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Prologue


I can’t believe what I’ve just done.


The girl who ran through the halls of Mount Selwyn High School was still in shock, her hair still wet from the shower. It was way past eight p.m., five hours since it all started, but everyone had left for the day and no one had seen.


She took the stairs two at a time and she went into the basement. Her locker was tucked away at the side, in a dark enclave with just a few other lockers. People only walked this way if they had to get to the music rooms, but it was too late even for after-school classes.


She’d had no choice. She’d had to do it.


Or did I?


At her locker she scanned left and right before she opened the door and pulled out her backpack. She shoved in her school fleece, her gym socks – they might keep her warm if she had to sleep rough for the night – her favourite book of poems and one exercise book. On the front was written:


[image: image]


No one understood what it was like to be her: Head Girl, Hockey Captain, Netball Captain, Founder of the Poetry Club. All her life she’d tried to be perfect, and she’d failed. If anyone knew the truth, if her parents knew what she’d done, they would disown her.


But now only one thought circled and circled in her mind:


Have I killed her?


She ripped out pages of work from the book: grade A, after grade A, after grade A, fell to the floor. Then she stopped and ripped out a blank page and wrote on it:


I am a coward


She paused as she realized she hadn’t said the most important thing:


and I love you.


She folded the note in half and placed it on the shelf of the dark blue metal locker.


A noise startled her. Someone else was in the building!


She quickly put the book in her bag, clipped the bag shut and slung it over one shoulder. With tears in her eyes she said goodbye to the school, and to her life.


Then she closed the locker, locked it and walked quickly down the hall to the fire exit.


It was locker number 62.





Chapter 1


I’m starting a new school today and I can’t wait!


Because of Mum I have to wait a bit longer than I want to. Registration is already over so we’re going straight to my first class.


‘Here we are!’ says Mum.


The science lab. Great. My first lesson is my worst subject.


‘Lipgloss pep talk!’ orders Mum, and pulls a Juicy Tube from her pocket. She smoothes it over my lips and I rub them together. Then we look each other in the eye and both say, ‘Cool is everything!’


Mum starts sniffing, and I see she’s crying. Actually crying! I rub her arm. ‘Come on,’ I say. ‘This is not time for Mum the Hormone Monster.’


‘I’m just sorry you’re going to be late,’ she says. ‘I couldn’t get it together this morning. Must be the bumpling.’


‘Don’t try and put this on the pregnancy, Mum,’ I say, pointing down at her round belly. ‘You’ve always been disorganized!’


Mum puts her hands up. ‘It’s a fair cop, guv,’ she says, laughing back the tears. She tucks a strand of her curly brown hair behind her ear. ‘I think you’re allowed to be late on your first day,’ she says. ‘In fact, it’s kind of expected. Now all your new classmates will think you’re a rebel.’


‘I’m not a rebel,’ I tell her.


‘Yeah, I know. But it might be fun to reinvent yourself – become a cool girl for a change. Make all the other kids want to hang out with you … for a change …’


‘I’ll be, like, the most popular girl in school?’


Mum nods.


‘I like the sound of that!’


‘You’re so beautiful, darling. And with that snazzy new haircut and those funky red tartan tights that go with your new red uniform, you’ll have everyone falling at your feet this time.’


One of the good things about Mum is that she’s not afraid to spend money on me. She wanted to give me the best start in my new school – especially as I’m joining Mount Selwyn in mid-October and I’ll be at a school with actual boys, sitting and learning in the same class as me. So we went to the swankiest hairdressers in London, flicked through tons of mags and chose the latest cut going. We dyed my hair from its normal blonde to brown like Mum’s and cut it in a short-short boy-cut. The magazine said it’s going to be the NBT – Next Big Thing.


I am no longer blonde, gawky Maya Andrews with a bump in her nose, a slightly unhealthy interest in books and only one friend in the world. I am mysterious and alluring Maya Andrews, with a secret and interesting past, who’s cooler than cool.


That’s the idea, anyway. Mum’s idea.


Mum sniffs again and flaps her hands in front of her face. ‘I’ll walk you in, shall I? Maybe I’ll recognize your teacher from the good old days.’


