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Dedicated to all the fifteen-year-olds, good luck.
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2021



HERMIONE

FRIDAY

It’s one of those global-warming days when London is kind of melting, the pavement chewing gum has turned back to goo and the bins outside the flats stink so bad, you have to hold your breath until you’re well clear. Hello, climate change.

School finished yesterday and I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. Everyone else was like, ‘Finally, let’s get out of this dump.’ Even some of the teachers seemed to be legging it. I felt a bit choked up clearing out my locker, so many memories, but then I found a Tupperware at the back that was so full of mould, seriously, it was like something out of one of those forensics TV shows that my mum likes watching on Sky and I stopped feeling quite so sentimental.

My mum, Tessa, is mad for true-crime shows. Her favourite thing is stories about serial killers, which is a bit worrying given she’s about to drag us both off to live with some bloke she’s only been seeing for the last six months. Apparently, he asked her to go and live with him in his big posh house up north and she said yes without even discussing it with me. She’s even gone and sublet our flat to some bloke she knows from the pub. When I told her she should hand the keys back to the council because there could be a family that could really do with it, she said, ‘It’s a crummy two-bedroom flat on the thirteenth floor of a crappy high-rise, it’s no good for families.’ And I suppose she’s right. The lifts are forever out of order and some of the graffiti might be a bit confusing to little kids. Still, my mum says the useless lifts have saved her a fortune in gym memberships and their utter shitness is the reason why she still has the best legs this side of the Elephant and Castle. My mum occasionally suffers from high self-esteem.

I did ask if I could stay in the flat by myself, but she just laughed, and when I said maybe Dad could move back in with me and we could keep an eye on each other, she just laughed even more and said Casper couldn’t be trusted with a loaf of bread never mind a fifteen-year-old daughter. I thought the loaf of bread was an odd analogy, but I could see her point. My dad is quite rubbish, although if you were in a lift with him when it broke down, you’d probably have quite a good time.

It’s a done deal basically. I’m not legally old enough to live alone, and so in 24 hours I have to go north, to the bit where it’s always raining on the TV weather forecast. Mum tries to cheer me up by WhatsApping me photos of the house. It’s fucking massive, like something you’d see in Clapham or Dulwich Village, this big red-brick thing with loads of windows – but so what? Our block of flats has got loads of windows, like loads, and sometimes when I’m coming home at night on the bus in the dark and I see it in the distance, it looks like a great big cruise ship out at sea. I can’t imagine living in a building that no one else lives in, I’ve never lived in a house before, I’ve never walked out of my front door and straight on to street level.

I didn’t tell Amisha, Millie or Rhiannon for ages. I kept thinking the situation might change, that Mum might meet someone else, preferably someone local, and things would stay the same. Not that I want things to stay the same, not entirely. I love my mates and I love London, even though some days it really upsets me. I think big cities can be quite cruel. There’s all the homelessness and too many people out on the street who aren’t being looked after properly and everyone talks about mental health, but nothing really ever gets done. Loads of girls in my year have got eating disorders and I know at least two people who regularly self-harm, their shirt sleeves covering up those tell-tale silvery-white blade marks running up and down their arms.

I try and shake off all this negative stuff as I jump on a number 12 bus heading for Peckham. My mum’s busy packing everything into bags and boxes and then unpacking everything because ‘actually I need the iron’. She’s got no method; everything’s just chucked in all together. She drives me mad. I can’t stay home. If I stay home, she wants me to start packing too and I can’t face it. In any case, it’s the first day of the summer holidays, and even if I have to leave tomorrow, today I can still hang out with my mates and lie on the grass in the sun, listening to music and arguing over Maccy D’s versus Manze’s pie and mash. It’s too hot for pie and mash really, it’s too hot for anything except boy watching, ice lollies and chilled Diet Cokes. I’ll pack tonight. Mum’s mate Patti’s cousin Daryl is picking us up in a van at 9 a.m., though Patti says knowing Daryl, it’ll probably be more like midday. I don’t have much stuff anyway, just clothes, a box of books, my phone and my charger. We don’t need to take towels or bedding, apparently Paul’s got everything. My mum smirks when she tells me this. I reckon she thinks she’s landed on her feet.

