs Vernal was new. The old drama teacher left to have a baby and this one took up just as much space as the pregnant teacher in the corridors. Mrs Vernal was made up of lots of layers, and always had a bit of scarf flapping about her.

			‘Drama’s about acting,’ Katie Russell said.

			‘Not just acting,’ Mrs Vernal said. ‘It’s bigger than that.’

			Mrs Vernal made eye contact wth me, but there was no way I was answering. Nothing good ever comes from answering questions at school. 

			‘Drama’ – Mrs Vernal made sure we all felt her looking into our eyes, one by one – ‘is about self-development. It’s about life.’ Pause. ‘It’s about getting to the emotional truth within.’ 

			We all nodded.

			‘Do you all understand what I mean by emotional truth?’

			We all nodded again. Nodded just hard enough for her not to say it again. Not so hard that she asked us to explain.

			No, I don’t answer questions in class. There was a kid once, about ten years ago, who said ‘orgasm’ in science when he meant to say ‘organism’. Simon Rutherson, that was his name. He’s a scaffolder now. Whenever kids in Monkford see scaffolding, we stand underneath and shout up ‘Orgasm!’ – just in case he’s there.

			Mrs Vernal clapped. ‘Everyone get up!’ 

			We dotted ourselves around the school hall. I stood in front of a long curtain, looking at the layer of dust across it like a lace sheet. Hundreds of dust speckles. Millions. 

			Numbers too big make me feel weird and dizzy, so I made myself stop thinking.

			Mrs Vernal weaved between us, her heels like tap shoes on the polished floor, the noise echoing up to the hall’s high ceiling. 

			‘I don’t want you to act. I want you to feel.’ Tap, tap, tap. ‘I want you to think about a time you were really excited.’ Tap, tap, tap. ‘How does it feel in your toes? In your fingertips?’ Mrs Vernal tapped over to the other side of the hall. ‘I want you to hear what you heard and smell what you smelled. Go!’

			I heard thumping sounds behind. Flashes of movement reflected in the windows as kids fist-thrusted the air and jumped up and down. 

			I closed my eyes and remembered how it felt to wait for the special sundae in the American diner on my last birthday. But it was hard to get that worked up, ten months later. 

			Mrs Vernal circled the room. Making little comments, adjusting people. Tap, tap, tap.

			I noticed a lot of kids were showing excitement by scoring goals. England had drawn with Switzerland the week before in their first game of Euro ’96, which meant there was even more football talk at school than usual. 

			It also meant Nino – the shy Year Eight Swiss kid whose dad came over here to work at the medical plant – wasn’t having a brilliant time of it.

			‘Now,’ Mrs Vernal said, ‘let that feeling go. Shake yourselves.’

			I stared at the dust on the curtain, listening to the rustling and jangling of bracelets against watches. The sound of thirty kids flapping limp arms round their bodies. 

			I’ve always tried to like football. It’s a boy thing, so a good thing, and liking it would be really useful. I mean to keep trying it till I like it. You have to put the effort in with a lot of the best things – cigarettes too, I hear. You can’t stop trying just because they’re awful at first, or you’ll never learn to smoke.

			‘Let’s do a different emotion.’ Tap, tap, tap. ‘Think about a time you were sad.’

			I felt a hand on my shoulder. 

			‘Don’t do the sad exercise, Fiona. Join in for the next one.’ Mrs Vernal patted me twice and was gone. 

			Twenty minutes later, we were doing thoughtful (lots of frowning and fingers on lips) when the bell rang.

			‘That’s it.’ Mrs Vernal clapped her hands. ‘Enjoy your evenings.’

			I turned to get my rucksack.

			‘Fiona.’ She caught my arm. ‘Stay with me.’

			I waved Lewis to go on ahead. 

			Mrs Vernal waited until the last kid had left. ‘I just wanted you to know, I’ll look out for you in this class, Fiona. Drama can be a purpose, a saviour – but also a risk.’

			I felt my forehead bunch.

			‘It might get hard for you, the more we zero in on the emotional truth within.’