‘No!’ I say, too quickly and too loudly. I look at Mum and wince.


She laughs. ‘Of course you don’t want me in there spoiling your street cred.’ She kisses me on the cheek and I pull her in for a hug.


‘Don’t break too many hearts,’ she says, then walks away.


I wait until she’s out of sight before I reach for my mobile and send Frankie a quick text.


About to go in. Wish me luck x x


I only have to wait two milliseconds for Frankie’s reply:


Gluck darling. Remember what we talked about:


mysterious and alluring. And remember that you


always have your beffy x x


I text her right back:


Thanks, Beffy. See you after school tonight x x


Deep breath. This is it. First impressions are everything, and I really want to make Mum proud. As soon as I open that door I have to be cool … and pretend cool comes naturally.


I plaster a gigantic winning smile on to my face, lift my head up, chest out, and walk in, trying not to look too much like a rooster. The whole class, teacher included, turns and looks at me.


‘Hello,’ says the teacher, a man who looks like Jim Carrey, if Jim Carrey had a sweaty face and a weird dress sense. ‘Can I help you?’


I am momentarily stunned by the sixty or more eyes on me. I see thirty students wearing shirts with tartan ties and red jumpers with the Mount Selwyn school crest at the top left. We wore grey woollen V-necks at St Cecilia’s, with green checked shirts. This looks completely different. But I snap out of it quick and say, ‘Hi, I’m—’


‘The Year 7s are on the floor below. Would someone—’


Year 7! ‘No, I – er – I … I’m Maya Andrews. I’m starting Year 9 today.’


Perhaps a slightly false start. There are a few titters from around the classroom. It’s happening again.


‘Of course you are. Maya Andrews.’ He ticks my name on the register. ‘I’m Mr Holt. Grab a seat.’


The lab is set out in long desks for doing experiments, with about six stools to each desk. I see there are two free stools for me to choose from. The first is next to a girl with perfect makeup, blonde ringlets and an expression that says she doesn’t want to be here. She’s leaning sideways and whispering to an equally beautiful girl with black hair extensions in neat cornrows that fall into large curls. These two are clearly the popular crowd, and to make the most friends I have to hang out with them.


There’s also a space next to a nutty-looking girl dressed as a goth. She has olive skin with so much make-up on that she needs a Wet Paint sign. Her foundation is pasty white and she has black eyeliner all around her eyes. Her uniform looks like everyone else’s, but her tights are ripped, clearly on purpose, and she’s drawn a dagger on her notebook sticking out of the word Chemistry. Um, it’s not that I’m opposed to goths in general, but I don’t think she and I would have anything in common. Besides, I want to be the coolest, most popular girl in the school, and I don’t think that’s going to happen sitting next to her.


Then I see there would be one advantage – one gorgeous advantage – in sitting next to the goth girl: the most super-hot guy I’ve ever seen in real life. He has wavy brown hair, big brown eyes and cherry red lips. I walk towards his desk and smile at him as I pass. Then, with sudden bravery, I say, ‘Hi.’


He nods his head at me and does a half-smile. ‘Hi,’ he says.


Five minutes into my first day and I think I have developed my first crush.


I pull back the stool next to goth girl, but the amazingly gorgeous boy is still looking at me. OK, mysterious and alluring, mysterious and alluring. Cool is everything. I give him a mysterious and alluring look. He laughs a little. Not the result I expected, but still a result.


I go to sit down, trip over goth girl’s gigantic backpack … and fall flat on my bum.


Smooth, Maya. Very smooth.


The class bursts out laughing and continues to laugh solidly for about five minutes. I haul myself up from the floor and try to laugh along with them. It’s a trick I learned at my last school.


‘Too busy staring at Ben Sands to concentrate?’ says Mr Holt. ‘What’s your name again?’ he asks me, and probably because of the hideous humiliation, I completely forget what my name is. I’m not sure forgetting your name counts as being mysterious.


‘Err … Maya Andrews,’ I finally say.


‘If you …’ he starts, then, ‘Wait a minute … Maya Andrews?’


