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A Word from Jenny



I went to a very ordinary school that wasn’t very nice at all. There was a lot of shouting and horrible remarks and fighting and belting going on (and that was just the teachers).


So that probably explains why I have always loved boarding school books so much. Malory Towers, St Clare’s, Frost in May, the Chalet School books, What Katy Did at School, Jane Eyre . . . even Harry Potter when he came along. It seemed so exotic, so much fun.


Of course, when I met girls later in life who really had been to boarding school, they said it wasn’t at all like that really, but I remain convinced that they were just trying to spare my feelings.


As an adult I found I still wanted to read these books – with, perhaps, some more adult themes, and maybe even – gasp! – some private lives for the teachers – but I couldn’t find what I was looking for anywhere. So I have had to write them myself, and this is what you hold in your hand.


With love,



Jenny


x x x
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SUMMER HOLIDAYS











Chapter One



There is a reason why people don’t like answering the phone. Because ever since it was invented, it can pass on the worst news known to man.


It can come at any time of the day or night – although little good is likely to happen if it rings at four o’clock in the morning.


It can come out of a clear blue sky or a dark rainy one. It can come when things are already troubling, or it can come when you are happier than you ever dreamt in your life you could be.


Maggie Adair, an English teacher at the famous Downey House school, sat in the car next to David McDonald, and as they crested the hill, heading off on their first ever holiday together, she felt full with terrified anticipation. She was brimming with happiness, but nervous too. What if he wanted to visit old ruins all day? What if he didn’t appreciate how much she liked to lie down and read on holiday? What if he was funny about local food or talked loudly to the locals in an exaggerated accent?


He glanced at her.


‘You look,’ he said, ‘like a woman terrified she’s made a wrong decision by agreeing to go on holiday with someone she doesn’t know very well.’


‘I know you,’ said Maggie timidly. And it was true. She knew he was a wonderful teacher. A kind and decent man. A reader. A . . . well, she couldn’t think about the rest without blushing. Her bare white shoulders. A trembling mouth on the nape of her neck. She closed her eyes briefly.


That had seemed like a lot at the time. Certainly enough to throw up her whole life; ditch her fiancé, therefore upsetting her entire family back in Glasgow, both by throwing over someone they loved very much, and refusing to leave the Cornish boarding school she taught in to move back to Scotland to teach in what her sister Anne called a ‘real school’.


She had given it all up to follow him, follow her heart. And here they were, and suddenly it felt – not an anticlimax, but rather, something terrifying. She had been in love with him for three years; or at least, in love with an idea of him – his broad smile, his dark, dancing eyes, his long lean frame . . . yes. All of that.


And on David’s part, he had caused a scene at a railway station that had got him arrested and cost him his job; he had given up everything, including a fiancée, and now worked at Phillip Dean, a badly rated school in the area that had trouble holding on to any staff at all.


But now – Maggie could barely believe it – they were actually here, driving away in his car.


Was this . . . was this for keeps? Experimental? All her friends who were on dating apps talked a lot about how many men they met who seemed amazing, perfect on paper, but then vanished into thin air soon afterwards. After all, David had been engaged to somebody else . . . as had she, of course. Were they both all-in?


‘Do you want me to tell you the really annoying stuff first?’ said David. She looked at him, trying not to let the anxiety show on her face.


‘Oh goodness,’ he said. ‘This is bad. Let’s see. I wear a panama hat in the sun otherwise I freckle.’


‘I don’t mind that. Or freckles. I have lots.’


‘Well, that’s a first,’ said David, frowning a little. ‘Uhm, I will always take a train or a boat rather than a plane if I can.’


Maggie smiled. She didn’t see him as someone who got up at 4 a.m. to catch easyJet flights. Although she herself was, very much so. She had always loved her girls’ trips.


‘What’s wrong with that?’


‘Well, it can take me a rather long time to get anywhere.’


Maggie looked out of the car. It had a creaky old canvas cover – it was ancient, Maggie hadn’t even thought they made Saabs any more – and they had pulled it down, so the beautiful Cornish lanes were flitting past them, the wild roses dancing in the light summer breeze, the scent of their petals heavy on the air.


She had pulled the tie out of her long curly red hair – she always wore it up at school – and David enjoyed it streaming behind her, glorious in red and gold and amber. He wanted to bury his hands in it, had to force himself to concentrate on the road.


‘I don’t think you doing things slowly presents much of a problem,’ said Maggie, looking at him and going rather pink. He glanced at her with a sudden jolt and blinked in the sunshine. It was a very quiet road. There were passing points and plenty of high bushes. He was sure they could pull over . . .


