
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			For my mum, Dawn. Thank you for everything.
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			Chapter One

			The long and short of it is this: it’s the kind of day where the heat sticks plimsolls to tarmac and I’m standing in the toilet in the Golden Grill kebab shop with a pregnancy test stuffed into my backpack. 

			I’m waiting for my best friend Eshal. The toilet is not a cubicle but a single room with dirty magnolia tiles that need regrouting and oily lipstick smears on the mirror. The metallic smell of periods is clogging the air and my forehead is damp with sweat. My face watches me from the mirror, distorted by the cherry-coloured imprints of puckered lips, my skin the colour of tiles, too much eyeliner smudged around my eyes and a thin sheen of moisture coating my upper lip.

			The first thing I ever learned about my biological mother is that she was very into astrology. The zodiac. I have a pattern of freckles on my lower back, which, if you look at in a certain way, resembles the Big Dipper, and I wonder whether she has the same constellation on her own body.

			When I was born, I was already dead. I left the womb with my umbilical cord wrapped around my neck. Had my mother hoped I would never come back to life?

			I wonder whether or not it’s time to do the pregnancy test; whether I really counted the days right, whether I’m even late at all, or if this is some gross trick my brain is playing on me, addled by the smell of chip fat in the kebab shop. I turn the limescale-encrusted taps back on and splash water over my face. 

			I think about Boy. What he would think if he saw me now. Sometimes Boy drives us to Chertsey, one town over, and we climb up to the spot on St Ann’s Hill with the bricked-in  observation deck, and we make bets about who can get down faster, and we run so hard I feel like my legs will swing out from under me and I’ll break all my teeth on the ground, and he always wins because his legs are so long and much stronger than mine, which are pudgy from too much sleep and too many kebabs. And when it’s autumn, he picks up leaves and twirls the stems between his thumb and forefinger before giving them to me. But we haven’t done that for a while now.

			I rattle my backpack, listening for change, and realise that I spent the last of my money in the chemist’s, and now I have none for chips. The small frosted-glass window in the bathroom is open, and outside I can hear Bora, or one of the other guys, dropping a rubbish bag into the industrial-sized metal bins. 

			The time is 3.04 p.m., according to the Hello Kitty wristwatch I stole out of my foster sister Clarissa’s jewellery box at home. I unzip the front pocket of my bag and take out the long box I got from the pharmacy. I open it and one of the two plastic sticks inside clatters to the floor. I gather it up quickly, embarrassed despite my total aloneness. I ease my denim shorts down to my knees and wait as the build-up of liquid in my bladder streams out. I hold the pregnancy test that didn’t hit the floor between my legs, clumsily, dousing my hand in my own hot urine as I do so. I wonder whether it’s wet enough. When I pull it out from between my thighs, the applicator on the end is a stark artificial pink, the colour of kids’ toothpaste, pale yellow droplets discolouring the white plastic. 

			I think about pulling my shorts up, but for the moment it seems like too much effort. I think about my biological mother, how she might have found out she was pregnant. Her waters broke in the cinema, three weeks earlier than expected. She was watching The Karate Kid. I don’t think about my biological dad at all; I think he was a one-night stand. The social workers told me she never knew him. But I feel like these other things ought to be important: me, with the Big Dipper on my back. Her, watching The Karate Kid (Who was she with? A friend? Was she alone?). And then me again, deciding enough was enough and fighting my way out of her body, ripping her open so that while I was being resuscitated in intensive care, nurses violently rubbing my body, she was being stitched back together. She was so sure I would be a boy because a palm reader told her. After they sewed her up and took her to see me, in my little transparent plastic box, she asked them, tripping out from the gas and air maybe, where my penis was. The nurse who was with her gently told her she had had a girl. She didn’t believe I was her baby. She thought I’d been swapped. 

			All these stories told in therapy at the Family Centre, to make me feel as though I knew her my whole life. To pre-empt any signs of behavioural deficiencies, attachment disorders, sociopathic tendencies associated with early childhood trauma. The case file turned into fairy stories that would make sense to me in ways the truth would not. 