			I nodded.

			‘Fiona?’ Mrs Vernal made her voice a special soft. ‘I heard that your sister died.’

			I felt my forehead unbunch. Ah.

			‘You will have more powerful feelings than most kids your age. You’re in control of those feelings and it’s up to you whether you use them. This class should be a safe place for you.’

			‘OK,’ I said.

			‘If things ever get too much, I’m always here.’

			‘Right.’ 

			Mrs Vernal seemed to be waiting for something. ‘Always here. For you to talk to.’

			‘OK,’ I said. ‘Thanks. Bye.’ 

			I hurried out of the school hall. Lewis was waiting with our coats.

			He handed mine over. ‘What did you do?’ 

			‘Nothing.’ I took the coat and put it on. ‘She wanted to talk about Danielle.’ 

			Lewis shook his head. People. 

		

	
		
			2

			The best secrets can be hidden in plain sight.

			(paradox)

			Thirty-nine days to the fair

			Lewis and I headed straight for the park after school, down pavements damp and black from the recent rain shower. Water droplets glistened on bushes as we passed, and that smoky just-rained smell filled the air. 

			Despite the rain, when we got to our bush, the den-space inside was dry. 

			The two of us sat cross-legged inside, pulling magazines out of the plastic bag and sliding them back in. 

			‘It is. I didn’t believe it could happen, but it is.’ Lewis looked up from leafing. ‘It’s hidden treasure.’

			‘I don’t know how Finders Keepers works in a park situation.’ I picked up a magazine. ‘Are these ours now?’

			I held the magazine up to look at the cover. 

			This girl stood in a bra and tiny shorts. She pulled her shorts down at one side so you could see how flat her tummy was. Her body was wet but her face was thick with make-up, like she’d had a shower but kept her face out of the water. She looked sleepy. 

			‘Do you like her?’ I asked. 

			Lewis kept looking at the girl. ‘She’s fit.’

			He glanced at me.

			‘Fit,’ he said again. He looked away. 

			I nodded and pretended it didn’t sound wrong coming from Lewis. We’ve all got to practise this stuff, and it’s better to do it in front of friends. 

			He turned the page. My Favourite Things, by Kelly, 18, 36–24–36, from Winchester.

			‘I know she’s scowling in the picture,’ I said. ‘But she’s friendly in the article. See, she’s given out her phone number.’ 

			‘She can’t want loads of calls though – she’s only given the short number.’ Lewis tapped 36–24–36. ‘You’d have to look up the area code if you weren’t local.’

			He closed the magazine and handed it back. 

			I slid it back into the plastic bag. ‘I don’t like leaving these here. It’s not safe.’ 

			‘Who do you think they belong to?’ Lewis had to ruin it.

			We both went quiet. 

			I pictured a huge, scary man, shaking with anger – a massive snarling face on a wall of man-rock. Arm muscles veiny and bulging like Popeye’s. 

			‘Let’s leave them here for now, and make a decision tomorrow,’ I said.  

			‘Let’s not tell anyone. Or they’ll all want a look.’

			‘Does this mean you’ve forgiven me?’

			‘Almost,’ Lewis said.

			I pushed the bag between the branches. ‘Sweet.’

			On the way home, I saw our next-door neighbour, Mrs Carpenter, across the street, walking her Papillon. She was wearing a baseball cap, even though she was nearly as old as Grandma. 

			We waved.

			I like Mrs Carpenter, even though I’d preferred Mr Carpenter when he was around. He always offered me Polos and, if we had shopping bags, he’d make a point of coming over and asking if we’d bought tomatoes or courgettes and how much we’d paid for them, because the supermarkets see you coming and it’s so much cheaper to grow them yourself! 

			He’d tell us this every time, even though we’d heard it before. Even the times we hadn’t bought any tomatoes or courgettes.

			But he moved out last year and moved in with his brother’s wife, and I’m not meant to ask about him. 

			His brother’s wife was welcome to him. I found that out from Mrs Carpenter, in one of those spying missions that left me understanding less, not more.