The bus rumbles through Camberwell Green. Up the hill to the right is the hospital where I was born. I’m South London to the belly button; I don’t even like to go north of the river. God knows how I’ll survive in the actual north of the country. They’ll think I talk funny and it’s not as if I don’t get bullied enough here as it is, and this is where I’m from. Not badly bullied, not like some kids, but there’s just a bunch of bitches in my year that make life difficult for me, make me feel like my tongue is too big for my mouth, make me sweat, and I swear when I get anxious, my sweat smells of fried onions.

So yeah, there have been moments when I’ve daydreamed about getting away from here, living somewhere completely different, but I never meant Lancashire, I meant Melbourne or Manhattan. I mean, who’s ever even heard of Lytham St Anne’s?





[image: images]




SATURDAY

Patti was wrong about Daryl. He turned up with the transit van bang on 10 a.m. and Mum basically yelled at me until the three of us were strapped in a row on the front seat and Daryl was asking her for the postcode of where we were going. Mum looked blank and called Paul, who had to repeat it about ten times before Daryl could punch it into his phone.

As we swung out into the traffic on the Walworth Road, my mum said, ‘That’s it, Hermione, there’s no going back now. Goodbye, London; hello, new life!’

I told her I felt sick and I noticed Daryl roll his eyes. Mum told me not to be silly and handed me a plastic bag ‘just in case’. Suddenly Daryl looked at his phone and said, ‘Fuck me, it’s two hundred and fifty miles away. No one told me it was a five-hundred-mile round trip. I’m meant to be going out with the lads tonight!’ Mum ignored him, reached forward and switched the radio on and tried to sing along to Dua Lipa without knowing any of the words.

So here I am in my new bedroom, feeling like I just fell down a rabbit hole. Somewhere among all these boxes and bags is a bin liner with all my summer clothes in it, but I can’t find the stupid thing. Mum is being useless, wafting round the place with this stupid grin on her face, telling me how lucky we are to be living here.

I mean, don’t get me wrong, this house is like mega, seriously. In London it would cost a couple of million. Paul bought it about ten years ago before his wife died and his children left home. Yup, basically Paul is a sixty-year-old widower with two grown-up children. Nice one, Mum. Catch.

His kids, Nick and Lucy, are in their late twenties. Nick lives in Manchester and works in computers and Lucy lives in the Lake District and has a baby. So the man my mother is shagging is a grandfather, which is pretty icky. My mother pretends to be interested in his grandson but believe me, she isn’t. She’s not great with little kids, and I know this from experience. She just hasn’t really got the patience. She likes the idea of them, but the reality is something else. She told me once that the day I could put my own shoes on, she felt like she’d been reborn. I mean, that’s not a very nana-like thing to say, is it? And she can’t knit.

Paul is my mother’s knight in shining armour, without the armour. He is big and pink, with a big pink face that looks bigger than it actually is because his pale gingery hair is receding. Paul is everything that my dad isn’t. He is sober, solvent and has a clean driving licence. This is probably why my mum has gone running into his flabby pink arms. Honestly, I’m not even kidding, Paul looks like something out of a butcher’s shop.

I don’t belong up here. I’m a born and bred South Londoner, which, incidentally, is where my dad still lives. And that’s another thing – when am I going to see my dad again? Let’s just say his visits weren’t exactly regular even when we lived in the same city, and he still hasn’t replied to the text I sent him over a week ago, but at least when I lived in London, there was always a chance I might bump into him. Now I’ve been uprooted, I probably won’t ever see him again.

Mum says it’s just like repotting a plant and that with all this space and fresh air, I’ll be thriving before I know it. Ahem, this is the same woman who killed every plant we ever had on our kitchen windowsill back in our flat in Camberwell. My dad was the one with green fingers, which is of course what got him into trouble, growing skunk with a mate in Streatham. I was only little when that happened and while he was inside, he got my mum to tell me he was on a space mission for the Russians and I believed her. At night I used to look out of the window hoping to see him on the moon. I pictured him in his jeans and denim jacket, wearing his cowboy hat, and I wondered if he’d been allowed to take his guitar with him in the rocket.

I used to draw pictures of him singing on the moon, in Russian, of course. I would make up the lyrics and croon along while I coloured him in: ‘Piski poski svetlosko Dobyeski.’ See, that’s the trouble with being an only child – you’ve got no siblings to tell you when you’re being bat-shit crazy.