Here it comes. I knew it would happen eventually but I hoped it wouldn’t happen in the first lesson of my first day.


‘Are you Leanne Andrews’s daughter?’


‘Yes, sir.’ I nod.


‘Well, I never!’ He says it like this is more exciting than Madonna being my mum. Or the Madonna being my mum. ‘Let me tell you something, class. Leanne Andrews was quite a hellraiser at this school. What a reputation she had!’


Everyone says, ‘Ooooo,’ like my mum is a big deal. The two cool girls turn to look at me again. I try to smile. The one with the ringlets raises her eyebrows.


‘And as well as being notorious at Mount Selwyn, Maya’s mother has written lots of scientific papers on the copulation of rats.’


The room sighs. They thought my mum was going to be interesting.


‘Don’t look so disappointed,’ he says. ‘Copulation means sex.’


The fact that a teacher has just used the word sex means everyone is laughing. At me. Again.


I slap my face with my palm.


Mr Holt hands me a textbook and tells me to turn to chapter seven. Everyone is working in silence so I take the opportunity to assess my new class. At the back there is a gigantic, terrifying-looking boy. He’s the only person wearing a jacket over his uniform, an army jacket. I’m sure I can see stubble on his chin. He looks much older than everyone else. In front of him is—


‘Karmella!’ shouts Mr Holt.


All heads turn to look at the cool girl with the blonde ringlets.


‘Karmella, what’s that in your hand?’


‘Nothing, Mr Holt,’ Karmella says.


‘It’s not nothing. Give me that piece of paper.’


‘It’s my diary, sir,’ she says, looking defiant but also a bit scared.


‘It’s not your diary, Karmella. And if it is, you shouldn’t be writing it in class.’ He snatches the piece of paper out of Karmella’s hands. ‘If it’s so important, I’m sure the whole class should hear.’


Everyone in class hates this bit; we’re all feeling Karmella’s pain. He reads the paper aloud. ‘Vote on the new kid: male or female or a tragic …’ Mr Holt tails off as everyone starts laughing.


Oh God! I’m blushing like mad and starting to sweat. Maybe my new short-short boy-cut is not the Next Big Thing; maybe it’s a Long Way Off. And I’m sure the bright red sweaty look will never be trendy.


Mr Holt growls at Karmella. ‘Karmella, you are in a lot of trouble—’


‘But, sir,’ Karmella protests, ‘I didn’t start the note. Look, there were loads of ticks in the “Tragic Posh Idiot” column before it got to me.’


‘I don’t care who started it. You’re the one being punished.’


‘But, sir. That’s so un—’


‘It’s OK, Mr Holt,’ I say, not wanting to make enemies on my first day, especially not with a girl like Karmella. ‘I’m sure it was only a joke.’


Mr Holt ignores me. ‘Karmella, I want you to look after Maya. Make sure she gets to her classes, show her where the toilets and the changing rooms are, and make her feel welcome.’


Someone shouts, ‘Gutted, Karm!’


Hanging round with me has just become a punishment. I have to think of a way to turn it into a perk. Then maybe I can get into the cool group after all. Then maybe I won’t be bullied again, like I was at my last school.





Chapter 2


‘It was so hideously unfair of Mr Holt to punish you.’


I’m walking down the corridor with Karmella and the other girl, the one with the cornrows and hair extensions. I’m still carrying my coat, gym kit and all my stuff as I didn’t get the chance to put it away before class.


‘Hideously!’ the other girl scoffs.


Hideous was what everyone said at St Cecilia’s High; apparently it hasn’t made it to London yet. Or maybe hideous was last year’s word and it’s completely over.


‘Don’t be rude to the new girl, Roche,’ says Karmella, and Roche looks shocked. ‘Maya, this is my best friend, Rochelle.’


‘Hi,’ says Rochelle.


‘Hi!’ I say. ‘Rochelle is such a pretty name.’


Rochelle smiles.


Wow, that was easy! Friends with the cool crowd on my first day.


Karmella looks at Rochelle, winks at her, and then stops walking.


