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      ‘Right, so after you’ve nicked a traffic cone, you need to climb on top of the bus shelter and leave it there, along with one personal item. First one to complete the mission gets an amazing prize.’

      Alice stood there, her hands on her hips, blonde hair rippling in the breeze – though it seemed to ripple even when there wasn’t a breeze, it was that kind of hair. It was obvious that she was the amazing prize.

      It was a Saturday night and we were hanging out on the High Street, though Merrycliffe-on-Sea doesn’t really have much of a High Street, just a forlorn parade of shops. It doesn’t have much merry either, so we have to make our own fun. As we were both too broke to go to The Wow, watching Alice ensnare two lame boys and make them do her bidding was as good as it was going to get.

      ‘I wonder how long they’ll be,’ I said to Alice, after the boys had trooped off on their quest to prove they were worthy of her. ‘Want a chip?’

      Alice sat down next to me on the low wall in front of the betting shop and shoved her hand in the grease-soaked bag of chips that one of the boys had bought for me because Alice had told him to.

      Soon all that was left were the crispy bits floating in an acidic slick of vinegar. Alice looked up at the big, navy sky studded with pinpricks of starry light and ominous wisps of cloud. ‘I think it’s going to rain,’ she said. ‘If they’re not back in five minutes, we might as well go home.’

      ‘Next week, we have to go to The Wow.’ This week, I’d lent my mum thirty quid because she hadn’t got to the bank. It always took her ages to repay me too, not until I’d dropped brick-sized hints for at least a week about illegally benefiting off child labour.

      ‘How long does it take to nick a traffic cone anyway?’ Alice asked me. ‘I hope they haven’t got into trouble. Like the time Marc got caught trying to steal a wire basket from outside the pound shop, remember?’

      ‘Don’t be mean,’ I said as Alice hooted, but I started laughing too because Marc from Year 12 trying to bomb it down the seafront with a wire basket and two security guards in hot pursuit had been one of the highlights of the summer before last.

      In the end, to get rid of the evidence, he’d thrown the basket on top of the mini-golf ticket office where it remained to this day. ‘Do you remember the security guards trying to find a ladder to get their stupid basket back? Then they decided that they couldn’t climb it because of Health and Safety regulations.’

      ‘And Marc didn’t get arrested…’

      ‘And he turned out to be quite a good snog so it was all OK.’ Alice gave me one of her sideways smiles, her little snub nose twitching, eyebrow arched. It was the look that had all the boys bringing their milkshakes, fries and extra ketchup to Alice’s yard.

      Talking of which, limping down the road with only one of his trainers on was Chris, or was it Joey? He was holding a traffic cone aloft like it was an Olympic gold medal.

      ‘I don’t think this one is going to be a keeper,’ Alice murmured, like that was anything new. ‘But he’ll do for the next ten minutes.’

      She stood up, still tiny even in her five-inch heels. Alice was small and curvy. In ye olde days they’d have called her a pocket Venus. Boys wanted to protect her as much as they wanted to get with her. She had the previously mentioned ripply blonde hair and huge blue eyes that twinkled whenever she said something suggestive, which was all the time. It was like Alice came with an inbuilt nudge and wink as standard features.

      Like she said, ‘If we weren’t best friends until the day we die, then you’d probably hate my guts, Franny.’

      But I couldn’t remember a time when Alice and I weren’t best friends. We’d met at a Mother and Baby group; there’s photographic evidence of us in nappies and a gummy, smiley embrace and barely a thing had happened to me, from losing my first tooth right through to almost getting my first kiss (let’s not even go there), that Alice hadn’t been witness to.

      Right now, Alice was all Joey had eyes for, as he presented her with the traffic cone. ‘Trainer on top of the bus shelter by the roundabout,’ he announced. Losing a trainer lacked imagination and meant a tricky walk home but Joey was fit in a dull Merrycliffe way, which was about ten years behind the way really fit boys on style blogs looked, so Alice was eyeing him speculatively.

      ‘OK then,’ she said without much enthusiasm. ‘To the victor, the spoils.’ Off she went with Joey, swinging her hips in that artful sway she’d worked hard on ever since she got hips three years ago.

      It was another five minutes before Chris came into sight minus a traffic cone but carrying one of those little lights that hang on the side of skips so people don’t go crashing into them in the dark.

      ‘Where’s Alice?’ he asked in dismay. ‘I just left my second-best hoodie on top of the bus shelter.’

      ‘Sorry to be the bearer of bad news, but Joey beat you to it.’

      Chris looked at his little skip light and sighed. Then he came and sat next to me on the wall. My buttocks were pretty much all ache at this point.

      ‘You got any chips left then, Franny?’

      ‘’Fraid not.’ I was the poster girl for bad news. ‘Got some chewy though.’

      I gave him a stick of Wrigleys and he settled back with a sigh, arms folded. ‘I mean, technically, she’s not even that pretty. Vicky is prettier and Shayla’s got bigger tits and you, well, your legs are insane, Franny.’

      ‘Thanks for the validation.’ I was only being a little sarcastic. The rest of me was quite glad that my love of an opaque black tight and a very short skirt wasn’t just me trying to work a sixties mod silhouette when my legs weren’t up to it. I knew I wasn’t sexy. I wasn’t that pretty. My hair was more mouse than blonde, my eyes were blue but not deep blue like Alice’s. Just blue, and I usually had a couple of spots and I worried that maybe my lips were too thin but I had long, skinny legs and because I did work a sixties mod silhouette I had a rep for being cool. In Merrycliffe it didn’t take a lot to get a rep for being cool. Anyway, that all added up to me being attractive on a good day. But not so attractive that boys wanted to get with me on a regular basis, or, like, ever.