			The pregnancy test is positive.

			I see the pink cross and I can’t see the off-white sink, the tiles, the slimy lipstick kisses, the permanent-marker love notes and pentagrams. I concentrate and strain my eyes until they burn and everything disappears from sight, except that little pink cross.

			If I screw my eyes shut and open them quickly, the tiles make psychedelic patterns in purple and blue. I check my watch again and, impossibly, it’s only been five minutes.

			In two months’ time, there’s going to be a total eclipse.

			My skin is salty. I think about cockroaches surviving a nuclear winter by curling up into the foetal position in the mud. I tug my feet up to my knees, mindful of the puddles of urine and God-knows-what-else on the floor.

			I wonder how I am going to survive a nuclear summer. 

			I wonder what on God’s green Earth I’m going to tell Boy.

			My bum is stuck to the plastic toilet seat. I haven’t shaved the backs of my thighs and the hairs are poking into my skin.

			When I was ten, I went through a phase of compulsively banging my head against the wall. When I was twelve, I tried my first cigarette and I was so ashamed of myself that I hit myself in the face until, I swear on my life, the shape of my skull changed, my forehead flattening, like one of those pre-homo-sapiens.

			I wonder if I hit myself in the stomach enough this will all go away. Wonder if the shape of my body will change. Stupid of me, because of course it will.

			I’m fifteen years old. 

			The test might be wrong.

			It’s probably not wrong, though.

			My muscles aren’t working properly. The pee stick slips from my fingers and clatters onto the floor by my feet. I pick it up, plus the second from the box, nestled in with the paper instruction leaflet. I take my litre bottle of Coke, which is perched on the windowsill, and finish off the dregs. I sit back down on the loo, manoeuvre the second stick between my legs. I catch sight of myself in the mirror, my arm awkwardly bent between my legs, my hair in a lopsided ponytail, long, ratty and full of split ends, in dire need of a cut. My eyes are tiny little black bugs in my steaming face, which has a different kind of shine to it now. A fearful shine. 

			I pull up my damp shorts, buttoning them so my stomach strains against the waistband. I recently learned what a muffin-top is, after hearing a group of girls at school talking about it in the changing rooms, comparing their non-existent belly fat with one another, each of them competing to have the biggest, the most obscene, pinching their flesh violently, leaving red marks, which turned slowly pink, their sing-song self-detriment so naked and fake in the dim strip lights. I could see all their hip bones. They took too long to put on their shirts to be ashamed, their lacy A-cup bras scooping their boobs together into artificial cleavage, and Eshal and I mocking them the next row of benches over, her prancing around on tiptoes, pressing her boobs together, rolling her hand at the wrist, high above her head, mimicking the royal wave. Me, snorting with scornful laughter, but being sure to button up my own shirt the quickest, untucking it to obscure the bulge brimming over the sides of my skirt. Now, here, in the Golden Grill toilets, it’s more pronounced than ever.

			 I cap the second stick, stuff it into the front pocket of my bag along with the first, without checking for the pink cross. I wash my hands slowly, taking time to lather the spaces between my fingers with the sliver of soap balanced on the hand dryer. I grab my bag and bike helmet and leave the bathroom.

			Eshal has just walked in. And she is like: 

			Hey. All right? as she spots me coming out of the loo.

			And I was hoping she wouldn’t see me.

			Bora, the kebab shop guy, is peeling strips of meat off the skewer with a long double-handled knife. Fat particles steam up the air. I imagine that I can feel them landing on my face and burrowing into the pores of my skin.

			Hey Bora, I shout across the shop. One of the pensioners from the Greeno Centre, enjoying a portion of chips at a yellowing table, looks up. I tell Bora, That’s got to be a health and safety violation.

			What are you talking about? Bora shouts back over his shoulder. You know we don’t do that health and safety shit here, Bess.