			The bad side of finding things out by spying is that you can’t ask people to explain.

			Later, I sat with Mum and Dad on the stools round the peninsula, eating Dad’s homemade pizza. 

			That’s what we call the bit of kitchen surface that sticks out: the peninsula. It sticks out of the wall under the diagonal bit where the stairs are, and I sit in the stool that fits under the stairs. It’s fine, I just have to remember not to jerk my head around while I eat.

			‘I’m just wondering. If you found some special things in a public place’– I picked a piece of sweetcorn off my pizza – ‘would it be stealing to sell the things?’ 

			Dad looked at Mum. He’d finished work for the day, but was still wearing his postman’s uniform.

			‘What valuable things have you found?’ Dad asked. 

			‘I haven’t found anything, I’m just wondering how Finders Keepers works, exactly.’ 

			He stared at me and I looked down.

			Dad is too good at reading faces. He was born significantly hearing-impaired, but he says deaf. I forget most of the time, until something happens, like Dad needs me to make a phone call. He usually asks Mum to make his calls, but he always asks me if he wants to phone a premium rate line for a TV quiz show because it’s just less hassle this way, darling. 

			Dad being deaf doesn’t affect things much, except that he can’t use the phone, and sometimes he needs something he’s missed explaining. The good bit about it is he’s always able to lipread what a footballer on telly is swearing. The bad bit is that our overhead lights flash when someone rings the doorbell. I’ve asked Mum and Dad if we can stop that, because it’s embarrassing when kids come over, but Mum’s face went hard and she said I need to think about my priorities. 

			So I just don’t invite people over now. I love Dad – I wouldn’t swap him. I wouldn’t even swap Mum, most of the time. It’s just sensible not to hand kids bullets about how your family’s different from other people’s. 

			Mum peered across the peninsula at me, eyes made into slits. ‘Why are you asking about valuable things and Finders Keepers? Is this about the car boot sale?’ 

			‘It’s nothing to do with the car boot sale.’

			She wiped her fingers and adjusted the clip in her hair. She wore clips like two claws, that bounced back when stretched too far open. ‘You wouldn’t lie to me, Fiona? I really hope not.’

			‘Mrs Vernal mentioned Danielle today, out of nowhere,’ I said quickly. ‘Mrs Vernal. She’s the new drama teacher.’

			Mum reached for a slice of pizza. Pieces of her grey-blonde hair fell out of the clip again. She glanced at Dad and back to me. ‘What did she say?’

			‘She just really, really wanted to talk about Danielle.’

			Mum put the pizza slice down. ‘What did she say specifically?’

			‘She said that I could use having a dead sister to get better at drama. She talked about emotional truth. She held me back at the end of class and told me she was here for me.’ 

			Mum looked at Dad. ‘Mrs Vernal, you say?’

			Dad put his pizza slice down. He put his hand on Mum’s leg. 

			‘Some people,’ Mum adjusted her hair clip jerkily, not even wiping her fingers this time, ‘like to insert themselves into other people’s business.’ 

			She pushed her plate across the peninsula, even though she hadn’t finished her food, and the force of the push made hair fall out of her clip again. But my catalyst had worked because there was no more talk of Finders Keepers and the car boot sale.

			Dr Sharma taught us about catalysts in science. I use Danielle as a catalyst to change conversations.

			Thing is, when you’re not quite twelve in a town that’s thirty miles from the nearest city – where there’s meant to be a retail park coming, with a cinema and megabowl but they’ve still not been built – where the most exciting events are kids putting bangers in cow pats, or farm boys riding into school on tractors on their sixteenth birthdays, and by riding I mean trundling in slowly, it sounds better than it is – well. Being a kid and being able to change a conversation is like a superpower. 

			My big sister died. 

			Some people head-tilt and go quiet. Some people ask questions. 

			Mrs Vernal is one of those who tell me how sad I am. She wants me to be sad, though she either doesn’t know the full story or she hasn’t thought it through. Because you don’t get sad about someone you never met. Except if you’re told there was this girl who used to live in your house, who still has a better bedroom than you, who laid the table without being asked and was a good eater. 

