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My dearest darling Bee,

When you read this I will have gone from this earth, but if you look up at the night’s sky, the brightest, twinkliest star is me, shining my love down to you.

This book is my final gift to you, my own unique girl. I have filled its pages with the wisdom of the honeybee.

Knowing you and watching you grow has brought me pleasure as sweet as any honey. My deepest sorrow is that I shall not see you grow into the wise woman with dazzling style that I know you will become, the seeds of which are sown deep, deep inside you, already starting to bloom.

As the poet William Blake said: ‘The busy bee has no time for sorrow.’ So don’t cry tears for me. Get on and live your life.

But, should you have moments of sadness, write them in this book and imagine you are sending them to me.

Remember – every bee in the hive has a purpose and a reason for living:

The queen to lay eggs.

The drone to serve the queen.

The worker to pollinate flowers and make honey.

Find your purpose in life, Bee.

I have so loved the time we spent together, watching old Judy Garland and Marilyn Monroe films – especially The Wizard of Oz and Some Like It Hot. Your face would light the room as the stories unfolded. Just as Dorothy did in The Wizard of Oz, you must follow your yellow brick road to your destiny.
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My love for you is bigger than the sky and all the stars put together.

Your Great-Gran Beatrix xxxxx
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Dear Great-Gran Beatrix,

I am feeling sad, so I thought I should write you a letter in my bee book.

Mum and Dad are arguing, so I am hiding in my bedroom to get away from all the shouting.

I miss you a million more times than the number of all the bees in all the hives in the whole wide world.

It makes me happy again when I look at all the wondrous things we made for my bedroom – the film-star wall with the clapperboard in the middle that says ‘The Life of Bee: Take 1’. And the pictures of Marilyn Monroe and Judy Garland, who you know are my all-time best-ever actresses. When Marilyn Monroe acted, it was like a light shone from inside her and reached out to the whole wide world – wasn’t it, Great-Gran Beatrix? I loved it when you used to tell me that the day I was born, I lit up your world with my sunshine eyes.

Marilyn had grace and poise and a wiggly-waggly walk, but, Great-Gran Beatrix, I have something to tell you …  Madame Bertha of Madame Bertha’s Ballet and Tap Academy says I do not have grace and poise. She says I have the elegance of a rugby player and that I am not the type of child she encourages to enrol at Madame Bertha’s Ballet and Tap Academy. You remember how she used to make us curtsey at the end of every class but I always wobbled and my bottom would stick out? Well, last Thursday I wobbled so much I fell over, and the whole class laughed. Madame Bertha turned purple and shouted at me.

‘It’s not my fault that I don’t have a curtseying type of bottom!’ I shouted back.

She asked me to leave.

Which you know, Great-Gran Beatrix, is absolutely fine by me because I hate dancing, and acting is my thing. I’m a brilliant actress. I’m very proud of my virtual scrapbook of expressions for any occasion, which I keep in my imagination and can show on my face. Just like Marilyn Monroe.

I don’t know if it’s true, but I saw on Film Stars - Fact or Fiction that Marilyn’s walk came from the day she broke a bit of the heel of one of her shoes. She liked the way it made her walk wiggly-waggly and from then on she always had one heel shorter than the other. I am always breaking my shoes or losing them but this does not give me grace and a film-star walk. It just gets me into Big Trouble. I have:

A single fluffy slipper (I have looked under my bed a million times for the other one).

One pair of trainers (with no laces).

One pair of leather boots – the ones I got for Christmas (the zips broke, so now they flap when I walk).

One broken summer sandal – I fell down the stairs in them and the straps snapped. (PS: Why do people always say ‘be careful’ after you have fallen down? What’s the good in that?)
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So, now I stick to wearing my black DM boots and my favourite stripy socks, which you said, Great-Gran Beatrix, give me dazzling style.

I miss you.

Bee xxxx
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Dear Great-Gran Beatrix,

I can see all the pictures we stuck on the wall of Marilyn Monroe and Judy Garland reflected in my dressing-table mirror. It’s Christmas Day, and The Wizard of Oz is on TV again. Mum made a special tea and wanted to watch the film with me. But I can’t watch it without you, Great-Gran Beatrix, I just can’t – so I ran upstairs.

It’s nearly finished now, but I can hear Judy Garland acting as Dorothy from my room. Oh, Great-Gran Beatrix, wasn’t she just brilliant?

When she started singing ‘Somewhere Over the Rainbow’, my heart stopped and I was inside every note. I found myself creeping out of my bedroom to sit on the stairs to listen. And when Dorothy said to the Scarecrow, ‘I’ll miss you most of all,’ I found myself whispering it with her, except I said, ‘I’ll miss you most of all, Great-Gran Beatrix,’ because I do. My life’s just not the same without you.