      ‘Alice is such a bitch,’ Chris huffed. ‘I don’t know why I bothered.’

      ‘But you did bother and you agreed to her rules so don’t start hating on her just ’cause you lost. No one likes a hater.’

      ‘I’m not being a hater.’ He was, but I couldn’t be arsed to argue about it. ‘I’m just saying no wonder there’s that graffiti in the bogs…’

      ‘This isn’t some new graffiti?’ I asked sharply.

      ‘No, it’s the same old graffiti.’

      I slumped in relief, because I was worried that some boy Alice had cruelly rejected might have got nasty and written something rude, possibly involving blow jobs, but it was just the old graffiti: Alice Jenkins is the worst girlfriend in the world.

      We didn’t know who’d written it, because Alice tended to snog most boys for no longer than a week. We’d narrowed it down to Rajesh, because they’d gone out for about three whole weeks, or George, who said he’d gone out with Alice when he hadn’t. Though he had gone through a phase of leaving Alice bars of chocolate on her doorstep every morning until she’d told him to stop or she’d report him to the RSPCA because Pucci, her chihuahua, had eaten one and had explosive diarrhoea for three days.

      Anyway, it wasn’t like Alice had been offended. She’d persuaded someone to take a picture of the graffiti to use as the cover photo for her Facebook and Twitter profile and she was particularly fond of quoting it like she was doing the voiceover for a big Hollywood movie.

      ‘Alice Jenkins is,’ she’d say in a deep gravelly voice, ‘the worst girlfriend in the world.’

      No, Alice could never be accused of false advertising so there was no reason for Chris to look so mopey. There was also no reason for him to suddenly shift closer to me so that his leg was pressing against mine.

      ‘Don’t even think about it,’ I told him sternly. ‘I’m not the loving kind. I’m wedded to my career.’

      ‘You’re sixteen,’ Chris pointed out, like that had anything to do with it.

      ‘Also I’m a person in my own right. I’m not some consolation prize when you fail one of Alice’s tasks.’ It was my turn to fold my arms.

      ‘Sorry,’ he said. Then we sat there in silence and it wasn’t Chris’s fault that he’d fallen for Alice’s charms. It also wasn’t his fault that he was rubbish at nicking road safety items.

      ‘Let’s head back to the bus shelter to get your hoodie and hang out there until Alice and Joey are done, all right?’

      It was another fifteen minutes before Alice texted me. I was sitting in the bus shelter with Chris and watching old breakdance videos on YouTube on his phone. It was another fifteen minutes before she came to get me, by which time Chris had pinched the rest of my chewing gum and a blackcurrant Strepsil I’d found at the bottom of my bag. She was really pushing the limits of my good nature tonight.

      Alice, inevitably, looked remarkably unsnogged. She’d reapplied her lippy, didn’t have a hair out of place and was still managing to walk in her five-inch heels. Joey, following behind her, looked like he’d just seen God.

      ‘Let’s go, Franny B,’ she demanded. ‘We’ve things to do, places to be.’

      Which meant she needed to change into her trainers but not when there were boys present.

      ‘So, I’ll see you. We’ll make plans to hook up,’ Joey said, then swallowed hard, amazed by his own daring.

      ‘Yeah, great, BBM me or whatever.’ At least two of us knew that she would never return any of Joey’s messages, texts or invitations to chat, but at least Alice was letting him down gently.

      ‘So, Franny, thanks for the chewy,’ Chris said. ‘See you Monday then, right?’

      ‘Well, see…’

      ‘Wrong,’ Alice interrupted in a flat voice. ‘You’re not going to see Franny on Monday. None of us are going to see Franny on Monday, because Franny doesn’t go to our school any more.’

      ‘I’m going to college to do a fashion BTEC. You know, after the school got all pissy about my GCSE results.’ I shrugged. ‘Like, whatever.’

      ‘It doesn’t matter about your GCSEs, Franny,’ Alice said, like she’d been saying ever since my results had arrived. ‘You’re going to be a famous fashion designer so why do you need Maths anyway? Franny got on to the fashion course on the strength of her portfolio. Like, she actually has a portfolio,’ she added proudly, not that Joey and Chris seemed to care.

      As we walked away from the boys and I waited in the doorway of one of Merrycliffe’s eleven charity shops for Alice to change into her trainers, I wondered if I’d ever get my BTEC, then get the hell out of Merrycliffe and go to London to find fashion fame and fortune. Or would my Saturday nights always be like this?

      ‘Oh, cheer up, Franny!’ Alice exclaimed, tucking her arm in mine. ‘I wish I was going to college and not stuck at school. School is so immature.’

      ‘Your mum still won’t budge then?’ Alice’s dad owned five hair and beauty salons and Alice would much rather go into the family business than study for five A levels in subjects she didn’t care about, but her mum wasn’t having any of it. She let Alice work in the Merrycliffe salon on Thursdays after school and all day Saturdays, but she was convinced that Alice was going to be the next Alan Sugar – a younger, prettier, femaler Alan Sugar. She was also convinced that Alice was going to go to Oxford or Cambridge to study Economics. It was kind of amazing how little she knew her only daughter.