			I’m talking about Bora’s knife. He holds the knife like a bicycle handlebar, each hand firmly gripping either end of it, the wooden handles stained with fat and sweat. He lifts the knife high above his head and drags it over the meat, pulling it down and towards him in a practised motion. The knife gathers momentum under the pressure of Bora’s pull, and when it breaks free of the meat, it stops inches from Bora’s stomach, every time moments from slicing into his abdomen. Bora is lean, but I can see the sinewy muscles in his shoulders working under the strain of it. The blade of the knife is sharpened to a razor’s edge, but the colour is dull beneath the strips of meat it pulls away.

			I walk over. Bora sets the knife down on the counter and wipes his hands on his shirt. He reaches under the counter and hands me and Eshal a lollipop each. Mine is orange flavour. I unwrap it carefully.

			I say to Eshal, I’ve got no money.

			What, for chips? 

			I shrug. For anything.

			And I feel so desperate. And I hold my breath and think of Boy, while she watches me, chewing on her lollipop.

			That’s cool, she says, I’ll front you. She reaches into her back pocket and pulls out a fiver.

			Inside my rucksack is the pregnancy test, fizzing against my back like a hot poker, and inside me is the feeling of being a cockroach, and the air is hazy and my lollipop sticks to my tongue, all sour.

			I say, Nah, don’t worry. I was just leaving.

			Are you fucking joking? I just got here. I’ve got money! She waves the fiver in my face, fanning me.

			Sorry! I say. You were late, anyways! Turn up on time, dickhead, and maybe I’ll let you buy me chips. I’m trying to joke around, but Eshal notices the manic note in my voice.

			Wait, what’s up, Bess? 

			I can’t look her in the face. I’m thinking about cockroaches and Boy’s dick poking into my back and the permanent-marker message on a broken sink tile in the Golden Grill toilet that said CARRIE IS A SLUTTY SKANK BAG and another one in pink that said CALL BELINDA FOR HOT SEX with a scribbled-out phone number and how the heat wobbles off cars and roofs and what am I going to tell my foster parents and, Jesus, what about Boy and everyone, and I think about being a baby in a plastic box in St Peter’s Hospital, being choked by my placenta. I think about all the water contained in separate concrete cradles across all of the Pits, the reservoir by my house hovering fifty feet above my head while I’m sleeping. If the reservoir broke its banks now, we’d be at the epicentre of the flood, like when stars implode and cave in on themselves. 

			I can’t tell Eshal. I can’t. I stare at her, trying to convey how serious I am without having to announce my situation to the whole of the Golden Grill. Then, I don’t know why, but I stick my tongue out at her. It seems to work.

			Fine, she says, her eyebrows knitting together, just go. And as I’m leaving, Eshal turns back to Bora and I hear her ask him if he’s got any weed.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			The town where I live is cut up by the M3 and circumvented by the Thames. Shepperton is famous for its film studios and parakeets. I’ve lived here since I was four years old and I’ve never seen a film star. My house is on the Studios Estate on the edge of town. Not an estate like someone inherited it and there’s a mansion and acres of land; estate like council estate, and Studios because we’re on the edge of the film studios, with all the stage buildings looming over the houses. Wherever you go on the estate, you’re in the shadow of Stage H. Although it isn’t a stage like you find at the theatre; it’s a big old ugly warehouse with corrugated-iron walls and roof, the size of two football pitches end-to-end. Even so, they still guard it from us, the people who live on the estate. Just to get to any of the stages, you have to pass through three security gates and the fences are covered in barbed wire. My neighbour Billy has been trying to hop the fence for years. 

			I remember when I first arrived here, on Studios Estate, the social worker driving me to my new home pointed out the stone gargoyles on the roof of Stage H. My fingernails scratched at the seat belt as I watched them. Six of them along each side of the building, black silhouettes against the clouds, teetering on the lip of the roof as though the smallest nudge might push them to their deaths. 