Anyway, Mum’s calling me downstairs – I’d better go.

Bee xxxxx
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PS: Me again! I wish you were here so I could show you the picture Mum has just drawn me of the famous white dress Marilyn wore in the film The Seven Year Itch. She said she thought it would cheer me up.

You know how much I love, love, LOVE this dress, with its teeny, tiny pleats and swirly, swirly skirts. It’s just so beautiful. I would not let the wind blow up my skirt to show my knickers though. I do not even like showing my knickers when I change for PE. Bee xxx

PPS: By the way, just in case you’re wondering, Dad didn’t get me a phone for Christmas. Even though I begged and pleaded.






 


Dear Great-Gran Beatrix,

My hatstand, with all the hats you bought me on every birthday since I was a little girl, is my very favourite thing in the world. You know how I treasure each and every hat – my trilby, my top hat, my bowler, my beret, my deerstalker. But today, I am sad because I have been looking at the empty peg where one special hat should be. And it’s empty because of a promise I broke; a lie that I told.
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I’m sorry, Great-Gran Beatrix, I can’t write about this any more – it hurts too much.

Sending an extra big kiss up to the stars.

Love you,

Bee xxxxx
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Just call me Bee. Please, please call me that. If you call me Beatrix Daffodil Tulip Chrysanthemum Rose Edwards I won’t answer you. I am not being rude or unfriendly, or insolent, as Mrs Partridge, my teacher, calls me. I just don’t like my name. Well – would you?

Beatrix was the name of my great-grandmother. I like that name because it can be shortened to Bee, and it’s the name of the person who I happened to love most in the whole world when she lived on planet earth.

It’s the other names I don’t like. Neither does my mum.

‘HOW CAN YOU CALL YOUR DAUGHTER AFTER A BUNCH OF HALF-DEAD FLOWERS THAT YOU GOT CHEAP FROM A PETROL STATION?’ she always screams at Dad when they have a row. Which happens a lot.

Daffodil, tulip, chrysanthemum and rose were the names of the flowers in the bouquet that Dad brought to the hospital to say sorry to Mum when he missed me being born. So you can understand why she gets angry with him. She probably doesn’t want to be reminded about this every time she hears my whole name.

The story goes that Dad stopped off at the Dog and Duck pub on the way to the hospital and lost track of time. Mum wanted to call me Sarah, but Dad registered my birth down at the town hall without her knowing. She didn’t talk to him for four weeks and four days when he told her what he’d done.

At least the house would have been quiet when they weren’t talking to each other – apart from me screaming of course. I bet I was loud. Everyone’s loud in this house.

This morning is no exception. I’m on the search for marmalade, and as I pull open the fridge door and stare at the empty shelf where the jar should be, one of the fridge magnets slides off with a clang, sending the map of our village I drew at junior school fluttering to the floor.
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Footsteps clatter down the rickety stairs. I go to take a bite of toast but Mum runs into the kitchen, still in her PJs, her red tousled hair standing on end, and swipes the plate from under my nose.

‘Bee, look at the time – it’s eight forty-five! Go on, get to school now, before your father sees you and starts shouting.’

I duck around Mum, snatch the toast off the plate, take a bite and grab my blue school bag from the hall – all within the space of about five seconds. I think that’s pretty spectacular of me, considering I am the worst person at sports in the history of planet earth. Can’t catch. Can’t throw. Even if my hands were as big as an oak tree, if you threw a ball straight at me it would still go sailing over the tops of my finger-branches, into the sky.

I yank my long yellow and black stripy socks up over my knees, squeeze my feet into my black DMs and tie the laces into a scrambled knot, then I give myself a quick glance in the mirror on the way out of the front door. My reflection gapes back at me – long red hair, freckles and a face COVERED IN TOAST CRUMBS! Oops. I wipe my mouth on the back of my hand and then I remember – hat! I need one of my special hats to add some style to my boring grey school uniform. But I hear Dad stomping around upstairs, muttering to himself. There is no way I am going up there, not even if I double-dare myself.

Then I spy something black wedged behind the umbrella stand. Hurrah! It’s one of my all-time favourites – the black beret, made of the softest lambswool, which Great-Gran Beatrix gave me for my seventh birthday. I scoop it up and put it on, adjusting it in the mirror so it sits at a slight angle. I’m wearing it ‘with jaunty style’, as Great-Gran Beatrix used to say.

‘BEE, GET TO SCHOOL!’ yells Mum.