I suppose the one and only good thing about being dumped two hundred and fifty miles away from all my mates is that Paul has given me ‘carte blanche’ to redecorate this bedroom. That’s what he actually said – ‘carte blanche’. What a wanker. Mum is thrilled. She was all like, ‘Isn’t Paul generous? Imagine, Hermione, your very own bedroom and you can paint it any colour you like.’

Paul’s usual tomato-coloured face turned several shades lighter – as if he was suddenly slightly unripe. ‘Well actually, Tess,’ he stuttered, blinking like an idiot owl, ‘I’ve got a few tins of magnolia paint in the garage. I thought maybe that could be put to good use?’

As luck would have it, the tins of hideous magnolia had dried up, because ‘someone’ hadn’t put the lids back on properly. Ha. This meant Mum and I could visit Homebase in Paul’s car, which Mum accidentally scraped getting too close to a bollard and we had to patch it up with a red Rimmel nail varnish. ‘Don’t tell Paul,’ she giggled.

I can’t wait to get rid of the wallpaper, which is this weird embossed blue and gold striped number and truly hideous.

I chose a bright-orange emulsion, Dulux ‘Blazing Sunset’, which set my mum off reminiscing about this Greek island she and my dad took me to when I was about three. Apparently, they had this crummy room above a taverna overlooking some dustbins, and I erupted with chicken pox as soon as we landed and the owners wouldn’t let me in the bar. So every night my mum just sat with me in the room, while Casper went downstairs, got pissed and forgot to bring us up any dinner. I’ve still got a scar just above my right eyebrow.

Mine is the smallest bedroom at the back of the house, which is cool with me, because it’s furthest from where my mother sleeps with Paul. Sadly, it’s also nearest the bathroom and I can hear Paul when he goes for a shit at 7.30 on the dot in the morning. Honest to God, it sounds like an elephant is sitting down for a massive crap and I have to play some music to drown out the trumping. There’s an en suite in their bedroom but Paul obviously doesn’t feel comfortable stinking it out in front of my mum. Next to the loo is a family bathroom, and then back along the landing towards the front of the house are three other bedrooms.

Mum and Paul have got the biggest. It’s got a bay window, and once upon a time someone thought it would be a good idea to paint it a really vile green. I don’t think the place has been redecorated since the 1980s. There’s a lot of sickly coloured walls and this horrible dark-red carpet running through the house like a river of blood. Apparently, Paul and his wife were going to do the place up, but then she got sick and died about five years ago.

There’s a photograph of the four of them, Paul and Melanie, and their kids, Lucy and Nick, on the mantelpiece in the dining room. Melanie looks out of the photo with a suspicious expression on her face, almost as if she knows there’s another woman shagging her husband.

Not that Tess would ever admit it, but neither Mum nor I really know how long it’s going to take until our new lives feel normal. It’s like trying to wear in a new pair of shoes that don’t really fit and may turn out to be a terrible mistake.

Thank God I’ve got ‘Project Redecorate Bedroom’ to keep me occupied over the next few weeks. Paul was a bit put out when he saw the orange paint I’d chosen. He kind of flinched and said, ‘Crikey, that looks a bit loud,’ but to give him his credit, he didn’t make me change it. He also went back to Homebase and bought a couple of scrapers, some brushes, a sponge paint roller and tray thing – in other words, everything me and Mum had forgotten.

Then he gave me a long lecture about scraping all the layers of wallpaper off before I actually paint the walls – like, obviously.

Scraping wallpaper is dead boring. The trick is to really soak it. Paul gave me the sponge he uses to wash his car with. My dad never had a car. Casper is either a bus or cab boy, depending on how much money he has. Trouble with my dad is that when he does have money, he splashes it about. I remember one birthday he took me and ten girls from my class to Planet Hollywood in a stretch limo for burgers and then to a matinée of Grease in the West End. The year after that he was inside, and no one came to my party because I didn’t have one.

If you soak the paper for long enough and you get the scraper in at just the right angle, you can peel a big chunk of the paper away from the wall, which is really satisfying, like peeling off nail varnish. But sometimes, the paper seems really glued down and you’re chipping away for just a measly little strip. The main problem is that there are two layers of paper to get rid of, the hideous stripy blue one and then, beneath that, this purple and pink floral wallpaper. It’s kind of cool actually, but the colours are a bit bleurgh. I think it’s from the 70s. I’ve seen a photo of my nan wearing a blouse in a similar kind of pattern. She was pretty, my nan, back in the 70s. She had my mum when she was really young. That was the trouble with my nana – she did everything really young. She was only fifty when she died.