			My foster mother Lisa tells me that the parakeets escaped from the film studios when they were filming The African Queen in the late forties. I don’t know whether that’s true, but I like to take photographs of them and imagine the escape. The whole world stretching out beneath them, a huge new openness in their ribcages.

			From my bedroom window on the estate, I can see the park, with two big horse chestnut trees on the green where the parakeets roost. The parakeets have dark orange beaks, the colour of dried blood. I can also see Stage H. And the long sloping sides of the reservoir, just beyond the farmer’s fields, but none of the water inside it. If I climb out of the window and sit on the porch roof facing in the opposite direction, I can see the River Ash Woods, where everyone goes to fly-tip and inject heroin. And then the tin houses, which are what everyone calls the pre-fabs, from after the Second World War. The houses were supposed to be temporary but they were never demolished. That’s where the kids who are too poor for the Studios Estate live, the ones who come to school with holes in their trousers and scabby chins and stains on their shirts. Behind them are the Pits, which used to be gravel pits once upon a time, but I guess whoever owned them didn’t need the gravel any more because they’re all filled up with water and shopping trollies now, with mounds of the leftover gravel peeking out of the waterline and forming little brown islands overgrown with weeds. There are footbridges that connect the islands together and they’re so high up that when you jump from them into the water, your toes graze the bottom of the lake. 

			The ceiling in my bedroom is speckled with loads of tiny puckered nipples of paint. I wake up and count them, look for faces in them. I do this all the time. It’s like the faces are watching me, waiting for me to pick them out. 

			We’ve been out of school for four weeks already, on study leave. I’ve just finished Year 11; I’ve had my last exam. And now when I wake up, I forget for a moment that I’m done with school forever, and I listen to the washing machine downstairs. The window is open and the air is like cold milk on my skin. 

			And for a moment, yesterday doesn’t matter – the Golden Grill, Esh, the pregnancy test – and the whole summer is stretched out before me in the sky outside my window. And one of the houses across the road has a rusty old swing in its front garden, someone’s dumped it there. And it’s like Ferris Bueller’s Day Off and I’m thinking maybe today me and Esh can steal that swing and paint it, or maybe throw it into the Pits. Or I could find Boy and see if he’ll drive us to St Ann’s Hill and let me put my head in his lap and pretend to sleep and he’ll stroke my hair and then I’ll pretend to wake up and kiss him long and hard and he’ll fall in love with me again. And then I remember that I’m pregnant and I look out of the window and there’s a dead fox in the road and my foster dad Rory is scraping it off the concrete with the metal shovel that my foster mum Lisa uses to dig weeds out of the gaps in the patio slabs.

			I should tell someone. I can’t tell them. Rory and Lisa. I can’t tell my social worker Henry, who is useless. I ought to tell Eshal, and probably Boy. I climb through the open window onto the porch roof with my Pentax, the K1000, one of the most reliable manual cameras commercially available, roll a cigarette, and shoot my neighbour Billy (two years below, collects Pokémon cards) as he tries to throw the rope of a tyre swing over a low-hanging branch of one of the horse chestnuts on the green, but fails because he’s too short to reach it. The shadow of Stage H looms over him from behind the barbed-wire fence. 

			I shower quickly, and watch myself in the mirror while I wash. I stand so my reflection is in profile, the water running over me. There are so many parts of my body that could be better if I just tried a bit harder. I could have a body like Hannah Barrington’s if I stopped eating chips all the time. And now I’m going to get even fatter, this thing growing inside me. My belly button is going to turn inside out. 

			I wonder how many weeks I am. I don’t even know what that means. It’s just something pregnant women say. 

			I practise saying it. 

			I whisper it: I’m pregnant. I’m having a baby. I’m with child. I’m expecting. How far gone am I? I’m not sure. If I were to hazard a guess, I’d say that I am pretty far gone. No one can save you now, Bess.