As the door of our little house in Duck Street bangs behind me, I shut my eyes, as I do every morning when I step out of my front door. The warmth of the sun and a gentle breeze kiss my eyelids and cheeks at the same time. A very good day for the bees to collect their nectar. I hear a door slamming inside the house. On your marks, get set, go, and Mum and Dad are off again … 

‘WHY IS THAT GIRL ALWAYS LATE FOR SCHOOL?’ shouts Dad so loudly, it echoes into the street.

‘HAS IT OCCURRED TO YOU THAT IF WE WEREN’T BUSY YELLING AT EACH OTHER ONE OF US COULD HAVE GOT BEE OFF TO SCHOOL ON TIME! YOU ALWAYS HAVE TO HAVE THINGS YOUR OWN WAY!’ screams Mum.

‘I DON’T!’ bellows Dad.

‘YOU DO – LOOK AT THE RIDICULOUS NAME YOU GAVE YOUR OWN DAUGHTER.’

‘WHY DO YOU HAVE TO BRING BEE’S NAME INTO EVERY ARGUMENT? YOU’RE LIKE A BROKEN RECORD,’ Dad yells.

And it’s at that moment I realise I don’t have my key. I’m always dropping it. I turn round with my eyes still shut, not opening them till I am peeping through the letter box. I can see my front door key lying on the carpet.

‘Mum, Dad, please open the door,’ I call, but they are too busy shouting to hear me.

They never hear me. I wish Great-Gran Beatrix were here. Sometimes my bones ache, I miss her so much.

I give up, take a deep breath, clutching at the tiny bit of bravery that’s hiding inside me, and force my eyes to stay open as I slowly turn around.

There it is, right in front of me, the Rise and Shine Happy Care Home for Older People, where Great-Gran Beatrix lived. My breath catches on my tonsils, like it does every single time I think about her sitting in her armchair. This is why I keep my eyes closed, so I’m not reminded—

‘BEE, BEE!’

Linford and Millie, two of the old people who live in the Rise and Shine Happy Care Home for Older People, and my great-gran’s dearest friends, call to me as they jog out of the front door in matching tracksuits. They are mad old people who go bungee jumping and climb mountains and do other daring activities to raise money for the Rise and Shine Happy Care Home.

I spy Matilda, another of Great-Gran Beatrix’s special friends, through the window. She’s playing the piano and singing ‘Tea for Two’. According to Mum, she once played the piano for the Queen.

Sid, a tiny bald old man in spectacles, who used to be a window cleaner, is squeezing out a big sponge over a bucket of soapy water. ‘Come for tea soon, Bee,’ he calls.

‘Tomorrow,’ I lie. ‘I’m late for school,’ I truth.

The old people ask me to come to tea every time they see me, but I can’t. I just can’t.

I wave at Mabel, who used to be a bingo caller, but she doesn’t see me. She is too busy weeding the garden and muttering bingo numbers to herself.

‘We’ll see you sooner than you think … ’ Linford and Millie call from across the road.

I want to ask them what they mean, but they’ve already gone, jogging up the road.

So I turn and run away from my memories, all elbows and knees everywhere. As I run along Duck Street I can see the gardens and allotments belonging to the Rise and Shine Happy Care Home, full of vegetables and beautiful flowers for the bees to pollinate.

Our village is shaped like a number eight, only the circle at the bottom, which is where I live, is called Little Ash because it’s smaller than the circle at the top, Ashton. There is only one single road leading out of Ashton to the rest of the world. The big problem is, the only way I can get to my school, which is beyond the woods in the big circle, is by crossing a crooked bridge over a deep, swirling, hateful, terrifying river. There is no other way. That’s the only bad thing though. Apart from that, the whole village is surrounded by forest, and fields and grassy paths. It’s like we’re being hugged by nature.

I’ve always thought the houses in Duck Street are like those painted wooden Russian dolls – the ones that open, and inside there’s a smaller doll, and inside that one is an even smaller doll, and so on. You line them up next to each other with the mama doll at one end, going down till you reach the tiny baby. As I run up my street from my house – the tiny little baby doll – I watch the houses grow, each one bigger than the last, until I reach the big mama house that belongs to—

I trip and hear a snigger.

‘If it isn’t Usain Bolt!’ screeches a voice that rips into my daydreams.

I look up to see my arch-enemy and bendy tap-dancing freak, Chrystal Kelly, sitting as smugly as can be in the tree outside her house, smirking at me. It used to be our tree, where we would sit, swinging our legs, whispering secrets. Now, Chrystal just plagues me in the playground, challenging me to dance-offs and laughing at my moves.