Once I get down to it, the wall beneath the two layers of paper is that funny orangey-pink plaster colour. There are a few cracks in the surface, but I won’t tell Paul because he’ll start banging on about getting some filler and I’ll be stuck here all summer. Not that I’ve got anywhere to go. This house isn’t really near anything; you have to catch a bus to get to the closest town. It’s a number 11 but it’s not red, so in my eyes it’s not a real bus, it’s an imposter. I mean, green and cream buses, what’s all that about?

I’ve sussed out the nearest stop though. It’s diagonally opposite a crappy little shopping parade consisting of a newsagent’s, a greengrocer’s, a chemist and a hairdresser’s called Toni’s of Switzerland. Honestly, it’s like living in Alan Partridge land.

I haven’t actually taken the bus to town yet, but I will, soon as I’ve finished this.

The bus over Waterloo Bridge was always my favourite. On a clear day you can see everything from St Paul’s Cathedral on the right to the Houses of Parliament on the left. In London you’re in the centre of the universe; here I can’t even walk to a fried chicken shop.

My mum offered to help with the wallpaper scraping, but since the sun came out she’s been on a sun lounger in the back garden. Mum fancies herself with a bit of a tan. It always annoyed her that my dad used to go brown really quickly. I imagine Paul uses factor fifty and gets funny about wearing a hat. My mum is wearing her bra and knickers, the ones she dyed purple when she was going through her purple phase. We had this big pan and everything she could squash into it, she dyed deep purple. Course, it’s a bit washed out now and most of her undies look a dingy grey. She’s smoking a fag and I reckon there’s vodka in that Diet Coke. Old habits die hard.

I’d go and join her – it’s the first time it’s been properly hot since we got here – but the wallpaper scraping is weirdly addictive and in any case, I’ve found something.

Some writing in blue biro on the wall.

I feel a spark of discovery, like finding buried treasure. At last I manage to clear all the wallpaper around it, so I can see what it says, and as I read the words, a jolt of electricity runs through me …

Hi, I’m Helena Treace. I am fifteen years old.

I have blonde hair and two sisters, I want to be famous and I want a boyfriend, I luv David Bowie, Marc Bolan, Roxy Music and spaghetti bolognaise, which isn’t a band by the way. I’m a Pisces, which means I’m indecisive, romantic, imaginative and pleasure seeking – oooer Mrs! At school my best subjects are English and art, but I think I might want to be an actress, yeah right, in my dreams. Anyway, here I am …
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1975

HELENA

TUESDAY

Helena wheels her bike out of the garage and into the back street behind the Treaces’ family home. She’d rather walk to school, which is what all the cool girls do, but Elaine and Gwen insist on cycling. They’ve been cycling to school together since they were in the upper third, four years ago, when the three of them were eleven-year-old first formers in brand-new brown bowler hats.

But she has known them since before then, since they were five. They were at primary school together.

Immediately Helena conjures up Elaine’s collection of miniature china animals on her windowsill and Gwen’s film poster of Herbie the Talking Car. She knows the dates of their birthdays, their favourite puddings and what size shoe they wear. She knows that only-child Elaine has a phobia about old men dressed up as Father Christmas, and Gwen, who has one older brother, is allergic to the glue on plasters.

I’m still really fond of them, she reflects (rather maturely in her own opinion) as she pedals her bike up to their usual meeting point outside the post office, it’s just …

Helena feels a bit nostalgic. They’re just a bit … not boring, boring isn’t the right word, but Gwen likes Cliff Richard, which is bizarre considering she’s not some forty-year-old spinster, and Elaine spends her weekends training her Belgian hare to jump over a mini gymkhana in the back garden, even though she’s fifteen. Elaine’s Belgian hare is called Percy, and the Sandersons’ black Labrador is called Nelson, because Mr Sanderson loves Lord Nelson, the weirdo.

While she waits, Helena rolls the waistband of her brown crimplene skirt over three times, so that at least on the cycle to school she doesn’t look like the vicar’s daughter. If only her legs weren’t so big and white and what is it with her knees? She’s got her father’s knees, great hideous turnip-sized things. Seriously, it’s embarrassing. Her sisters have got their mother’s knees, small and bony. It’s not fair, and the school uniform rules are ridiculous. Whose idiotic idea was it to make pupils wear bowler hats right up until the sixth form? At least in the summer they switch to straw boaters, which are a tad more flattering, even if in Helena’s opinion they make the entire school look like lady gondoliers.