Maggie looked at him, her breathing coming a little faster, then impulsively reached out and put a hand firmly on his long thigh. They both looked at it. And that was the exact second the phone rang.










Chapter Two



At first she couldn’t hear over the roar of the air and the tears and crackling down the phone.


Then her heart plummeted as she heard it was her sister, Anne, who was trying to get words out over her sobs. As if in sympathy, the sky overhead had suddenly darkened across the moor, clouds moving in at speed from the sea.


‘What is it?’ said Maggie, desperately. ‘What is it, Anne? Is it Cody? Dylan?’


A cold hand grasped at her heart, thinking of her beloved tearaway nephews.


‘No, no,’ said Anne. ‘No – it’s Stan.’


Stan: Maggie’s ex-fiancé. A decent salt-of-the-earth man who had never done anything wrong (apart from drink the occasional beer too many and go on about Celtic a bit too much); who had suspected the truth long before Maggie could bear to admit it, even to herself; whose disdain for the long thin Englishman – and disbelief that Maggie could ever have chosen him, a viewpoint shared by most of her own family – had been particularly hard to take.


‘What? What’s the matter with him?’ Maggie swallowed hard.


‘He’s been in an accident. At work.’


Stan worked in a paper warehouse, often night shifts. It was tough, manual work, poorly paid, but he had always enjoyed the camaraderie of his work mates, and it was decent, honest labour, as he had always pointed out during their many fights about whether or not she was getting above herself.


‘Christ! Is he OK? What happened?’


Anne debated with herself. She was, and had made no bones about showing it, annoyed with Maggie, had been ever since she’d moved three years ago. She’d gone off to this posh boarding school without glancing back at all the deprived schools in her own home town that could do with a dedicated teacher, which Maggie undoubtedly was.


Instead she was wasting her talents on spoilt, pampered princesses who already had every conceivable advantage in life – you could even stable your own pony at Downey House – rather than where they were desperately needed. Anne’s own children had to make do with substitutes and locums – Cody had had three primary one teachers and could barely read at eight years old. Anne worked ten-hour days in her own hair salon as well as bringing up the boys single-handedly, and keeping an eye on their ageing parents. She thought Maggie’s choices extraordinarily selfish, particularly when she’d thrown over Stan, whom they’d treated as a member of the family for ten years, for some fey Englishman who read books and seemed just as devoid of responsibility as Maggie herself.


Maggie never asked after Stan at all, was too full of this new man, whom she tried not to mention too often in Anne’s presence. But Anne could tell she was happy; she looked wonderful, she was bubbling over, evaporating with happiness, and she couldn’t stop it spilling out.


Meanwhile Anne was still cleaning up the mess Maggie had left behind. Maggie had dumped Stan with a wedding dress hanging on the back of her door – had jilted him at the altar, more or less – and then swanned back off to sunny Cornwall. She’d left Anne to comfort their confused mum, and explain the situation to the many cousins and uncles and aunts that made up the wider Adair family.


And if Stan was drinking too much, and was driving a forklift with a hangover, and wasn’t sleeping much at night because he’d been left by someone he thought he was going to spend the rest of his life with, and someone had done some lazy careless stacking. Well then. It was hardly surprising there’d been an accident.


But all she said, because she was a good sort, Anne, was that he had crashed his forklift into a large set of pallets, that had crashed down on his head, and that the doctors had put him in an induced coma.


David stopped the car. A light summer rain had started to fall and he put the roof back on the car as Maggie walked up and down the road, talking to her sister, her face a mask of dismay.


He found a waterproof coat in the boot and put it round her shoulders. It was as if she didn’t notice him.


‘Do you think I should come?’ she was asking Anne, who sniffed.


‘Well, obviously not if you’re busy,’ she said, sarcastically.


‘I don’t . . . I didn’t mean it like that,’ flared Maggie, whose temper could lie close to the surface. ‘I mean, do you think he’ll want to see me? When he wakes up?’


‘Reckon,’ said Anne.


There was a pause.


‘I’m on my way,’ said Maggie. ‘Oh God, Roy and Pam.’ They were Stan’s parents.


‘They’re in pieces,’ said Anne.


‘Oh Christ. They must be. They won’t want to see me though,’ said Maggie, worried.


‘Don’t be stupid,’ said Anne. ‘They want everyone who cares about Stan.’


‘Of course I do,’ said Maggie. ‘Of course I do!’