‘Just so you know, this is the ladies’, and I need to go.’ Karmella continues: ‘Roche, didn’t you say you needed to go too?’


‘I’m absolutely desperate, dahhhhling,’ she says. I think she’s mocking my accent.


They push on the door to the ladies and I’m about to follow them in when Karmella says, ‘We’ll only be a sec. Will you wait for us out here?’ And they head inside.


I watch as everyone walks by, most of them ignoring me but some giving me a look because I’m clearly new and they don’t know why I’m standing outside the girls’ loos like a lonesome lemon, carrying all my things. I hope no one tries to pick on me before Karmella and Rochelle get back. My tartan tights were so cool in St Cecilia’s, but everyone here is wearing sheer black ones. Their school skirts are rolled up really short.


I try to subtly roll mine up too.


Gradually the corridor clears. I look at my watch; they’ve been ages and our next class is in five minutes.


I decide I can’t face being late twice on my first day – I know it’s sad, but I can’t fight my nature. I push the door to the ladies’ and I am instantly hit by the smell of bleach and cigarette smoke. It’s quiet.


‘Karmella? Roche – er – Rochelle?’


No response. Nothing.


There are five cubicles on either side and I walk down, pushing the doors. All ten are empty. At the far wall there is another door, tucked behind a cubicle, and when I push that door I see it leads out into a different hallway with classrooms leading off it.


They must have left this way. They forgot I was waiting for them.


Now I have only four minutes to find my locker and dump my stuff. So it looks like I’m going to be late. Again.


A beep from my phone:


How was the first lesson? Fall for anyone yet?


Frankie. Who else? I text her back:


Head over high heels! Will tell all tonight, got to find


my locker then head to English.


She replies:


How romantic! Love at first lesson.


I open the printout the receptionist gave me with my timetable, my locker number and a map of the school.


Maya Andrews: Locker 62.


According to the map, it’s downstairs in the basement so I follow the crowd and head there. There are rows and rows of lockers all side by side and back to back. Mine must be here somewhere. Each of the lockers looks the same; metal, painted blue, with a combination lock and three tiny slits for air vents.


But lockers 61–70 aren’t here with the others. The numbers lead off to a little enclave round the corner from the lunch room. I run back there, ducking and weaving through the hoards like a rugby player. The bell rings for the start of the next lesson, but it will take me one second to shove my stuff away and then I can go.


My heart sinks as I finally get to my locker. My mum once took me to Jimi Hendrix’s grave in Paris and this locker has about the same amount of graffiti. People have scratched hearts into the blue paint and written all over it. There’s things like:


‘What happened to you?’


‘Where’d you go?’


‘We miss you.’


And,


‘It turns out we all have secrets.’


I put in the code. The door doesn’t open. I try again. Oh no, please don’t say they’ve given me the wrong combination! I look around to ask someone to help, but everyone has gone to their next class. Reading the code once more, I carefully dial in the right numbers. Then I use all my strength to pull the door open.


It’s worked!


Argh!


Thousands of little pieces of paper come pouring out and I have to slam the door shut to stop a real mess. Lucky I have ninja-quick reactions. Is my locker the school’s rubbish bin?


My quick response wasn’t quite quick enough to stop about forty bits of paper falling around my feet. I scoop them all up and see that each one has something handwritten on it. One of them says:


[image: image]


That’s really sad. Who wrote this? I pick up another one and see the handwriting’s completely different.


[image: image]


Is this a message for me? I must teach her the lipgloss pep talk.


[image: image]


I have to help this person, let them know that there is nothing wrong with being gay.


But not now: now I have to get to English before I miss it completely.


I text Frankie:


My locker doubles as a trash can!


She texts back:


Whoa! Severe funding cuts! [image: image]


Finally, all done. Congratulations to me. Oh, there’s one more piece of paper that’s fluttered further away. I pick it up and read it. It’s written in purple ink, and there’s a star instead of a dot over one of the i’s.


[image: image]


I feel sick.





Chapter 3


Someone has started a hate campaign against me. It’s like St Cecilia’s all over again! They passed that note, then came straight to my locker and put this message in here. Did they want me to find it?