      ‘No, but Dad’s on my side.’ Alice’s dad was always on her side. ‘I just need to come up with a cunning plan.’

      ‘You’ll think of something,’ I said, as we turned on to the seafront. ‘You always do.’

      ‘Oh God, I don’t want to think about school. It can wait until Monday. Come on! Let’s run!’

      Alice and I grabbed on to each other’s hand and ran, screaming into the wind, not caring that we might wake up the residents of the many old people’s care homes that populated the seafront.

      That was the way we rolled. We lived for kicks, even if the kicks were hard to come by.

      It wasn’t long before we got to my house. It was a huge Victorian beast of a house that had been a hotel back in the days before aeroplanes, when people had to holiday in Britain. I couldn’t believe that anyone would come to Merrycliffe of their own free will. Like, on holiday, but that was the olden times for you. Now Merrycliffe was known only for being Europe’s eleventh largest container port and our house was just a house, its sky-blue paint job corroded by the salt in the air, which had also rusted its metal balconies.

      It wasn’t much but I called it home. ‘Let’s do something tomorrow,’ I said to Alice as I unlatched the gate. ‘To celebrate our last day of freedom.’

      ‘Something exciting,’ Alice agreed.

      We stood there for a while, a minute at least, trying to think of something exciting we could do.

      ‘Oh, look, come round mine and I’ll do your nails and then we can order some food and watch repeats of Jersey Shore and try really hard not to die of boredom,’ Alice said finally. ‘Sound like a plan?’

      ‘Let’s skip Jersey Shore for Made in Chelsea and that sounds like one wild Sunday afternoon right there,’ I said. Then we air-kissed three times, ’cause I’d read that up in London, if you’re in the media or generally fabulous, three kisses are industry standard. ‘See you tomorrow if I don’t get a better offer in the meantime.’

      Alice snorted. ‘Like, that’s going to happen. Here!’
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      The house was in darkness and felt cold and stale as if it had been shut up for a long, long time, the rooms unaired, furniture swathed in dust sheets.

      Except it hadn’t, but my mother refused to open a window because she thought that the fresh air was full of toxic germs. Don’t even get me started on the badness of putting on lights – apparently it had been proven that even energy-saving bulbs could give you cancer but whatever, I put them on anyway. Blazing a path from hall to kitchen, where I shoved two pieces of bread in the toaster, stuck the kettle on, put on even more lights as I climbed the stairs and knocked on my mum’s door.

      There was no reply. I pushed the door open and peered into the darkness.

      ‘No…’ came the piteous whine from the lump of flesh huddled under the duvet as I turned on the light. ‘Turn it off.’

      ‘Making toast. What do you want on it? Marmite? Jam? Is it too late for cheese?’

      ‘No…’

      ‘Peanut butter? Tell you what, I’ll let you have some of my Nutella.’ I sat down on the edge of the bed and poked at what I thought might be her arm. ‘As it’s you.’

      ‘Please, Franny.’ Her voice was muffled until she pulled back the covers enough that I could see her face, all squinched up in case she might accidentally breathe in some fetid, airborne virus. ‘I can’t eat.’

      ‘Well, tough, you’re eating ’cause I’m not going to bed until you do. I’ll just stay in here talking and talking and talking until you can’t take it any more and go down to the kitchen of your own free will and end up eating the whole box of those weird Polish cocktail sausages with the use-by date of January 2019 just to get me to shut up. Your call.’

      There was no response. It didn’t surprise me.

      When I came back fifteen minutes later with a laden tray, the bedside lamp had been switched on but she’d disappeared under the duvet again. I put the tray down on the bedside table. Right next to her pills, which I was sure she hadn’t taken.

      There was still no response as I sat back down on the bed, but I made sure that I was pretty much sitting on her leg so she had to shift over. With a deep sigh she sat up. I shoved a mug of tea at her so she had no choice but to take it, otherwise there would have been hot tea all over the duvet and spills drove her to the very edge of her nerves.

      A huge number of things drove my mum to the very edge of her nerves.

      ‘Been out then?’ she asked, her voice rusty because she hadn’t used it all day. She took three sips of tea and I let myself relax ever so slightly.

      ‘Yeah, with Alice.’

      Because she’d started to nibble at the toast now, she had the energy to pull a vinegary face. She didn’t like Alice. Thought she was a bad influence, though she should have known, being my own mother and all, that I wasn’t the type of girl who was easily influenced.

      But tonight, I went along with it. I told her about Alice’s re-enacting The Hunger Games with two dumb boys and it was the distraction she needed to drink the mug of tea and eat her two pieces of toast. She even looked at the tube of hand cream on her dressing table like she was thinking about putting some on.

      ‘Alice… she’s one of those girls who’ll get pregnant before she’s even finished school. She’s probably pregnant already,’ she said disapprovingly.

      ‘She’s not. She won’t. She doesn’t do that with them, she just likes to make them suffer,’ I explained. ‘There’s not much else to do round here on a Saturday night, if we don’t go to The Wow.’

      ‘I suppose.’ Mum smiled so fleetingly I almost missed it. But I didn’t and for that microsecond she was who she used to be, then she was gone.

      I stood up. ‘I’m going to run you a bath. I put a wash on before I went out. Should be dry by now. I’ll get you a clean nightie to change into.’

      ‘I don’t really feel up to it.’ She was already trying to retreat back under the covers.

      ‘Oh, you’ll feel much better once you’ve had a bath. And tell you what? I’ll change the sheets while you’re soaking.’ I pulled back the covers and didn’t quite haul her out of bed, but I came pretty close to it.