Tears ran down her face with the soft rain, and David watched her, terribly terribly worried, leaning against the car, as he got soaked without even noticing.


They had been going to catch the ferry from Plymouth to Santander, meander in the convertible across southern Spain, France, down to Italy, enjoying every second of the long summer break, eating local cheese, and boar, and freshly picked tomatoes, and lemon-scented fish, and reading and drinking rosé in the sun; making love in any roadside inn or farmhouse they could find; turning brown and languid with love and wine and food and one another, all summer.


In comparison, Southampton airport on the first day of the English summer holidays, with screaming kids everywhere and long queues and an incredibly expensive flight for Maggie to Glasgow, and some kids from Phillip Dean somehow being there, and shouting filthy remarks every time he as much as tried to hold Maggie’s hand – even though they only meant it in fun and he didn’t really have the heart to tell them off for it.


It was the heartbreaking opposite of everything Maggie had hoped for, and her heart was breaking for Stan.


‘Are you sure you don’t want me to come?’ asked David. ‘We could drive there by tonight. Or I could leave the car here, nobody’s going to steal it. It’s older than all my pupils.’


Maggie shook her head.


‘I think . . . ’


‘I’d do more harm than good?’


‘It’s just . . . ’


‘I know, I know,’ said David. ‘I am so so sorry.’


‘It’s not your fault.’


‘I know. I’m just . . . I’m sorry it’s such a mess.’


‘Maybe I’ll get there and he’ll be sitting up in bed asking for a sausage roll and what the Celtic score is,’ said Maggie.


‘I’m sure that’s the case,’ said David. ‘I’m sure it is.’


They stood, awkwardly, at the long departure line, the noise and the dinging announcements and annoyed people and general low-level stress and anxiety of any airport, especially in the school holidays, making it impossible for David to say what he wanted to say, with Maggie so distracted, glued to her phone.


There was a silence neither of them knew how to fill.


‘What will you do?’ said Maggie.


‘Wait for you,’ said David. Then, as she passed into the queuing line, held up with long dirty strips of elastic that children kept tearing down, he kissed her, firmly but chastely.


And she thought he might say ‘I love you’, which Stan had told her, so often.


But he didn’t.










Chapter Three



Felicity Prosser’s mother didn’t really get cross, per se. She considered it both bourgeois and the kind of thing that encouraged wrinkles, and Caroline Prosser was nothing if not a great combatant in the battle against wrinkles.


This, however, had left her rather askew. Which would be putting it mildly.


Their beautiful country house, in its two acres of immaculate lawn – the sliding back window leading on to the slate terrace; the wild flower meadow she’d had specially imported; the island kitchen and chill-out room – all of it was covered. In empty bottles, ash, stamped-out cigarettes, ends of joints, mud, dirt, badly cleaned-up red wine vomit, red wine, not-even-cleaned up red wine vomit, broken plates, bits of pizza the dog hadn’t got to.


And Fliss Prosser curled up fast asleep, with some other languid forms dotted around the utterly wrecked sitting room.


‘FELICITY PROSSER!’


If there’d been any more glass to break in the house, Caroline Prosser might have broken it.


‘A party? How very nineties of you!’


Fliss’s long-suffering father had been summoned home from London, where he was working. Caroline was meant to have been at a spa, but had come home early as her favourite aesthetician had selfishly gone off to have a baby, and the replacement wasn’t up to scratch.


Only to discover . . .


Fliss was managing to both cower and look defiant on the sofa at the same time.


Hattie, her hated and perfect older sister, came downstairs.


‘I told her not to! I had nothing to do with it.’


‘Who’d want to party with you?’ sneered Fliss.


‘Shut up, both of you,’ said their mother. Fliss had never seen her so cross. ‘I mean, what the HELL were you thinking?’


‘It was only meant to be a few people.’


In fact, Fliss had had big plans. She was going to look awesome, everyone from school would be there, and they’d all think she was amazing and super cool for having a party and she’d meet someone lovely and get off with them in front of everyone and it would be brilliant.


Things had not happened quite like that.


‘Did you put it on Facebook?’


Fliss snorted, even though – from the number of people who had turned up, mostly thirteen-year-olds from the village who thought there might be free cider – clearly somebody had.


‘Christ no. Nobody’s on Facebook.’


‘Well, I bloody wish you had put it on Facebook then. How is Rosita going to clean all this up?’


‘I didn’t think you were coming back till tomorrow.’


Fliss was suffering through her first ever hangover and not managing very well. She wanted to be sick.