			I wander downstairs and Lisa is hoovering the living room. She turns off the vacuum cleaner as I enter, strands of her blonde hair stuck to the sides of her face, her earlobes red.

			Afternoon, she says.

			Funny, I reply.

			The lunchtime news is on the TV. The picture is showing a crudely put-together diagram of how exactly the total eclipse is going to happen. And how, soon, NASA’s going to land the Lunar Prospector on the moon and find water. Guaranteed.

			Let’s hope we all survive the end of the millennium.

			What are you doing today? she asks me, but not in a conversational tone.

			Mum has this habit of fluttering her hand to her neck when she’s nervous, and on her upper arms she has these little chicken-skin bumps, called keratosis pilaris, where the protein molecules get stuck in the hair follicles. 

			She says, Can you get your shoes off the carpet, please.

			I take my shoes off and put them on the table.

			It’s bad luck to put shoes on the table. Not to mention disgusting.

			Wow, thanks, Lisa, I reply, and she touches her neck in that nervous way, her eyes pale and liquid, because she hates it when I call her Lisa. 

			Now she’s saying something about keeping the house clean because she has a student she’s tutoring coming over in half an hour.

			I’m not listening to her. I’m looking at the fridge magnet with a picture of Rick Astley on it and wondering whether Boy has been fucking someone else. 

			Mum goes: Bess.

			Everything in our house is pink because that’s her favourite colour. She says pink is the colour of luxury. I always thought it was the colour of femininity and sex and weakness. Purple is the colour of luxury, because it’s royal. 

			She is still trying to dislodge me from the kitchen. Clarissa, my sister, joins us and pours herself a beaker of squash. Clarissa says, in her know-it-all voice, It’s only bad luck if it’s new shoes.

			We both give her blank looks, Mum’s hair falling across her face. 

			On the table. Shoes on the table. Only bad luck if it’s new shoes.

			There you go, I say, looking at Mum.

			Clarissa is ten and the sparkling, legitimate, blood-related daughter of the family. When Lisa brought her along to the Year 10 parents’ evening at my school, Our Lady of the Assumption, no one could believe that, with my dark hair and moony cow face and beetle eyes and her dusty blonde ringlets and brown eyes the size of UFOs, she was my sister. Well, not really my sister. But she kept trying to hold my hand and introduced herself loudly to all the teachers as my sister.

			I’m the Other Child.

			Mum and Rory had Clarissa about a year after they fostered me. I am their first and last (so far) foster child. I think they felt a bit guilty thinking about the prospect of putting me back into care after Mum got pregnant with Riss. Maybe they were worried I would have attachment issues. Foster kids get that sometimes, because they haven’t been nurtured properly in their early childhood development. I read that in a pamphlet Mum left in the loo once.

			Rory’s not too bad. He tends not to talk too much, which suits me fine. He doesn’t make me call him ‘Dad’, like Lisa does with ‘Mum’, which I must admit is a big relief. I’m sort of indifferent to him, and he is to me. He has just come in from scraping the fox up and Mum is telling him off for washing the fox guts off the shovel in the kitchen sink. I catch Clarissa’s eye and she is trying not to dry-heave, I think.

			Mum is saying, Can you not do that with the hose in the garden, for Chrissakes? I’ve got a student over any minute.

			Yeah, Dad, it is pretty disgusting, Riss says.

			Which student? Rory asks Mum, ignoring her thing about the shovel.

			Mum answers that it’s Hannah and I say that I’m going out.

			There’s a surprise, she responds.

			Can I come? Clarissa asks. 

			I shake my head, just as Mum says no.

			I traipse back upstairs with my shoes to grab my bag. While I’m up there, I call Eshal from the house phone. I hear the doorbell go. Mum opens it and Hannah Barrington’s voice fills up the hallway, bouncing off the walls, which are in a shade of pink called ‘crêpe’.