      She didn’t shout at me. Or swear. No threats or tears, just a little bit of grumbling as she swung her pasty white legs over the side of the bed and took hold of the hand I was offering to pull her up. This was a good day.

      Once she was in the bath, which I’d generously doused with lavender bubble bath ’cause I’d read somewhere that it was meant to be all soothing and stuff, she let me wash her hair. ‘You can do the rest,’ I told her, as I handed her a sponge and the bar of lily-scented soap I’d bought her last birthday.

      I went back into her room, opened the window to let in five minutes of fresh air and checked the pill bottle by her bed. There were twenty-three tablets in it. There’d been twenty-three tablets in it all week. There should have been only seven left and I should have been nagging her about going to the chemist to pick up her repeat prescription. I was too tired to think about that. Instead, I stripped her bed.

      I could hear a faint splashing as I came back up the stairs with clean linen and fifteen minutes later she was back in bed. Her hair was damp and she wouldn’t let me use the hairdryer because she said it would just blow dust around the room, but she was sitting up, she’d taken her pills with the glass of water I’d got her and was looking like she was present, rather than, like, absent.

      ‘Tomorrow, I might do a supermarket shop,’ she said. ‘We’ll make a list at breakfast. Maybe I’ll drive, so we can go to the big Morrisons in Lytham. What do you think?’

      ‘It sounds great,’ I said with a lot more enthusiasm than I felt. I didn’t want to spend my last precious Sunday free from the yoke of further education traipsing round the big Morrisons in Lytham. Besides, there were ten hours between now and breakfast tomorrow. A lot could happen in ten hours.

      I bent down to kiss her cheek, wished her goodnight and said I’d see her in the morning.

       

      When I got to my room, I had the sick, panicky feeling I always got when I thought about what she might be like in the morning. The only way to stop it was to stop thinking about her. To shove her far back into the furthest reaches of my head, as far back as I could, then the sick, panicky feeling would go.

      Instead I looked at all my college stuff laid out, though college was still two sleeps away. I had new stationery: a really expensive set of fibre-tip pens for drawing, an A3 sketch pad and a lime-green notebook my sister Siobhan had bought me which had DESIGNERS I MET AND LIKED embossed on it in gold letters. I had my sewing kit in a little vintage attaché case: three different pairs of scissors, pinking shears and my chalks. Measuring tape, pins, thimble, reels of cotton and finishings. Really, it was a thing of beauty.

      Draped over the back of a chair was the dress I planned to wear on Monday. It was a candy-pink and white sweater dress I’d found in a chazza. I’d put a corded trim on the unravelling hem, and fake-leather patches on the elbows like you get on old men’s cardigans. I was going to wear it with black tights and a pair of amazing cork-wedged sandals because I love an open toe with a matt tight.

      (It’s very fashion to refer to things like jeans and tights in the singular. ‘I was rocking a skinny jean with a five-inch heel,’ you might say, though Alice said you’d only say that if you were a gigantic wanker.)

      Apart from the pile of college stuff, my room is actually very minimalist in a space age, pop art way – probably because my sewing stuff is in the room next door, though I like to think of it more as my design studio. I’m on the third floor, just below what would have been the staffrooms in the attic. Mum never ventures up this far and Dad’s always away so I can pretty much do what I want in here.

      What I wanted to do was to paper my walls in silver foil. Yeah, Christmas turkey tin foil. It was very fiddly, but I was inspired by a place in New York called the Factory, where the artist Andy Warhol had lived and worked in the sixties. He was famous for making art that riffed off of all sorts of weird random stuff like Campbell’s soup cans, Marilyn Monroe, even Brillo soap-pad boxes. He also directed black and white films full of sixties hipsters and he had a house band called the Velvet Underground sometimes fronted by a really cool German model called Nico and then Edie Sedgwick would dance on stage with them. Edie was this doomed, mad, utterly beautiful heiress, who’s my absolute style icon and glamour hero and numero uno inspiration. I discovered Edie when I saw a picture of her on a style blog. She was wearing just a T-shirt and black tights and was posed in an arabesque while perched on a stuffed rhinoceros. No wonder I was intrigued. Once I started obsessing on Edie, it didn’t take long to find out about Andy Warhol and his whole scene. I would have loved to be part of a scene like that, except for all the drugs and nudity, that is.

      As well as clearing the Spar of all its tin foil so I could have shiny, silver walls, I also have a huge blown-up photograph of Edie, Andy Warhol and another guy called Gerard Malanga on the wall right opposite my bed. It was taken in New York, obvs, because New York is totes the centre of the universe, and they’re on the street. Literally on the street, rising up out of a manhole, Edie leaning back against Gerard, her long, black-clad legs stretching up to infinity, Andy staring straight ahead at the camera with his own camera poised.

      Whenever I was feeling unsure and down-hearted, like I was tonight, I would climb into bed and stare at Edie, Andy and Gerard and it always made me feel better.

      That photo represents everything I want to be. The problem is that I’m just not sure how to get there.
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      On Monday morning, walking through the college grounds, after the trudge up the long hill from Merrycliffe town centre, felt like walking the green mile.

      Obviously I wasn’t the only new person starting college that day. But I felt like the only person hanging solo and I was getting some smirky looks because of my candy-striped dress, tights and open-toed sandals. Merrycliffe College wasn’t ready for a tight and an open toe.