			So maybe I am sad. Maybe I’m sad I can’t go back fourteen years and grab Danielle’s arm and say fine, you’re going to die and I’m sorry, but could you say you don’t like eggs? In fourteen years’ time I’m going to have to eat sweetcorn because of you.

			Sometimes, when Mum talks about Danielle, it’s like she forgets we were never all here at the same time. She talks like our family once had the right number for Hungry Hippos. Like we were once a family who once needed the fourth peninsula stool, rather than keeping it in the cupboard under the stairs. 

			And sometimes I wonder whether I should stop pointing out that I’m the replacement. Whether I should forget what the truth is, and try to believe Mum’s instead. 

			Mum especially forgets me and Danielle weren’t around at the same time when it comes to summer holidays. 

			She was looking at Cornwall hotels in the kitchen with Dad later that night, while I worked on a jigsaw in the lounge. I could hear what she was doing without needing to spy at all.

			‘SHIT THE BED!’ There was a furious tapping – Mum stabbing at a brochure with an angry finger. ‘Jonathan, look at the single supplement for this one!’

			Things That Make My Mum Angry

			1)	Single supplements

			2)	Me not thinking about my priorities

			3)	Me, generally

			4)	People cutting her up at roundabouts, especially if they’re driving BMWs

			5)	People who walk too slowly in front of her, on the street or in a supermarket

			6)	Me telling another adult that she wanted to know how much money they had*

			7)	People who say they knew Danielle really well when they didn’t

			8)	Snails on the step that don’t move out of the way because it’s their fault if they go and get stepped on and they can’t come crying to me

			9)	Grandma buying unsuitable presents

			10)	The women from work who treated Danielle’s funeral like an outing because they stopped at M&S on the way back

			11)	The timing sheets system at Parents’ Evening

			12)	Me asking to go to the fair

			13)	Mrs Vernal (new)

			*I only did this once.

			This list is definitely – definitely – not exhaustive.

			Mum was still with Dad in the kitchen – ‘LOOK! JONATHAN! What are the single beds made of, actual diamonds?’ – when I heard a thud at the lounge window. 

			I pushed my jigsaw away. I ran to the window and looked out. 

			A sparrow lay on the paving stone below the window, its legs sticking into the air, cartoon-upright. 

			I let myself out of the front door. I picked the bird up carefully and rested it on my hand. 

			It was warm. I felt a flutter of movement inside it.

			I rested the sparrow on top of the hedge so the estate cats couldn’t get it. I looked back at the window, at the round greasy mark, whirling like a massive fingerprint. 

			When I checked the bird a few minutes later, it had gone. But the bird-head-fingerprint mark was still there. Below the mark was the back of a photo frame. 

			I sniffed. I bet I knew why that bird got distracted and flew into the glass. I knew what it was thinking.

			Another one, I can’t believe it. Another photo of that dead kid on a windowsill.

		

	
		
			3

			If you tell a kid not to do something, you might give them the idea in the first place.

			(paradox)

			Thirty-eight days to the fair

			I met Lewis at our lamppost on George Street the next morning. He walked towards me, his anorak hood up, even though it was hardly raining.

			We nodded at each other and fell into step, crossing the road when we reached the postbox.

			‘Wait for me!’ Sean hurried to catch us. 

			I looked at Sean’s feet. ‘You’re only allowed to wear black socks with the uniform, You’re going to get done.’

			Sean pushed his hand through his hair. ‘So, I get done, so what?’

			That’s when I knew we were meant to notice his white socks, but he was pretending we weren’t.

			These things might sound complicated if you’re not at our school, but they make sense once you’ve been there a while. 

			The three of us walked through the park and Lewis and I glanced at each other. We knew what the other was thinking. We wanted to check the bag of magazines was still there, but we didn’t want to tell Sean.

			Sean’s not as good at keeping secrets as us.