Life would be so much better if the Queen Anne uniform was a nice dark blue, rather than this revolting dog-poo brown. No one suits brown, thinks Helena, who knows that with her blonde hair and blue eyes navy is her colour. Her grandmother told her. Nana Nancy with her leopard-skin coats, chiffon scarves and bright-orange lipstick is a self-appointed fashion and style oracle.

At least in the sixth form they get to wear their own clothes. Trousers aren’t allowed, but apart from that, as long as they stick to the regulation brown-knee-length rule, they can choose what they like, which as far as Helena can see is the only reason to do A levels.

Helena looks at her watch, a present for passing her eleven-plus. She can still remember her mother’s relief at the news. ‘Oh thank God,’ Alicia had sobbed, suspecting Helena might have failed the exam on purpose because she’d wanted to go to the mixed comprehensive rather than an all-girls grammar. And she had; just not enough to actually fail her exams.

They’d celebrated with a special supper. Helena’s favourite – gammon and pineapple with peas and chips and a lemon cheesecake for afters. The only person who hadn’t been particularly thrilled was her older sister Juliet, but then Juliet has always had a tendency to be a miserable cow.

Probably didn’t want me cramping her style, Helena decides, glad that Juliet has finished at the grammar and is currently in the final term of her first year studying English at King’s College London.

Not that Juliet living in London isn’t almost as annoying as her living in Lytham. Helena can’t stand the way her sister comes home for the holidays and immediately starts showing off about all the bands, art exhibitions and shows she’s seen. ‘Blah blah, Kilburn and the High Roads, blah blah, The Rocky Horror Picture Show.’

Even more infuriatingly, from September Juliet would be moving in with three other girls in Chiswick. When Helena thinks about this scenario, she is consumed by jealousy. A fun girl flat-share is wasted on Juliet. She’s too quiet, too studious, and she probably doesn’t go to half the parties she pretends to, in any case, what would be the point? She’s still going out with drippy Gareth. Honestly, imagine living in the middle of London and still going out with the boy from three doors down. Speccy, spotty Gareth Morley is studying music at Birmingham. That’s why her parents like him so much. Helena’s father, Simon, is a music teacher at a private boys’ school in Blackpool, and Simon thinks Gareth is gifted. Well, ya boo sucks, thinks Helena meanly. He still looks like a constipated owl.

Helena’s mother teaches in Blackpool too. Alicia is head of ceramics at the college of art, which means that her hands are constantly dry and cracked, which is good really, because it means Helena always knows what to buy her for her birthday: a nice tube of Sally Hansen’s hand cream, not that her mother ever uses it. Alicia is vague about her appearance. It’s as if she forgets to look in the mirror. Juliet is the same in some respects, so Helena has to compensate for the pair of them, constantly checking her reflection whenever a mirror is available. This morning she noticed the beginnings of a spot on her chin. She’ll kill it with witch hazel tonight, and if that doesn’t work, she’ll zap it with TCP.

At last she sees Gwen and Elaine cycling through the empty Blossoms pub car park on the corner. It’s the type of pub frequented by golfers at the weekend, the car park full of Jaguars driven by middle-aged men accompanied by their dolled-up wives, teetering on their slingbacks into the brightly lit saloon bar.

Helena’s parents aren’t really pub types, but her father Simon makes an evil home-brew cider in the conservatory and her mother likes the occasional gin, while Nana Nancy will ‘never say no to a snowball’.

Helena decided recently that she likes Cinzano and lemonade. She remembers the time she and Elaine went round to Gwen’s and they all got hammered on the contents of the Sandersons’ generously equipped drinks cabinet. It was the Pernod that had done for them in the end. Helena had tried to make it to the downstairs cloakroom, but ended up vomiting in a rubber plant in the hallway.

That was only last year, when the three of them were still inseparable. But something has changed. It’s like Helena has moved on and they … haven’t.

As the girls approach, ringing their bells in greeting, Helena shoves her boater on her head and gets ready to push off from where she’s been leaning against the postbox. It’s no use her mates slowing down and stopping now, not when they need to build up steam to tackle the hill that goes over the railway line. Once they’ve freewheeled down the other side, they can slow down and chat. Quite often at this point they cycle three abreast. Kingsway isn’t very busy, though once they saw a squashed tortoise in the road, its shell cracked and the insides spilling out like a meat pie.