      I styled it out by putting on my big dark glasses – they’re a lot like the ones that Audrey Hepburn wears in Breakfast at Tiffany’s – and assumed my best ‘bitch, please’ expression.

      It got me through three hours of filling in forms and my first catch-up GCSE Maths class, then skulking around the canteen for the rest of the morning. It was weird not having a form room to hang out in but at least I could go home for lunch without fear of being accused of bunking off. At college you were treated as an adult, or else they didn’t really care what you did – it was too soon to tell.

      Mum was actually up when I got home. Not dressed, but she’d managed to make it down to the kitchen and was watching a repeat of Location Location Location on the little portable TV.

      ‘Oh, there you are,’ she said when I walked in. ‘I know I never got round to it yesterday but let’s make that list and go to Morrisons. It will only take me ten minutes to shower and change.’

      She’d had the whole summer break, six weeks, to go to Morrisons with me instead of taking to her bed, but she chose today, this lunchtime, on my first day of college, an hour from my first official lesson in how to become a fashion designer. Now she decided she wanted to stock up on loo roll and fish fingers.

      I also knew that if she really was serious, it would take her way more than ten minutes to shower and change. I could go back to college, then come home again and she might just about be ready to leave.

      ‘Well, I have a few things I need to do first,’ I said vaguely because I wasn’t even sure that Mum knew that this was my first day at college. Dad had texted me that morning telling me to ‘break a leg, kid’. Alice’s mum and dad had given me a card yesterday and some salted caramel buttons from Hotel Chocolat. But as Mum spent most of her time in bed with the covers over her head, for her the days all bled into each other. The only difference was good days and bad days and there hadn’t been that many good days for a long, long time. ‘I’m sure I’ll be done by the time you’re ready to go, but shall I make a cup of tea first?’

      I made her tea and toast again. Started the shopping list. Had a slightly tense discussion about soap pads versus scourers and Fairy Liquid, then told her I had to pop out.

      It was easier not to give her details but a brief, shadowy outline of what was happening in my world. That way no one got hurt.

      ‘I won’t be long,’ I promised cheerily as I opened the front door. ‘Call me on my mobile when you’re ready to go.’

      I was so late that I had to get the bus back to college, which meant a mad rush to the bus stop and I still had to chase down the bus until it stopped at the lights, then hammer on the door and pout and make sad puppy faces until the driver relented.

      I didn’t want to start my BTEC L3 Extended Diploma in Fashion and Clothing a red-faced, flustered mess, but we don’t always get what we want.

      I followed the signs to the art block, which was right at the back of the college grounds. Then I wandered around for a bit, getting more and more panic-stricken, until I found the right studio. I took a deep breath and pushed open the door.

      I’m not entirely sure what I was expecting but it was something more exciting than seven other students sitting on stools in a semicircle in a workroom. Beyond them, I could see the workstations at the other end of the room; huge tables, each with a sewing machine built into it. I wanted to rush to the nearest one and get acquainted – but that could wait. First, I was curious and also more than a little scared to see who my sewing companions would be for the next two years.

      Two of them obviously knew each other because they were jabbering away and also they were old, like in their forties at least. Probably retraining after being made redundant or something. By the look of them, they were hoping to open a boutique selling dresses covered in bits of frou-frou and diamanté. Not that I was judging. Me? Judge? Never.

      There was a really pretty black girl with her own ‘bitch, please’ expression, and a girl who was totally orange ’cause she’d overdone it on the fake tan. She had fake everything else too: eyelashes, nails, hair extensions. I wondered if she’d got the wrong room and was meant to be doing a hair and beauty course. A lot of the girls who worked in Alice’s dad’s salons had the same look and they were perfectly nice but they weren’t the kind of girls I wanted to hang out with on a daily basis.

      Then there was a girl with pink hair who was working a Steampunk look – I was sure that’s why she had clock faces sewn on to her billowing, gothy black dress. Last of all were two semi-cute boys. One wearing an old-fashioned three-piece suit, the other wearing jeans, a Fred Perry shirt, Adidas trackie top with Adidas Shell Toe trainers. It was a very old skool look.

      Obviously the two boys were gay. My gaydar was infallible. I took a seat nearest to the one in the suit and there wasn’t even time to make eye contact with anyone or open my Designers I Have Met And Liked notebook, before the tutor came bustling through the door.

      I’d been expecting a Lancastrian version of Anna Wintour, the uber-chic editor of US Vogue, not a middle-aged woman who looked like she’d yell at you if you presented her with a crooked seam. She wasn’t wearing anything amazing either but an olive-green jumper and boring black trousers. I couldn’t imagine how she was going to teach me anything I wanted to know about fashion design.

      Up until now, I was completely self-taught. I’d learned how to make clothes through trial and error; watching how-to videos on the internet and buying clothes from the 50p bin in the chazzas so I could take them apart to see how they were made.

      ‘I’m going to assume that you know nothing about fashion design and start with the basics,’ Barbara, the tutor, said. ‘Though I do expect all of you to be able to thread a needle at the very least.’

      We all laughed nervously and I waited for Barbara to tell us about all the exciting things we’d be doing, from learning how to make trousers to corsetry. While I waited, I mentally sketched out a perfect pair of cigarette pants and was just frowning over the zipper when I realised that Barbara had stopped talking ages ago and we were meant to be taking it in turns to introduce ourselves.