			Hannah is in the year below, half Spanish and very thin. Fun fact about Hannah Barrington: when I was in Year 8, she cut a chunk of Eshal’s hair out with some child-safety scissors during assembly. Then, in November last year, Eshal and I bumped into her and her sister Mary Beth on the bridge by the golf course. Mary Beth is four years older and apparently Eshal had slighted her in some way or other because she dragged Esh through the fence onto the eighteenth hole and beat the shit out of her. Mary Beth held her face into the grass long enough that she made Eshal’s limbs spasm and twitch because she couldn’t breathe. Hannah was there too. She held Mary Beth’s stuff while she kicked Esh so hard in the stomach she coughed blood for a week afterwards. 

			Mum tutors Hannah for Maths and English, and a couple of other kids from the year below, when she’s not working at the opticians. So, I get to see Hannah in our dining room once a week looking for the hypotenuse.

			I try to sneak out the back door. My stupid clunky boots echo off the walls in the stairwell.

			Mum’s all like, Bess, where are you going? Are you actually going out wearing that?! 

			I ignore her.

			Mum tells me to bend over. She wants to see if she can see my bum in this skirt. This is the test. If she can see my bum when I bend over, I have to go and change.

			I look at Hannah, who is smirking. 

			She’s still saying bend over, I need to see if your bits are on show.

			Nahhhhh.

			Mum says, For crying out loud, just do it, Bess.

			I tell her to stop objectifying me. 

			She waits. I bend over, pretending that Hannah Fucking Barrington isn’t in this room and isn’t going to tell all her gal pals about how much of a joke my life is. I want to punch my mum in her stupid face.

			Mum’s like, Bess, I can see your ovaries from here, put something decent on before you go out please.

			Are you fucking joking, Mum (I don’t say this out loud, just in my head). And I turn around and I can see her looking at me, her eyes all watery-pale and her jaw square and her neck mottled pink, and I plonk back upstairs and change into a pair of jeans. I stash my skirt in my bag.

			Halfway down the woods, on my way to meet Eshal at the pub, I dip into the undergrowth, propping my bike against a tree, and change back into my skirt.

			I stick my headphones on and press play on my Walkman. The song is ‘Strawberry Letter 23’ and it makes me feel invincible. My neighbour Billy rides by on a bike. He lets out a low wolf whistle, except because he hasn’t quite mastered it, it comes out a bit pathetic. I say, WHY ARE YOU FOLLOWING ME, loud enough to make him pedal faster. I spit at him and miss.

			I cycle towards the high street, which is a mile to the east of my house, over the motorway bridge and onto the other side of the M3. The Pits are to the south, behind the Studios Estate. The further east you go in Shepperton, the posher it gets because it’s closer to the river. On the actual riverbank, near Manor Park, the houses are worth millions of pounds and the grass is always mown in neat straight lines like a cricket pitch. There’s no McDonald’s, but there are two pharmacies because everyone is old and they’re always getting sick. Luckily for me and Eshal, there are plenty of pubs and no one bothers to ask us for ID. We spend all our spare time together. Or we used to, before Boy.

			It’s 2.30 p.m. I’m not supposed to be in the pub.

			I’m sitting in the farthest corner next to the fruit machine, a dirty sofa with a sticky brown table. Eshal’s gone to the toilets to fix her wonky fake eyelashes. I am on my third lager and lime, and my belly is starting to bulge out between the waistband of my skirt and my crop top. Now I look pregnant as well as actually being real-life pregnant.

			Eshal is tottering back to our spot in her platforms, eyelashes fixed but eyeliner smudged so badly it looks like she’s been socked.

			Eshal is the only Asian girl in our school. Well: she was until our last exam. Now the whole of Our Lady is pasty white and the Hampton lot need someone new to pick on. My bet is on the tin-house kids. 

			I take out my camera, my favourite of the four I own, a Diana Mini I nabbed from a car-boot sale for a pound. I wind it up and snap a quick picture of her, while she’s making fish faces into a hairbrush compact mirror, still poking at her eyelashes. 

			I know that look you’ve got on, she says.