As Helena stands up on her pedals to tackle the hill, she wonders if she’ll get a new bike when her younger sister starts at Queen Anne’s. After all, Rosalind has more or less grown out of her two-wheeler so it would make sense for her to have Helena’s old one and Helena to have something new and fancy like Gwen’s with loads of gears.

Rosalind is still at primary school, but she has a place at the grammar next year, even though she missed sitting the eleven-plus when she was ill. Apparently her academic record spoke for itself, the school had told her parents, which was a huge relief and at least one thing they didn’t have to worry about.

Everyone is always worried about Rosalind. Gwen actually told Helena that she had knelt down by her bed and prayed for her back in March when she was so poorly.

Gwen attends St Cuthbert’s, the large dirty yellow-stone church at the end of Helena’s road. She goes even though no one actually makes her.

Helena pushes down hard on the pedals, past the florist’s and the fruit and veg shop, past the pet shop and Raymond’s Electric Organ Emporium, until finally they have breached the hill and are flying down the other side.

Some King Alfred boys are crossing the road in front of them, and Gwen, swerving to avoid them, rings her bell. How embarrassing, thinks Helena, blushing with shame as Gwen shouts, ‘Use the crossing!’ like she’s some kind of middle-aged lollipop lady.

One of the boys turns round and yells, ‘Get off and milk it!’

Oh God … it’s Jimmy Simmonds.

‘Boys are such Herberts,’ complains Gwen, once they have their breath back and are able to chat.

‘Did you see Blue Peter on telly last night?’ interrupts Elaine, oblivious as ever to the opposite sex. Basically, if it’s not covered in fur and doesn’t have really long ears, Elaine isn’t interested. Helena wonders why, at the age of fifteen, Elaine is still watching Blue Peter?

She allows their conversation to wash over her and thinks about Jimmy Simmonds instead. Jimmy has blue eyes, thick white-blonde hair and contrasting black eyebrows, and Helena fancies him something rotten. Jimmy is number seven in her top-ten list of ‘Hunky Boys’, which is written down on the back page of her rough book. But there’s something about his quick wit today that makes Helena make a mental note to push him up to number five.

Helena is chuffed that she knows ten members of the opposite sex. It’s not easy meeting boys when you go to a single-sex school and don’t have an older brother like Gwen. Not that Nigel Sanderson appears on the list. Nigel has a double chin and garlic breath. However, because he attends a religious boarding school in the Lake District, he often brings friends home for the weekend and it’s thanks to Nigel that Helena has been able to put Ralph on the list. He’s in at number six. Not that she’s ever actually spoken to him but they have sort of met and he did sort of stare at her.

The rest of the lads on her list are locals like Jimmy, who is one of five names from the neighbouring boys’ school. Jimmy Simmonds, Bailey Greenstone and Trevor Morgan are all in the lower fifth at King Alfred’s, while Craig Mitchel and Andy Blake are in the upper fifth, which means they’ve recently been doing their O levels. Helena met some of them when she was in the Queen Anne’s/King Alfred’s joint school production of Le Bourgeois Gentilhomme just before Easter. Looking back now, those few weeks were some of the happiest of her life. Rosalind was out of hospital too, which had made it even more special.

Steering around a broken bottle on the road, Helena considers who else is on her list.

In tenth place is Gareth’s French exchange student who came to stay last year in order to improve his conversational French. Juliet invited him round with Gareth one evening to have supper with the family, only of course Juliet hadn’t bothered to tell her, so Helena had been caught off guard. Embarrassingly she’d been wearing her purple dressing gown and foul Bri-Nylon pyjamas because she’d been off school with pretend tonsillitis, having forgotten to revise for a history test. Anton Boucher was dark and morose. Her mother had made a crumbly meatloaf with tomato sauce, which Anton had mostly left at the side of his plate. After supper, Juliet and Gareth had taken him for a walk around the lake, but no one had thought to invite Helena.

‘I don’t know why you’re sulking,’ her mother commented. ‘It wouldn’t have been particularly useful … you’re not doing French, you’re doing German, and anyway, you’ve got tonsillitis, you can’t go traipsing around the lake.’