      I’d already missed the two older women’s intros. Barbara had moved on to the black girl, whose name was Sage (I wondered if she’d made that up), who was keen to pursue a career in costume design for film and TV.

      Orange girl, as I’d suspected, admitted that the hair and beauty courses had been over-subscribed so she was here under duress, waiting for a wannabe hairdresser or aesthetician to drop out. Her name was Krystal with a K. Girls like that always have names like Krystal with a K.

      Then Barbara moved on to Three-piece Suit who was called Matthew and was interested in menswear and tailoring. He even name-checked Fred Astaire and Miuccia Prada. He’d make a perfect fashion friend, I thought, and tried to smile at him welcomingly but I don’t think he noticed.

      The Steampunk girl was known to her parents as Dora and launched into an impressive but quite scary ten-minute rant about mainstream fashion and how she was only interested in avant-garde design and she’d ‘like, rather die than have to ever design anything as mundane and boring as a raincoat or a pair of slacks. Honestly, I would totally die.’ I could tell she and Krystal with a K were not going to be bosom buddies, but I thought Dora might be interesting to hang out with. Sitting next to her was Mr Old Skool, AKA Paul, who hoped one day to have his own sportswear empire even though he’d never so much as sewed on a button before.

      Then it was my turn. I wasted precious time dithering over my name, which wasn’t the best start. Officially I was called Francesca Barker, but that had always been shortened to Frances. Anyway, everyone called me Franny B, had done ever since nursery school, though I couldn’t demand that of new acquaintances – they kind of had to make that decision for themselves.

      ‘I’m Frances. Franny, really,’ I said after several long, long moments. Then I didn’t know what else to say. I couldn’t share my five-year plan, which saw me to my final days at Central St Martin’s where my entire degree show was snapped up by Net-A-Porter and everyone marvelled at how a dump like Merrycliffe-on-Sea could have produced me and Martin Sanderson, who had his own huge fashion empire as well as being Creative Director at the French couture house Corres, and was an even bigger inspiration to me than Edie Sedgwick. Then Martin Sanderson would give me a job, preferably in Paris, and that was my five-year plan.

      I couldn’t say any of that because it sounded like I was really up myself, so I just said, ‘Well, I love fashion and making my own clothes and I’d really like to have my own design house one day.’

      Barbara looked down at her wad of papers, then looked back at me. It wasn’t a good look.

      ‘So, you’re the girl who failed her GCSEs,’ she said.

      That was completely untrue. ‘I didn’t fail all of them,’ I pointed out. I also wanted to tell her that it was blates unfair to share my academic shame with my new classmates. Wasn’t there such a thing as lecturer–student confidentiality? Like when doctors aren’t allowed to blab all your embarrassing medical stuff to people. ‘I’m retaking Maths and English.’

      Barbara stared at me like she was amazed that I could even form sentences. Everyone else was staring too and not because they were in awe of my fashion-forward first day look, but because they probably thought I was intellectually backward.

      ‘We expect people on this course to have a minimum of four GCSEs including English at grade C or —’

      ‘I have got four GCSEs. In fact, I’ve got seven,’ I snapped in a way that had Barbara’s eyebrows shooting up. ‘As and Bs mostly and the other lady who interviewed me, the dean of art studies or whatever, said that as long as I attended catch-up lessons and retook Maths and English, she was happy to have me. I showed her my portfolio. I wrote a five-page essay on why I wanted to take this course.’ So why are you giving me such a hard time? I thought, but I didn’t dare say it out loud.

      Barbara settled back down with a little huffing sound. She had a tape measure around her neck in case of any measuring emergencies. I wanted to strangle her with it. I also wanted to cry.

      ‘I want to see your portfolio tomorrow.’ She shuffled her papers unhappily. ‘I don’t have your interview transcript and I don’t see a copy of your essay in your file either.’

      ‘I’ll print you out a copy.’

      ‘See that you do.’

      Even if I managed to stay on the course and pass my retakes, I had a feeling that Barbara was going to personally guarantee that my next two years would be abject misery. She probably wouldn’t even let me operate a sewing machine without adult supervision.

      I settled back down in my chair, hugging my notebook to me, and kept my eyes fixed on a spot on the greying white lino. I wouldn’t cry if I focused on just the one spot.

      Barbara, who was now at the top of my shit list, number one with a bullet, wittered on about techniques and processes for ten minutes, then told us we could go. It was weird not having the day measured out by the sound of a bell ringing every fifty minutes but I couldn’t wait to get gone.

      I stumbled to my feet, shoved my Designers I’ve Met And Liked notebook in the Marc by Marc Jacobs canvas tote that Siobhan’s mate had got me from London, hung my bag from my shoulder and tried to get to the door as quickly as humanly possible without any need for eye contact.

      ‘You’re Franny B, right?’ demanded a voice.

      I turned round to answer Krystal with a K’s question. ‘Yeah,’ I said. I didn’t sound that friendly but I don’t think I sounded that unfriendly either. It was hard to strike a balance.

      ‘Right, so you’re mates with her.’ Krystal with a K pretty much spat the last word. ‘Alice Jenkins. You’re her best friend.’

      I nodded. ‘We go way back. Why?’

      I knew exactly why and I knew exactly what the next words out of Krystal with a K’s over-glossed pink lips were going to be. And right on cue… ‘She stole my boyfriend! She stole all of my friends’ boyfriends and she’s a sl —’

      ‘Well, I’m sorry about that,’ I said quickly because I really didn’t want to hear that word. ‘Anyway, they couldn’t have been very good boyfriends if they were that easy to steal. So, you know…’

      ‘Alice Jenkins? I only moved to Merrycliffe two months ago and I’ve already heard all about her. It sounds like she needs to come with a public health warning.’ Now Steampunk Dora was getting up in my grille. ‘You willingly hang out with her?’