			Or not as good with our secrets anyway. Sean told everyone Lewis was rubbish at the high jump after we held an Olympics in Lewis’s back garden. Sean told everyone I was trying on a new accent – and really, there was nothing wrong with that, loads of people who only ever lived on cul-de-sacs in Monkford talk like the brothers from Oasis.

			So I got nervous as we approached the second-biggest bush because Lewis is a panicker. Causes me loads of problems.

			I thought quickly. ‘You know when I turn twelve in August, I’ll overtake Danielle. She was eleven when she died.’

			Sean and Lewis both looked away.

			‘Our second-biggest bedroom is still kept for Danielle. But I’ll be the oldest when I turn twelve.’ I could make out a hint of white plastic through the branches. ‘And I’m alive. Do you think Mum and Dad will give me the second bedroom on my birthday?’

			‘No.’ Lewis was looking at gravel path in front of him. ‘And I definitely don’t think you should ask your mum.’

			Lewis is scared of my mum, more than any other adult. He’s not used to a shouty mum because his is the quiet type. 

			Anyway, my catalyst worked, because we were now past the second-biggest bush and nearly at the playground. 

			Lewis and I glanced at each other. I gave a small nod.

			A day, that bag of magazines had been there now. A whole day – at least. And no one had come to collect it yet. 

			After registration, we had a year-group assembly in the sports hall. We sat cross-legged on gym mats, low-level conversation all around as we waited for the assembly to start.

			It was meant to be one of those talent assemblies, with kids with hobbies showing off, all hoping to wow the crowd. Kids who’d been told skills impressed people and won friends. 

			Kids who hadn’t thought through what would happen when they left the sports hall. Who’d spend all lunchtime begging bigger kids for their juggling balls back. 

			Mrs Vernal stood at the front of the sports hall, waiting. Something felt different today. Dr Sharma and the other Year Seven form teachers looked more serious than usual.

			I felt the waft of the door opening and shutting behind me. At the back of the room, the chattering stopped. The kids at the side of the hall, the ones with their jazz shoes and flutes, stood straighter. Even the teachers stood straighter.

			I felt her before I saw her. The New Head.

			Across the aisle, Liam hadn’t noticed the air change. ‘And his stereo has got two CD players and—’

			The New Head padded up to him. She waited, looking at the floor, doing an impression of someone shy. The eyes of a cheetah brooch glinted out from her neat turquoise jumper.

			Finally, Liam glanced up. 

			He shrank – instantly. Liam. One of the best kids in our year.

			The New Head stood there a moment longer, letting Liam’s fear properly soak in. 

			She walked to the front of the room and turned to face us. ‘I’ve been contacted by the head at Radcliffe High School.’

			Just the sound of her voice made my stomach squish. It was so calm and quiet, in the room that was otherwise silent.

			‘A group of his Year Tens were playing chicken on the railway track, and a child has been seriously injured by an oncoming train. He is in hospital. He will never be the same again.’

			Not a whisper.

			‘I wanted you all to hear me say, personally, that playing chicken is the stupidest thing a child can do. And if any of you – any of you’ – she looked into as many eyes as possible – ‘risk the safety of yourselves or your fellow children in that way, you will feel the full force of my wrath.’

			The New Head nodded to Mrs Vernal and walked out of the room. The only sound was the brush of the door as it came to a close, behind her.

			Mrs Vernal took a step forward. ‘That must be such upsetting news for you all.’ Her eyes were shiny, but not crying-shiny. ‘Awful.’ 

			No one said anything. 

			‘You need to take this as a learning opportunity. You’re going to learn how not to follow the herd. You’re going to learn about real life at this school – especially in drama.’

			Did Dr Sharma exchange a look with Miss Jarvis?

			‘Resilience, not just the syllabus. You’re going to grow.’ Mrs Vernal pulled at her scarf like it was too tight. ‘Does anyone have anything they want to share with the group?’

			Everyone looked at the floor. 

			‘These can be difficult years.’ Mrs Vernal paced in front of the sports ladders at the front of the room. ‘Remember – you are the star of your own life. You flower for yourselves, not for anyone else.’ She turned and paced in the other direction. ‘Being a teenager is hard.’