‘Why should Rosita clean it up? Why should she?’ demanded Hattie.


‘Shut UP,’ said Fliss.


‘No. You be quiet. Right now,’ said Caroline. ‘Your father is going to be furious.’


Fliss had never known her father be furious about anything, so she sat still with her arms folded, her mouth a mutinous line, trying to remember everything that had happened the previous evening.


Simone had thrown up in the garden, she remembered that much. Oh God, so embarrassing. Ismé was meant to be coming and hadn’t shown up. Alice and Will had arrived hand in hand in his new sports car, like they were proper stupid grown-ups or something, looking incredibly glamorous, noticed all the thirteen-year-olds and had, like, one glass of their own Champagne then whizzed off again somewhere much fancier, as if her friends were just too dreadfully dreadfully childish for words, and it had made her feel worse than if nobody had come at all.


There were absolutely lots of local kids – word had got around – whom Fliss hadn’t seen since Brownies, which was embarrassing. They were over-impressed with the house and behaved like total rubes, as did Simone, who could never quite get over the interior-designed vastness and newness of her home, with the plumpness of the cushions, the perfection of the placing of the vases and how spotless it all was.


Well, had been. It wasn’t looking like that now. There’d been high jinks in the swimming pool too, which would now have to be drained, and some very suspicious-looking upheaval in the flower beds.


‘You’re grounded,’ said Caroline, her face white with anger.


‘I’m grounded anyway,’ hurled back Fliss. ‘You sent me to boarding school, remember?’


‘Well, quite,’ said Caroline, her voice icy. ‘Look what you do to my home when you’re here.’


‘Your home!’ shouted Fliss. ‘Yes, YOUR home. We all know it’s YOUR home. Not ours!’


And she stormed off, slamming the door, leaving her mother, plumped-up mouth gaping like a fish, staring around at the devastation, as well as several groaning teenagers waking up and emerging from various guest bedrooms, all of which would now have to be fumigated.


It was going to be a very long day for Rosita.












Chapter Four



The flight from Southampton was short but felt endless, the little propeller plane droning low over the green summer landscape, turning cloudier as they got further north. Maggie had thought maybe someone might be there to meet her at the airport, but nobody was. Busy, of course.


It was a lot chillier in Glasgow than in Cornwall, even in July, and drizzle was falling as she shivered, stepping off the little steps of the plane into the shiny terminal, filled with happy-looking families and round cheerful children heading off on their normal holidays, to Malaga and Tenerife and Florida.


Maggie moved against the tide, it felt like, realising that her bag was full of clothes that would be useless now; floaty dresses and light white shirts and big sun hats and saucy underwear – she had rather splurged – that would have been perfect for meandering their way across Europe, drinking Aperol Spritz and taking long siestas in cool shadowed rooms with religious statues and lace mats.


Well. No point in thinking that now. She layered on two T-shirts and a shirt in the airport toilets and strode towards the bus station, jutting her chin out against the wind, wondering about what she had left behind – already it felt like a chimera, a dream she had once had, something about which there was nothing remotely solid – and heading into the harsh reality ahead.


The hospital was shiny, new, astringent-smelling, wide corridors full of lumbering people, heads low; charging doctors, loud cheery nurses. Maggie tried to follow the signage to the High Dependency Unit, and found it at the very end of an extremely long corridor.


In contrast to the bustle of the corridors and lifts – the crying babies, the chattering relatives – everything in HDU was quiet and calm, apart from the bleeping of machines and the slow breathy noises of ventilators.


The staff here were not jolly or urgent, but instead careful, measured, practised. In a strange way, Maggie thought, their charges were more like the machines they were plugged into: bodies, yes, but something to be kept running smoothly, to be adjusted and changed and moved and regulated like a finely tuned engine. It was both odd and reassuring at the same time.


It was easy to see where Stan was; his was the bed that was completely surrounded. A nurse sniffed.


‘Only two people at the bedside,’ she said, rather crossly. Nobody took the slightest bit of notice, as his parents, Anne and her own parents all stood up.


Maggie had never felt so far out of the family; both families, in fact.


If they’d got married last summer, when they were meant to, none of this would have happened, probably, because everything would have been different. Stan might have had another job. There might have been a babby at home, even. He wouldn’t have been working those night shifts then. Everything would have been different. The air felt thick with blame, and Maggie felt herself shrivel inside.


*


There were quiet, careful, consolatory hugs. Maggie felt tears sting her eyes as she saw Aggie, Stan’s sweet mother, who’d never been anything other than kind to her, since school days.