      ‘She’s my best friend.’ I didn’t approve of Alice’s boy-baiting, but when strangers were giving her a hard time I’d defend her to the death. That was the deal with best friends. ‘She’s really funny. She does great impersonations. She absolutely doesn’t need a public health warning.’

      ‘Yeah, she does. She’s a total whore. She’s, like, riddled with STIs obvs.’

      I couldn’t believe that Krystal with a K would say that about Alice, about anyone. ‘You know nothing about her. Just ’cause guys want to get with her doesn’t mean she ever does anything more than snog them and why should it be her responsibility to check their relationship status?’ I drew myself up to my full height, five foot seven inches, and my wedge heels took me all the way up to five, ten. ‘Also, Krystal, it’s really reductive to call other girls whores and condemn them for owning their sexuality.’

      The last bit I’d totally nicked from my older sister Siobhan. Since she’d started university, she’d become a feminist and was all about reclaiming words like slut and sending me links to articles about expressing my individuality and not following the crowd. Whatever. Like I didn’t already know that. I was the only girl in Merrycliffe brave enough to do double leopard print.

      Dora stared at me like I was some kind of enigma. Matthew and Paul exchanged raised-eyebrow looks. Like it was impossible for a friend of Alice Jenkins to have any depth.

      Which just went to show how little they knew.
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      ‘I can’t believe how judgey they all were. It’s not like any of them know you. They didn’t go to St Anne’s. We’ve never seen them down The Wow,’ I said the next day to the girl herself as she sat on the counter of Sparkle Drycleaners and rummaged in a bag of pick ’n’ mix. ‘Krystal with a K, who’s everything you hate about trainee hairdressers…’

      Alice looked up. ‘How orange is she on a scale of one to ten?’

      ‘She’s at least a seventeen. She’s… thermonuclear orange.’ I shook my head. ‘She wears pink frosted lipgloss too. It does her absolutely no favours.’

      ‘She sounds horrific.’ Alice sat up straighter. ‘Poor Franny! Having to put up with all those losers. You’d think fashion students would be more open-minded, but if there’s one thing worse than being talked about, it’s not being talked about.’

      ‘Though maybe you could rethink the whole using-boys-as-blood-sport thing or at least confine it to a three-mile radius. Krystal with a K, and even Sage, live nearer to Lytham and they knew all about you. Oh! Don’t look so happy about it!’

      Alice tried to be serious but her serious face lasted five seconds and then she went back to looking very pleased with herself. ‘But all I do is snog them for a little bit, then toss them back. I don’t dole out blow jobs, I never shag them, I hardly ever let one of them even feel me up. You know it and I know it and we’re the only two people whose opinions I value.’

      It was like arguing with a slab of concrete. I shook my head, but I was smiling as I turned my attention to the jeans I was meant to be hemming. ‘Just as long as you do value my opinion.’

      ‘I do. Without you I’d never have mastered doing the flicky thing with liquid eyeliner,’ Alice insisted, swinging her legs restlessly. It was four o’clock – the afternoon lull. It would get really busy twenty minutes before closing as people rushed to pick up their dry-cleaning or brought in dirty clothes that they wanted ready for collection first thing the next morning. ‘Don’t you mind being stuck in the window like that?’

      I worked part-time doing alterations on Tuesday and Thursday after college and all day Saturday. I took up hems, let down hems. Sewed on stray buttons. Mended rips and tears and occasionally took apart a whole garment and put it together again with some extra material added in for Mrs Ayers, a yo-yo dieter who couldn’t bear to abandon a perfectly good dress just because she’d put on a stone.

      It was a great way to learn how clothes were put together. And it was a great job for a fledgling fashion designer, but it wasn’t the most glamorous part-time job in the world. Sometimes the clothes that we had in for mending were quite whiffy and Mum was convinced that the dry-cleaning fumes I was huffing were carcinogenic. And no, I really didn’t like sitting behind the huge sewing machine in the window so people could gawp at me like I wasn’t even a real person, but at least I could watch the world go by. Not that there was a lot of world to go by.

      ‘It’s all right. At least I don’t have to work in Burger King.’

      ‘Or what about Katie? She stinks of fried fish.’

      We took a moment to ponder Katie’s sad lot in life, forced to serve behind the counter of her parents’ fish and chip shop. That took a good thirty seconds and then we were back to matters in hand.

      ‘So, basically you’re saying that everyone on your course doesn’t like you because they don’t like me?’ Alice clarified.

      ‘Well, apart from Sandra and Karen but they’re in their forties so, whatever.’ I sighed. ‘Anyway, I’m not there to make friends.’

      ‘You sound like a reality TV contestant.’ Alice held her finger up. ‘The show’s called Merrycliffe’s Next Best Fashion Designer, not Merrycliffe’s Next Best Friend. Look, I’m sorry if I’m cramping your style…’

      ‘You’re not. I don’t want to be friends with them if they’re going to hate on people they don’t even know,’ I said, because it was true.