			I feel my cheeks warm, a little ashamed at how easily she can read me. Am I so transparent to people? Or just Esh? I got my period for the first time in the middle of biology when I was thirteen, and I was too scared and embarrassed to go to the school office to get sanitary towels. So I went to the toilets and wadded up a load of tissue and shoved it in my knickers. When I came back, she looked at me and knew immediately what had happened. Esh is just like that, a mind reader. I didn’t have to say a word to her. And when class finished, she went to the school office and got pads for me, pretending they were for her, and we crawled under the fence at the back of the rugby pitch and ran to her house, and we skived the rest of the day off and watched Kilroy and ate Magic Stars until we felt sick, until her dad got home from work and made me call Lisa to come and collect me. 

			She snaps the compact closed and leans forward, close enough that I can smell the soap she uses on her hands. 

			She’s still looking at me, her eyes beady, with her pointy chin jutting out the way it does when she wants the dirt. She knows me like the back of her hand. She knows almost everything about me, and I her. We’re soulmates, me and Esh. 

			Come on, what is it? Is it Boy? 

			I feel small, like Billy trying to hook the tyre swing over that big conker tree a hundred years older than him.

			Kind of.

			She leans back in her seat and rips off a hangnail swiftly. I see a little bubble of blood appear there. She says, I should’ve known it would have something to do with Scumbag of the Year.

			I shrug and chew at my own fingernails, chipping off the nail polish with my teeth.

			You’re not pregnant, are you? 

			Her comment is flippant, half-joking, but she can read my mind just by looking at me. She watches me go very still. And she knows that she’s bang on the money.

			I tell her everything.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			The thing about Boy is it’s not a love story.

			Sometimes when I stare at the ceiling in bed finding faces in the dots, I imagine him outside my house like John Cusack in Say Anything, blasting Peter Gabriel out of a boombox. Him climbing through my bedroom window, coming to save me. Except I’m not Diane. I’m not even Molly Ringwald in a John Hughes movie. I’m Allison in The Breakfast Club. The one with dandruff. 

			One time, after I’d been hanging out with Boy for a few weeks, Eshal asked me, Is the L word on the cards? And I imagined a deck of cards and the letter L was on all of them. I imagined drawing the edge of a playing card across my skin, the thin line and the beads of blood it would leave behind. That is what it feels like with Boy.

			The me now, a year on, hasn’t spoken to Boy for weeks and it’s the same feeling – like falling in your sleep and waking up thinking you’re dead. He doesn’t belong to me any more, except for the piece of him growing inside me.

			Here’s how I meet him. It’s summer 1998.

			I rent I Know What You Did Last Summer from the Apollo video store – mainly to see whether it really is an almost shot-for-shot rip-off of Scream (it is) and only because they still hadn’t managed to get Titanic in. I make Clarissa watch it with me and then she starts getting nightmares about a fisherman crashing through her bedroom window coming to murder her. I don’t know why I even bothered renting it – I hate slashers, they’re so predictable – really I should’ve just waited an extra week and taken out Titanic to corrupt Riss with that Kate-Winslet-meaty-hand-slap-against-car-window bit instead. But anyway, this is what gets Mum mad initially, and we start arguing. I can’t remember a time – except maybe when I was tiny, at the very beginning, when I first came to live with them – that Mum hasn’t been irritated with me. It’s like I can’t do anything right. I think she’s way too harsh on me. So I argue back, because it’s not fair, and this makes things worse. Every time Mum and I have a row, Clarissa goes really small in a corner somewhere and Rory watches but never says anything and sighs a lot and rubs his forehead, pinching the skin between his eyebrows and taking off his watch and cleaning it with a corner of his shirt. And when I can’t listen to her shouting any more, I leave the house and I walk or cycle to Eshal’s house, or wherever Eshal might be if she’s not at her house, like the Pits or Manor Park Green, which is at the end of the high street and slopes onto the banks of the Thames.