			Teenager. If only. I wasn’t even twelve till after the school year ended. 

			If I could change one thing in my life, I’d have been born in September, not August. 

			And being allowed to go to the fair, obviously. 

			And Danielle not being such a good eater. 

			And Mum realising dead people don’t need bedrooms.

			Still – chicken. And a train. There was a kid in hospital right now, who would never be the same again.

			Maybe, today, being Fiona Larson right now wasn’t completely awful, after all.

			Lewis and I hurried straight to the park after school. 

			We passed a bunch of kids gathered around the big wasps’ nest, taking turns to go up close, practically touching the nest, before jerking away again, and indicating to the next kid to do the same. Playing chicken.

			I shook my head. ‘The assembly must have given them the idea.’

			Lewis shuddered – at the wasps, or the thought of disobeying the New Head, or both. 

			We checked the kids weren’t watching us and walked up to the second-biggest bush, as though it was any other bush in the park. We climbed into the den space and – sweet! The magazines were still there!

			We spread them out and went through them again.

			We learned how to keep a girl happy in bed (foreplay and the clitoris). We learned about premature ejaculation and how to keep the wolf from the door by thinking about snooker and Gardeners’ World. We learned to always flick past Readers’ Wives, which raised more questions than answers and made Lewis, especially, feel like he needed a little break. 

			One of the magazines was different from all the others, and only showed the girls in underwear, not naked. It broke up all the girl pictures with other things – an interview with an actor, a page giving star ratings to different shaving foams, and a small section on films. We wouldn’t get as much money for this magazine, but it was our favourite. 

			I stared at the picture from a film’s car chase scene. ‘When I’m a spy, I’m going to be the clever one who gets to drive, not the girl one who’s the passenger.’ I turned a page. ‘And there’s no way I’d let myself get kidnapped.’

			With all our attention, some of the magazine pages were starting to look a bit ruffled. The cover with the sleepy wet/dry girl had got creased where Lewis had accidentally sat on it. 

			‘The owner will be able to tell we’ve read his magazines.’ I pushed the cover with my fist, straightening it. ‘He’s going to be furious now whatever, so I might as well take them. Finders Keepers rules says two days is fine.’ And before I could think too much about it, I slid the magazines into the plastic bag and into my rucksack. I hurried out of the bush before I could think about what I’d done.

			Lewis rushed after me, trying to put a rucksack on at the same time. ‘I can’t believe you did that!’

			‘We can sit on the swings and watch the bush. Surveillance, my spy book calls it. If the owner comes back, we can give him the magazines and say it was a joke.’

			We sat on the swings. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Lewis inch a pack of cards out of his pocket.

			‘Lewis! Not now!’

			He pushed his cards back in.

			I started swinging, even though I never swing anymore, not even when no one can see, on the swing in our garden. Only little kids swing. I just swung that day because we were there, doing surveillance.

			I swung high enough for the chains to jolt, pointing my legs upwards, and made sure not to look at the sky. It’s something about how big and empty space is – how the planets are just floating there and nothing’s strapped in and there’s so much nothing. It makes me dizzy.

			Looking down, from this height, I could see the whole park. And there was no angry man going into the second-biggest bush to look for his treasure. 

			I’d done it. I’d taken the magazines and it was Finders Keepers, fair and square.

			I was safe.

			But I didn’t have long to celebrate. 

			I’d said goodbye to Lewis and was heading back home, thinking how pleasingly full my rucksack felt, when I saw it.

			I stopped and stared. I wrapped my arms around my body.

			Opposite the petrol station, where there had been an advert for cat food that morning, there was now a new billboard.

			Monkford Fair. Festival Field. Fri 19–Mon 22 July.

			A clown face loomed out of the picture, the clown’s smile so wide it looked mean. A cartoon picture of a Waltzer car whirled so fast that the people inside were just a blur.

			I kept staring.

			It’s time. 

			My heart got fuller. My breath tighter.

			I had to get this right this year. I had to think.

			I had thirty-eight days to work out how to get to the fair.
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