‘You run like a stick insect that’s had an electric shock,’ she calls.

As I pick myself up from the ground, Chrystal’s front door opens and out steps her dad, Mayor Kelly, with his close-cropped black hair, dark overcoat and mayor’s golden livery glinting round his neck. His two stooges – as Great-Gran Beatrix used to call them – short, fat Burt and tall, lanky Alfie, trot out after him. Wherever Mayor Kelly goes, those two are always close by.

I don’t know why but I shiver as I watch them stand in the corner of the front garden in a huddle, looking like school bullies chatting dark secrets. I feel Chrystal’s eyes boring into me. I glance up at the tree, and our eyes meet for a glimmer of a second before she tosses her golden curls and looks away.

‘Chrystal darling, get down from that tree. You must save your energy for swimming training this evening,’ calls Mrs Kelly, as she totters through the doorway dressed in a white trouser suit and very high heels. She is carrying Mitzi, her chihuahua, who is dressed in a matching white trouser suit. Mrs Kelly and Mitzi like to coordinate at all times. Mitzi yaps as Mrs Kelly tip-taps towards her black Porsche.

Chrystal does a spectacular leap out of the tree and lands in the splits with her arms in the air.

‘Nice one, Chrystal!’ Lorna, the nanny, steps out of the house behind Mrs Kelly, with baby Daniel in her arms.

Chrystal jumps up and runs to give her baby brother a kiss, shakes out her hair, pirouettes to the Porsche then scrambles into the back seat, ignoring me.

Daniel’s the cutest little baby boy in the world, with his mop of black curly hair and big blue eyes. I miss playing with him now that Chrystal and I are enemies.

Because Chrystal’s dad is the mayor, they live in the biggest house in the whole village and can afford nannies and millions of dance lessons at Madame Bertha’s Ballet and Tap Academy and other activities. I used to do one ballet class a week at Madame Bertha’s till I was asked to leave.

Now, it’s not that long a walk from here to school, but I’m still going to be late and in trouble and I’ll have to go over the CROOKED BRIDGE AND THAT RIVER, and walk through hundreds of trees and things to get there.

A lift would be nice, even in my enemy’s car.

I dig deep into my virtual scrapbook of expressions that I keep in my brain, to find the perfect one for this occasion. I decide to go for the clever, worried schoolgirl who does not like to miss lessons face. I wonder how often Marilyn Monroe and Judy Garland had to dig into their scrapbooks of expressions when they were acting their parts.

I bite my bottom lip to create a good desperate to get to school look then, as Mrs Kelly starts up the car, I think desperate to get to school thoughts. The car backs out of the drive, turns, and as it gets closer, I smile and hold out my hand to open the door …  But instead of stopping to allow me in, Mrs Kelly manages to find the only muddy puddle and drives straight through it.

DIDN’T SHE EVEN SEE ME STANDING THERE? Of course, there is Chrystal laughing at me from the back seat, holding Mitzi up and making her wave her little paw at me.

I give her my I don’t care, I am a film star look, as I whisk out my bumblebee mirror to check the damage. I don’t look like a film star at all. I look like a wet, muddy schoolgirl with soggy toast crumbs stuck to her cardigan.

And then I feel it. The elephant sits down on my chest and I begin to wheeze. Oh no! This always happens when I’ve been running and I’m late and Chrystal …  and, well, everything. I dig in my bag for my Easy Breathe asthma inhaler. Where is it? Where is it? Where is it? I feel the inhaler, hiding underneath my pencil case.

I take off the cap and shake it. Then I breathe out and push the inhaler into my mouth, one sharp breath in, and as the powder hits the back of my throat, I keep on breathing in, just like Nurse Jessica told me to. I hold my breath for one, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine, ten and then breathe out again.

‘Counting makes things better, my little chick,’ Nurse Jessica used to say. ‘It always makes things better.’

The wheeze and the rattle stops as the elephant climbs off my chest. I have lots of good days where I don’t need my inhaler at all. Then I have my bad days, such as today, usually when Mum and Dad shout at each other.

I turn into the road that cuts through the woods and walk slowly towards the bridge. Even though I am late, I can’t make my legs go any faster, I just can’t, because the swirling waters are getting closer and closer. I hear them calling me.

I reach the bridge and suddenly I am three years old and I’m having a picnic in the woods by the lake with Great-Gran Beatrix. I call, ‘Look at me, I’m dancing!’ and I’m twirling round and round and round, faster and faster. ‘Look at me, look at me, I’m da—’ And as the icy water hits me and sucks me under, Great-Gran Beatrix’s scream reaches the sky. Down, down, down I go, the waters pulling me, sucking me down to their depths to keep me there for ever. Then strong arms encircle me and start pulling me up, up, up to the surface and as the air brushes my cheeks I realise it’s Linford, Great-Gran Beatrix’s dear friend.