Honestly, her mother could be spectacularly thick sometimes.

Helena doesn’t really fancy Anton any more. It just looks good to see his French-sounding name on the list. At least, ‘Anton Boucher’ had looked exotic, until Juliet informed her that ‘Boucher’ was French for butcher so actually his real name was Tony Butcher, and anyway he was a prat.

Some of the lads on the list are boys whose real names Helena doesn’t actually know. Gazza is probably Gary, Jezzer could be Jeremy and Sticks’s nickname is no doubt linked to the fact that he is almost skeletally thin. These three are boys that go to other schools but hang out in the same town square and frequent the same coffee shop that Helena has just started going to with some of the cooler girls in her year.

She’s still not sure how she’s managed to be part of their gang. It all started about a month ago when she was picking her glasses up from the optician’s next door to the café and she’d bumped into Sally Winwood, who was in Helena’s maths group but not the same form. Sally said she was going to hang out with some mates and would Helena like to come? Helena had stuffed her horrible new National Health gold-rimmed glasses into the bottom of her bag and followed Sally inside the fug of a small café. Through the cloud of cigarette smoke, she recognised a few girls from her year at school – Liza Branwell, who was well known for being ‘a bit of a slapper’, and Alex King, who was infamously one of the prettiest girls at Queen Anne’s. There was also a girl she knew from back in the day when they had both been Brownies. The girl immediately blanked her, so Helena ignored her back. At Brownies she’d been Susan Jones, but now she was at the comp, she called herself Susie and had plucked her eyebrows into thin air.

Everyone was smoking. Helena prayed the smell wouldn’t cling to her clothes. Cigarettes were one of the few things her mum really went mad about. Nevertheless, when Sally offered her one from a crumpled ten pack of Embassy, Helena accepted. A boy sitting opposite them in the booth they’d squeezed into had offered her a light. She knows now this was Sticks. At the time she wondered why a boy who looked like he should be lying in a hospital bed was sitting in a coffee bar blowing bubbles through a straw into a strawberry milkshake. He had purple rings under his eyes and she could see the blue veins on his wrist as he offered her his lighter. Back then, she actually didn’t know how to use a lighter and was relieved when Sally seized it and held the flame against the tip of Helena’s cigarette.

Don’t cough … for God’s sake, don’t cough, Helena reminded herself, igniting the cigarette without inhaling too deeply.

I can do this, she told herself, and ever since then, she sort of has.

The girls have reached the turning on to the main road leading up to school. Queen Anne’s School for Girls aged eleven to eighteen is an imposing red-brick, two-storey building, with a long smooth tarmac drive leading to the main entrance, used only by parents, teachers and visiting dignitaries. The drive is flanked by immaculately tended green lawns, with marigold-stuffed flowerbeds and a raised round rose garden, just in front of the main doorway.

Rumour has it that the music teacher drove her Mini across the rose garden one morning when she’d forgotten to sober up from the previous night’s drinking. ‘Poor Mrs Bell,’ Helena’s mother once said of the incident, ‘that divorce has hit her very hard.’ Hit the roses harder, thought Helena.

Nine hundred girls attend Queen Anne’s. Some cycle in, others who live further afield are ferried by coach, while the rest either walk or catch local buses. Only one or two spoilt brats get lifts from their parents.

The coach girls are the most difficult to get to know. They form a separate society and arrive yawning. Helena feels sorry for them – it’s bad enough being a Queen Anne’s girl without having to get up at sparrow’s fart to get there. She heard the phrase ‘sparrow’s fart’ recently and hasn’t stopped using it since.

To be fair, anything to do with farting makes Helena laugh. She will happily fart in front of her school friends in the changing rooms before hockey. It makes them all hysterical. Farting is one of the few consolations of attending a single-sex school. Imagine spending your entire school days desperate not to let off in case a boy might hear.

No matter how many guffs are released daily at Queen Anne’s, the corridors still smell of cleaning fluid and beeswax, and its only down the short staffroom corridor that the fragrance suddenly switches to the acrid choking stench of cigarette smoke.

Helena needs to practise smoking. She has bought a lighter and rehearses flicking the metal wheel with her thumb, instantly igniting the cigarette without getting all sweaty and clumsy. Fags and lighters are like props in a play – you have to get used to using them.