But that’s not the real problem. The real problem is that I am ‘tragically uncool’.


I hear a gasp from behind me and hide the note behind my back.


‘What do you think you’re doing?!’


A girl emerges from the darkness of the corridor.


‘I …’ Once she steps closer I see that it’s the goth girl, and she’s carrying her enormous backpack. ‘I’m cleaning out this locker,’ I tell her.


‘You can’t. That’s sacrilege. Do you know how many people care about this locker and what it represents?’


From the way her painted eyebrows dance up and down her forehead I can see she’s genuinely angry with me.


‘This locker represents a place for me to put my stuff,’ I tell her.


‘We all have baggage we need to offload,’ she says, ‘or else we’ll go mad.’


I wonder if the ‘going mad’ ship has already sailed for this girl. ‘Yeah,’ I say, ‘I’ve been dragging this stuff with me and it’s been making me insane. Not to mention the pain in my shoulders.’


‘These things can weigh us down, can’t they?’ she says with a nod.


‘Exactly,’ I nod back, motioning to her backpack that looks like it weighs over a ton. ‘Like books and a PE kit.’


‘Bottling up your secrets is unhealthy –’ She pauses and frowns at me. ‘What did you say? What’s this got to do with PE?’


‘What did you say?’ I ask. ‘What’s this got to do with secrets?’


She pokes her head forward and looks at me as if I have problems speaking English. ‘You do know what this is?’ she asks, pointing to my locker.


‘This. Is. My. Locker,’ I explain, and slowly, just in case she has learning difficulties or something.


‘This isn’t your locker,’ she says. ‘It’s locker 62.’


‘Yes, locker 62 … my locker.’ I wave the printout the receptionist gave me.


Goth girl’s mouth drops wide open and her eyes look like heavily made-up saucers. She grabs the slip from me and reads it, but she still looks doubtful. ‘Prove it,’ she says.


I dial in the code and open and shut the door quickly so no more paper falls out.


‘I’m speechless,’ she says. ‘Which is possibly a first.’ She shakes her head slowly. Then, slightly more agitated. ‘Have you read any?’


I’m sensing from her reaction that something huge has just happened, but I have no idea what. ‘What’s going on?’ I ask.


The girl touches my locker like it’s a precious artefact. ‘Years ago,’ she says, ‘like years and years ago, there was this girl, right?’


‘Riiiiight,’ I reply.


‘Her name was Hillary Randle and she was the head girl: beautiful, popular, clever, totally hot boyfriend who was also smart and destined for the big time.’


‘I’m jealous.’


‘That’s the thing – everyone was jealous of her. She had a perfect life.’


‘So where is she now?’ I ask. ‘Prime Minister? Supermodel? Owner of a multimillion-pound company?’


‘One day she just disappeared. No one knows where she went or why or if she’s alive or dead. The police came and emptied her locker and they said they found a note in it.’


‘Suicide?!’ I don’t like the idea of having the suicide locker.


Goth girl shrugs. ‘Don’t know. They never found her.’


This is interesting. What happened to Hillary Randle?


‘Since then,’ the girl grabs my arm to make a dramatic story out of this, ‘the school thought it would be too weird to use her locker so they just kept it locked. Now everyone writes down their deepest darkests and slips them through.’ She points at the vents at the top. ‘Like as a way to stop the same thing that happened to Hillary Randle happening to us.’


‘Sooooo,’ I say, trying to understand, ‘you’re telling me that there is a secret on every single piece of paper in here.’


She nods slowly.


‘A secret belonging to someone in this school?’


She nods again, then pokes me in the chest. ‘And you get to read them.’


I take a deep breath. This is quite a lot to take in on a first day.


‘If knowledge is power,’ she says, ‘you’ve just become the most powerful girl in school!’


Whoa. I can’t decide if this is a good thing or absolutely hideous.





Chapter 4


‘Sorry, Miss Draper,’ says the goth girl as she walks into the classroom just ahead of me.


‘Yes, sorry,’ I say. ‘I’m new and I got lost.’