The memory mist disappears. I hear Nurse Jessica’s voice say, ‘Counting makes things better, my little chick, it always makes things better,’ so I play the game I play every day. I step off the road and hide behind a tree while I make sure that no cars are coming over the crooked bridge that crosses the river. Then I have to hop over the bridge in twenty-five hops exactly. If I do this then the water won’t get me. I know it sounds silly, but it’s my thing and I just have to do it.

There are no cars. I close my eyes. I stand on one leg. 1, 2, 3 – the waters are gurgling – 4, 5, 6, 7 – they are getting louder – 8, 9 – and louder – 10, 11 – and louder – 12, 13. I’m halfway – 14, 15. I shudder at the feel of my damp shirt and mud-splattered cardigan against my arms. 16, 17, 18, 19 – nearly there – 20, 21 – nearly in Ashton – BEEEEEEP! My eyes snap open; a red car is coming straight at me. The driver slams on his brakes. I wobble and grab the wooden railing; the spray from the gurgling river splashes my face. The car driver winds down the window, shouts rude words and drives off.

I didn’t make it. I close my eyes and hop – 22, 23, 24, 25 – but my legs are wobbling. It doesn’t count cos I didn’t do it in one go. I’ll have to do it again and panic starts to fill me inside, rising and rising, cos it means the waters will get me and—

Something soft brushes against my leg. It’s a tiny grey kitten. I bend down and hold my finger out. The kitten sniffs it with his little pink nose. I scoop him up and he snuggles into my cheek and the panic vanishes.

It’s then that I realise I am standing right opposite the witch’s wagon.
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On the other side of the bridge, in the clearing in front of me, is Old Alice’s painted wagon.

There are cats everywhere – ginger, black, white, tabby, scampering, snoozing, rolling in the dust, draped on branches of trees, drinking from puddles, mewing, mauling, spitting, hissing, playing. Marmaduke, the school caretaker’s ginger tom, is having a stand-off staring match with a huge hissing tabby. This is not Marmaduke’s territory.

I put the kitten down and he scampers away, not getting far before a large black and grey cat catches him, bites the scruff of his neck and carries him off. I straighten up and study Old Alice’s wagon for signs of life.

They say she’s a witch. I know she’s a witch. She shouts curses at people who cross her, and she feeds the feral cats that hide behind the wheels of her red wagon. She’s not often seen. I haven’t seen her for months.

Before we were enemies, Chrystal and I used to dare each other to touch the wheels of the wagon. It was our most scariest thing to do ever.

Then came the day of the double-dare and the double-double-dare.

‘Go on,’ Chrystal said. ‘Double-dare you to run all the way round the wagon.’

You can say no to a dare, but a double-dare HAS to be done. It’s the rules.

‘Over the rainbow and back,’ I said. Which was our special, most secret thing we used to say to each other, ever since the first time Great-Gran Beatrix tucked us up on the sofa together in her rainbow blanket when we had chicken pox. We ate toasted teacakes dripping with butter and watched The Wizard of Oz.

And I did it. I actually did. I ran all the way round, and I kept on running down a little path in front of me and all the way to the Promise Tree, the ginormous oak tree with the ancient myth written on it that declares that there must always be a traveller living in the clearing in the woods or the bees will swarm. And that’s when I saw them for the first time – the beehives. I forgot my double-dare and just stopped and stared.

Old Alice was in the middle of a cloud of honeybees, muttering away to them. I couldn’t believe my eyes. Then she looked up and saw me standing there watching her.

‘Come closer, child. Help me charm the bees?’ she said, beckoning me with her long bony finger. ‘Gently does it so you don’t make ’em cross.’ The bees were dancing in the air around her.

And I wanted to with all my heart, I really did. I wanted to charm the bees with Old Alice, but instead I just ran, ran, ran, back round the wagon, to where Chrystal, my old friend/new enemy, was standing.

‘There’re hives at the end of the path,’ I puffed. ‘I saw them.’

Chrystal went white – she is scared as scared can be of getting stung.

And I said in my best dramatic voice ever, ‘OLD ALICE IS DOWN THERE WITH THE BEES. I SAW HER WITH MY OWN EYES AND SHE LOOKED RIGHT AT ME!’

We both screamed and hid behind a tree and watched, trembling, as Old Alice walked up the steps of her wagon and disappeared inside.
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