Not only that but having cigarettes means you get to share them, which means talking to boys, and having a lighter means that you get to lean in close, close enough to maintain eye contact, which essentially is what flirting is all about, that brief intimate moment before the tobacco crackles and begins to glow. It happened just last weekend when Sticks accepted a cigarette and a light from her. There was something in his unblinking pale-grey eyes that seemed to connect with a place tucked deep inside her brown, double-gusseted, interlock regulation knickers and that is why he is number one on her list.

By the time the bell rings for morning registration, Helena is sitting at the desk she bagsied at the beginning of the summer term (back row, left-hand corner). Elaine sits at the desk diagonally to the right of her, one row in front, while Gwen, who worries about getting in trouble, sits more or less under their form teacher’s nose, right in the middle on the front row.

At the moment, Helena is on her best behaviour. It’s too close to the end of term to risk doing anything that could jeopardise her school report. She’s already been given two detentions this term, only one of which she has admitted to her parents. It’s not that she goes out of her way to be badly behaved, it’s just that when she is, she tends to get caught. Being short-sighted doesn’t help. Most people can see a teacher coming a mile off, but Helena, who is too vain to wear her glasses, is always the last to stop talking, or the one doing an impression of the headmistress the longest, or pretending to be Suzi Quatro on Top of the Pops.

‘Yvonne Swan?’

‘Yes, Miss Glenn.’

‘Sandra Talbot?’

‘Yes, Miss Glenn.’

‘Helena Treace?’

‘Yes, Miss Glenn,’ she replies, wishing that out of all the Shakespearian names her mother could have chosen, she hadn’t picked Helena. It’s not fair. Trust her to get the worst one. Juliet and Rosalind (or Rosy as she is usually called), are pretty names and they suit her siblings with their middle partings and angelic faces, but Helena is a boring name, just a single vowel more interesting than the even duller ‘Helen’, of which there already two in her class.

‘It’s from A Midsummer Night’s Dream,’ her mother had explained years ago. ‘Could be worse,’ Gwen once told her. ‘The other girl in A Midsummer Night’s Dream is called Hermia, which sounds like a groin strain.’

After registration, their form teacher Miss Glenn morphs into their English teacher, and the girls remain at their desks for forty-five minutes of metaphysical poetry. Helena struggles to concentrate and rather than listen, she doodles the name ‘Lennie Treace’ in her rough book. In some ways, it sounds like she could be a boy, but it also sounds cool. After a few times of scribbling it down, she decides it looks better spelt ‘Lenni’. Lenni Treace sounds like a pop star. Immediately she surrounds her new name with three-dimensional stars and doodles around the stars with inky hearts, lips and eyes. ‘So, Helena, what do you think John Donne is trying to say in this poem?’

Oh God, she hasn’t a clue. She doesn’t even know if she’s on the right page, she zoned out ages ago. Thinking fast, she knocks the poetry book off her desk with her elbow, which gives her the excuse to legitimately ask, ‘Sorry, Miss Glenn, what page number was it?’ She might not pay attention, but she’s certainly not thick.

At lunchtime, Helena finds herself in the queue behind Sally Winwood, who says, ‘Oh hi, Helena, are you coming to the Monkey after school, only I’m going if you want to come with me?’ Helena swallows hard. She should just come out and say it. Sorry, Sally, my parents don’t like me hanging out in town after school. They think I should cycle straight home and get on with my homework, rather than consorting with hairy louts in coffee bars …

But she can’t, so she mumbles something about having to get home to look after her baby sister.

Sally looks both bored and sympathetic at the same time. ‘What a drag,’ she replies. ‘Oh we’re sitting over there by the way,’ and she nods to a table overlooking the playing fields at the back of the dining room where Liza Branwell and Alex King are tucking into their packed lunches. Immediately Helena decides to inform her mother over dinner that from September she is switching to packed lunches. All these mince and potato dinners are making her fat. It’s the obvious solution. But still she nods when the dinner lady offers her a second spoonful of mash.

Feeling slightly awkward, she follows Sally to the far table. Suddenly she doesn’t feel quite as hungry. Her lunch looks obscene compared to what the others are eating. Sally has refused the mash and is mostly eating a mound of cabbage. Alex has a packet of Ryvita, a tub of cottage cheese and a small Tupperware filled with celery sticks and a chunk of cucumber, while Liza is tucking into a packet of crisps. Helena imagines what her mother would make of that, crisps for lunch?
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