      ‘Yeah! You have to hate the haters. Is it wrong that I’m kind of glad?’ Alice suddenly asked, swivelling herself round so she could sit cross-legged on the counter. ‘I’ve been worried that you’d meet loads of cool people at college who’d get all your obscure fashion references, and then I wouldn’t see you quite so often and when I did, you’d want them to tag along and you’d all have these little in-jokes and we’d drift apart and eventually we’d stop hanging out together. That would be awful. It would be even worse than if we had a big row. I mean, you can say sorry after a big row, give each other make-up presents, but if you just grew tired of me, well, there wouldn’t be much I could do about that.’

      This was the thoughtful side that no one else saw of Alice. They also never saw the really funny side of her. Once Alice had made me laugh so hard with her impersonation of Nicki Minaj at the self-scanning checkout in the supermarket (you kind of had to be there) that I wet myself a little bit. But it was OK because I knew I could trust Alice to take the secret that she made me wet myself just a little bit to her grave.

      ‘You don’t have to do anything about it because it’s never going to happen,’ I said, reaching across the sewing machine to give her a friendly punch on the arm. ‘We’re going to be little old ladies together, remember? Raising merry hell at the bingo.’

      ‘Racing each other along the seafront on our mobility scooters.’

      ‘Our pimped-out mobility scooters,’ I added, because I planned to add hot rod flame decals to mine and do something with the horn so it played Lady Gaga’s ‘Born This Way’ at anyone who dared to cross my path. ‘And we’ll tear up the dance floor at the – Oh!’

      ‘What? What dance floor?’

      I was only dimly aware of Alice squawking in the background. All I could see was a smirky grin and a mop of dirty blond hair with bleached ends all tousled and rumpled like he’d only just got up. Then he was gone in a blur of a battered black-leather jacket and a hand maybe raised in greeting, maybe just scratching his nose.

      Oh, Louis, Louis, I’ve got a crush on you.

      I must have murmured it out loud because when I came back down to earth, Alice was giving me a knowing look. ‘When you see him, I swear your ears prick up in exactly the same way that Pucci’s do when she hears the postie coming up the path.’

      Pucci, Alice’s chihuahua, also yapped furiously and ran around in mad circles whenever anyone dared to approach their house.

      ‘My ears are covered by my hair,’ I pointed out, but it was less pointing out and more sighing rapturously. ‘I just know that the world can’t be such a terrible place when Louis Allen exists.’

      Suddenly, none of it mattered. Not hostile lecturers and even more hostile new classmates. Mum and her inability to function on any kind or level. Dad never being around. Siobhan being in Manchester and hardly ever coming home.

      It wasn’t important because there were still reasons to cheer and the biggest reason was that Thee Desperadoes, Louis’s band, were playing The Wow Club on Saturday.

      ‘Oh great, I was looking for a new way to make my ears bleed,’ Alice said sourly when I reminded her.

      ‘They’re not that bad.’ I waved her disdain away. ‘Anyway, who cares what they sound like…’

      ‘They sound like what I imagine bowel surgery sounds like when they haven’t given the patient any anaesthetic…’

      I waved that away too. ‘I don’t care. All I know is that for half an hour they’ll be playing and for half an hour I have gawping rights at Louis without anyone thinking that I’m a sad stalker.’

      Alice smiled at me kindly. ‘But you are a sad stalker, Franny. You’re the girl who followed Louis all the way round all the amusement arcades in Blackpool.’

      I regretted nothing. ‘It was an afternoon well spent.’ I grinned. ‘I think he just waved, Ally! To get my attention! My attention. Like, he noticed me and he thinks I’m on his level. This is huge. It’s a total game-changer.’

      ‘I hope you’re not going to spend all of Saturday night mooning around Louis with a line of drool hanging down from your chin,’ Alice said. ‘Note to self: remember to pop a pack of tissues in my bag.’

      ‘Except you’ll be far too busy putting the moves on some poor, dumb lad to worry about my drool issues,’ I assured her and she brightened.

      ‘You’re probably right.’ She looked pensive for all of five seconds. ‘I need to think about who I’m going to snog on Saturday. Indie disco. Pickings are going to be slim unless some university students wander in by accident. I mean, there must be some who live in Merrycliffe to take advantage of the cheap rents and excellent transport links.’

      If they were we’d yet to meet them. I was saved from having to think up some names of boys that Alice hadn’t tormented yet by the bell over the door tinkling, and talking of which…

      ‘Yo! Yo! Yo! Looking superfine, Franny B!’ The Chatterjees’ son, Rajesh, swaggered his way through the door. ‘When you gonna get with me?’

      ‘Um, some time like never,’ I said as I always said every Tuesday and Thursday at four-thirty, when Raj turned up and asked me the same question. ‘But thanks for asking.’

      Raj was pretty superfine himself, apart from the fact that he tried to talk like he was from South Central LA, which didn’t really work with a Lancashire accent. Also, there was the fact that he was the apple of the Chatterjees’ eyes and no girl was good enough for him – Mrs Chatterjee was quite adamant about that – and I intended to keep this job until I (hopefully) buggered off to do my fashion degree and then there was…

      ‘Alice,’ Rajesh said thinly, dropping his fresh and fly routine. ‘You’ve got some front.’

      She looked down at her breasts and smirked because she knew that it would really wind Raj up, the boy she’d dallied with for actual weeks, weeks in the plural, longer than she’d ever dallied with another boy, which made him her most long-term boyfriend. That had been over a year ago, and when she realised that there was a conflict of interest because dating my employers’ son made things totes awk for me with the Chatterjees, Alice had dumped him.
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