‘I’m so sorry,’ she said, smelling the familiar Yardley scent.


‘Wasn’t your fault,’ mumbled the woman, as convincingly as she could manage. Maggie hadn’t seen her in a year or so, but she’d aged terribly.


‘Glad you could make it,’ sniffed Anne.


‘You called me eight hours ago,’ Maggie couldn’t resist returning. Obviously if she’d been living in Glasgow, where she belonged, she’d have made it a lot faster, was the implication.


She decided to ignore all that and sat near Stan. His parents left for a while to get themselves a coffee – or get themselves out of the way, Maggie knew; to avoid a difficult atmosphere.


‘Should I talk to him?’ she said, as she looked at him on the bed. His head was half shaved, his ginger hair stark against the deathly paleness of his skin, and the bottom of his face was slack. He didn’t need a shave, which was odd, as he normally did; his mum must have done it.


Anne shrugged.


‘Can’t hurt,’ she said. ‘Well. Depends what you say.’


She gave her a warning look and Maggie felt insulted. As if she was going to sit here and brag about her new life . . .


The idea that she might, finally, after all the torment of the last three years, actually have something that might constitute ‘A New Life’, that might actually be something you could dream of looking forward to, that there was a future in sight, that she could see how it would work, how her life would unfurl . . .


Oh, Maggie. Never make plans.


In the sterile, beeping hospital ward, Maggie picked up Stan’s hand, and stroked it, and said, ‘Hello.’










Chapter Five



The English summer was hot and drowsy. In Surrey, Fliss was on no-speaks with everyone after the party, as well as being grounded, which made things pretty lonely, to the point where she did the absolutely unthinkable, and requested if she could go up to London to stay at Simone’s.


Caroline rather wanted her out of there and couldn’t imagine Simone would be particularly rowdy, so let her go with a wave of her hand. There were of course plenty of more suitable friends of the Prossers with whom she could stay, Caroline pointed out to her long-suffering husband, but Fliss was determined to have a proper urban experience, and could not be dissuaded – and she was nearly sixteen.


The trip was not a success. Simone panicked about it and her house for days on end They had a little terrace in Tottenham, with two bedrooms upstairs, and a tiny box room that belonged to her brother Joel, who played computer games in there and basically never came out and it smelled absolutely dreadful all the time.


Downstairs there was a kitchen and a living room, where the smell of her mother’s cooking permeated – Fliss’s house, she thought ruefully, only smelled of expensive scented candles – and there were boots and shoes lined up in the hallway and their cat’s litter tray and oh, gosh, where would Fliss even sleep?


Simone had a trundle under her old single bed that she’d had since she was tiny, for visiting relatives. Fliss had a double bed in her own room plus there was a guest suite Simone had stayed in that was utterly palatial, with its own bathroom and a gushing, claw-footed bath with as much hot water as you wanted and when you ran a tap it didn’t immediately mean someone else screaming because their shower had gone cold.


Her mother, she could tell, was equally anxious, because she started buying things they never normally had in, like branded toilet paper and potpourri, causing Joel to stomp around the place making remarks about stuck-up snobs.


All in all it was a slightly anxious place to welcome a guest, particularly one who was already rather highly strung. When Fliss found out that Ismé – the new girl from the year before on whom she had the most terrific pash – was out of town, or rather, was saying she was out of town, and being very quiet on her Instagram, she was rather starting to regret everything before she’d even started, particularly when she asked Alice where to go in London and Alice had immediately started namechecking the Bluebird Café and all sorts of places that were simply miles away from Simone’s house.


Poor Simone had to listen to a LOT about Alice and Ismé. Ismé she liked, Alice she was utterly terrified of, but either way she was completely incapable of getting involved in the kind of wallowing bitching session Fliss was clearly in the mood for. Neither did she have much in the way to offer in slagging off Fliss’s big sister Hattie and she couldn’t hide her horror of the way Fliss talked about her mother. The idea of talking about anyone’s parents in that way was too awful to contemplate. Fliss did a lot of heavy sighing. She’d messaged Alice. Maybe we can go to Camden and get tattoos, she’d suggested, at which Alice had messaged back, Oh, bless in a way which made Fliss wish they weren’t committed to sharing a room with Alice again next year and wondering if all teen girl friendships were like this.