‘Not a problem – Maya, isn’t it?’ Miss Draper asks. She’s my English teacher and she looks really nice. Which is great, as English is my favourite subject and I don’t think I could handle anything heavy after the morning I’ve had. ‘You have no such excuse, Zeba,’ Miss Draper says to goth girl as she sits down. ‘Maya, why don’t you take a seat over there next to Luke?’


She points to a space next to the boy in the army jacket with the stubble. He’s huge and quite scary. He stares at me and I wish I could sit next to anyone else.


Karmella winks at me as I walk past. Hopefully ditching me wasn’t bullying after all, just some initiation ritual, and now they’ll let me into their group.


I’m hit by a smell of washing powder as I sit down next to the gigantic Luke.


‘Let’s get started, shall we?’ says Miss Draper. ‘Ten points if anyone can name a poet and a poem they’ve written.’


I stick up my hand really quickly. No one else has stuck up their hand.


‘Maya?’


‘Robert Frost, “Fire and Ice”.’ I stand up to recite the poem.




‘Some say the world will end in fire,


Some say in ice.


From what I’ve tasted of desire …’





I tail off because everyone is looking at me openmouthed. I sit back down, feeling like I’m in an aquarium surrounded by goldfish.


‘Er,’ I finish up, ‘I’ve forgotten the rest.’


Miss Draper chuckles. ‘I just asked for the name and title, but that’s very good, Maya.’


From the way everyone is smirking at me, it doesn’t feel very good.


‘Turn to page 118,’ says Miss Draper. ‘I’d like you to compare the two poems there, working with the person next to you.’


I turn to the scary boy. ‘Hi. I’m Maya,’ I say to him. ‘Pleased to meet you … Luke, isn’t it?’


He doesn’t say anything and I don’t know what to do. This is the first boy I have ever spoken to since … since forever, I think. I have no brothers. I’ve been at a girls’ school all my life. The only male I speak to properly is Grandpa, and he’s losing his marbles. Saying ‘Hi’ to the amazingly gorgeous Ben Sands is about as far as I’ve got with the opposite sex.


I pull the book towards me, turn to the right page and pretend to read the poems. The class starts talking quietly.


Finally he says, ‘So, poetry, eh?’


‘Yeah,’ I say.


‘What’s so great about poetry?’ he asks.


‘Poetry?’ I repeat. ‘Ummm. Do you really want to know?’


‘I really want to know,’ he says with a nod.


I’m not very familiar with boys, but this boy is especially weird. He has auburn hair that might be red if the light was right. We’re both sitting, but I can tell if he was standing he would tower over me by a good foot or more. He’s wearing a green army jacket, and it’s totally against the school rules to wear jackets in class, but the teachers must be too scared to tell him to take it off. I don’t blame them.


‘Well,’ I say, ‘poetry allows us to express ourselves in a way that forces people to think about the meaning. Take Robert Frost, for example: he doesn’t use loads of long words, but that doesn’t mean his poems are mediocre.’


Luke mouths the word mediocre to himself.


I push past it. ‘He writes about, like, building a wall or something – and because of …’ Luke looks at me really strangely. ‘What?’ I ask.

OEBPS/images/title.jpg





OEBPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
       
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
            
            
            
            
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/f0020-01.jpg
T easseL e ot about The?
new g T wWoel warmet9o 10
oo Y Fiont, WOt heor friends

1o oo teadeosy

T new 8
stna 08






OEBPS/images/c0002-01.jpg
tillary Randle
Mr Holt's Form
Lower Cixth





OEBPS/images/9780857386793.jpg






OEBPS/images/common.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0019-01.jpg
Fat sometimes T 7Y

1 feel 50wl
im The foilets:






OEBPS/images/f0018-01.jpg
oty
Tm

T not scared th
e will die in Tra

scared 4ell come pack
nd wor't be e same






OEBPS/images/f0019-02.jpg
My Samily il il e
oot T'w 99 IT'm 4oi

i€ they ever fing

"9 40 4ry my best
"0t 40 be qay any more






OEBPS/images/pub.jpg