It wasn’t, really, Fliss’s fault that she was shocked by Simone’s house. She had been brought up by parents who had also been brought up to expect everything; who had had everything they’d ever wanted. She hadn’t, Simone supposed, asked to be spoiled – and Fliss, Simone knew, felt practically deprived next to Alice, whose divorced parents every so often married other people and were almost never around, and who had been more or less dragged up by nannies and a limitless credit card.


But Simone felt she could have worked rather harder to disguise her shock that Simone’s family only had one bathroom. Or that she was expected to sleep on a trundle on the floor (the way Fliss tried to laugh it off, mentioning how ‘charming’ she thought it was, was not, in fact, any more helpful; she sounded like the Queen doing her best to make do).


Despite begging her not to, Mrs Pribetich had prepared a massive table of food. Fliss had said, ‘Can’t we just get a pizza or something’, but suggesting ordering pizza in the Pribetich household was basically a massive insult to every single member of it. Simone had mentioned Fliss’s eating disorder but Mrs Pribetich was of the generation that didn’t quite believe in them, or at any rate thought that if they did exist, it was just because they hadn’t tasted her cooking yet – there was a vast array of dishes of Armenian food; dumplings swimming in oil; bulgur wheat salad, warm scented flatbreads.


Of course Fliss looked at it with the same stupid duchess-opening-a-fête face on and picked two or three tiny morsels. Of course Joel sniggered and stared at her lasciviously and made remarks. Of course – of COURSE – her mother bigged up Simone’s predicted straight As at GCSEs and asked Fliss how she herself had done, as if that was ever the kind of thing you talked about – ‘MU-UM,’ Simone had said, and her mother had said, ‘Well, I’m just telling the truth, sweetie’ and then gone on to mention that Simone had a boyfriend, did Fliss? And when Fliss had said, stoutly, that she was ‘bisexual and not really into like a gender binary?’ had totally failed to hide the confusion on her face rather than being impressed like Fliss had hoped.


It was forty-five minutes on the tube into the centre of town and Simone completely failed to notice how unused Fliss was to public transport. Fliss had never come up to town on her own before and her mother just conjured black cabs out of thin air, as far as she knew – and the mad tramp shouting in the carriage and the crush of people up and down the lifts felt like some kind of pointed comment on her life, Simone reflected, retreating.


Simone withdrawing into herself of course made Fliss feel more awkward and self-conscious than ever and it wasn’t helped when they finally hit Topshop at Oxford Circus, which was absolutely heaving, and Fliss wanted to try on lots of things and Simone couldn’t get anything over her size G bosoms, which still showed absolutely no signs of slowing down and it seemed like there was nothing, absolutely nothing, she could do about it.


Standing in the boiling changing rooms, nodding as Fliss tore on and off tiny scraps of material crossly, barely waiting for whatever Simone might have thought, complaining vociferously about how ‘fat’ she looked, Simone’s heart sank as she felt their friendship drifting away.


Things perked up slightly when Fliss insisted on treating them to the rotating chocolate sushi bar then deteriorated again when she complained constantly about how naughty she was being and barely touched a thing.


Simone was exhausted and she’d neither bought anything nor opened her mouth apart from to insert fewer chocolate cakes than she would genuinely have liked in order not to look like a pig.


Fliss then insisted on taking a black cab to Camden Town, in which Simone sat, frozen with fear every time the cab stopped in traffic, hypnotised by the counter whizzing round and terrified Fliss would ask her to pay half, which, given that Fliss had absolutely no idea about the value of money, was quite possible, but Fliss had her parent-funded debit card and was feeling no compunction about abusing it, so Simone had sweated her new make-up off for nothing.


Camden Town was scary, full of white people with dirty dreadlocks and dogs on pieces of string, and gothy teenagers with crazy make-up and boot shops that smelled weird and sold weird stuff and neither of them knew quite what to make of that either, and Fliss sighed and they both tried to pretend that this was quite cool and they were having a good time but, deep down, neither of them were.


It made matters slightly worse when, home again, Fliss having once more refused to eat more than a little bit of side salad for supper, they were flipping through Instagram – Fliss had made Simone open an account; Simone mostly posted the neighbourhood cats – when Fliss couldn’t help letting out a little moan of despair.


‘What?’ said Simone, leaning back from her small desk chair – Fliss was on her bed.


Fliss simply showed her the phone. It was Alice at a party, tagged Chelsea, with a lot of incredibly glamorous, much older people, at a clearly over-eighteens night spot.


They sat in silence for a while. Fliss was burning up in humiliation and rage. I mean, Simone, sure. She wouldn’t expect to get an invite. But her and Alice . . . they were meant to be friends!
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