			So, I’ve been at the Manor with Eshal, our bikes lying down on the grass by the river, sharing a spliff and listening to the Black Caesar soundtrack on my Walkman, which she hates but she has no choice because it’s my player, my rules. Now I’m on my way home. I’m on Squires Bridge Road at the top of the actual Squires Bridge, a Victorian thing with big ornate pillars on either side. Tree branches claw at the sky. It’s almost dark, and silent because there’s no traffic around here after dusk. Only trees stirring in the breeze and squares of light from the houses illuminating the pavement. 

			Behind me there’s a roaring sound, like an engine revving to the point of breaking. It’s getting louder and closer. Ahead is the church of St Mary Magdalene. The church is glowing under floodlights, the old overgrown gravestones casting long shadows across the walls.

			A little silver Ford Fiesta skids past me over Squires Bridge, whipping around the corner towards the church. A thumping Prodigy bassline spills out of it as it passes. And a noise between surprise and annoyance escapes me as the car narrowly misses knocking me off my bike. I feel the wind rush through my legs in the wake of the car, and it liquefies my bones. And I get the feeling like I’ve missed a step on the stairs, like something awful is going to happen.

			I watch it happen like it’s all in slow motion. People say that all the time, but it really is true. As the car smashes into the church, I see every tiny detail, like the old newspaper dragging itself across the road in the low breeze, Tony Blair’s face crumpled across the front page, and the houses on Squires Bridge Road with orange lights on in downstairs windows – in one of them I can see the TV is on, showing the Argentina v. England World Cup match.

			The car careers from one side to the other, the exhaust bouncing off the road, the tyres slipping across tarmac, leaving scorch marks and the smell of burning rubber. It knocks itself up the kerb and slams into the low brown brick wall at the perimeter of the church. The sound of the brickwork splitting and crumbling under the impact of the car is deafening. Much louder than you would expect. Then, after it comes to a stop, the car hisses loudly as the wreck smokes in a pile of rubble where the wall used to be. The only thing I can think is that the whole thing would look incredible on film. 

			The Mary Magdalene church is eight hundred years old (some of it, anyway) and someone just smashed into the side of it. I am setting up the shots for a film noir in my head. 

			The passenger door opens and a boy stumbles out in black and white and my vision is complete. He is probably nineteen or twenty, all cut up and bleeding from the crash. He is Boy, but I don’t know that yet. The smell of hot metal and melting plastic fills up the road, displacing the dead air. The boy is stumbling in the middle of the street, rubbing his head. He’s wearing a light T-shirt and dark jeans, but that’s all I can see from here. He’s pale and looks tall, maybe six feet, and his hair is dark and longish. He has a narrow face. He keeps moving his hand to brush his hair out of it. 

			An elderly woman wearing a dressing gown has opened her front door on the opposite side of the road.

			Do you know how bloody old that church is? she screeches.

			The boy shouts something back, but I don’t know what it is. I’m dazed, dizzy like I was in the car with him when it crashed. I watch him stagger back towards the Fiesta and assess the damage. He tugs gently at the passenger door – the side facing me – and the door falls off. 

			The woman in the doorway shouts again.

			She yells: Is that your car, young man? 

			And then: I’m calling the police.

			He stumbles up the road in chunky black lace-up Docs.

			I’m thinking maybe he’s drunk or on drugs or something and I should probably just cycle away, but he’s walking towards me and I can’t move.

			Give me your bike, he shouts from fifty yards down the road.

			And I’m like, Nah, mate, and the tone of my voice is an octave lower and it wobbles as I speak, and suddenly I can feel my fingertips throbbing with my own rapid heartbeat.

			I can see him more distinctly now. Close up, he’s even taller than I thought, maybe six-two or six-three. He has the appearance of someone who has recently had an unexpected growth spurt and doesn’t quite know what to do with all the extra length on his limbs. He looks like one of those house spiders that disappeared behind the sofa six months ago and has re-emerged with knees. Behind him, his fucked-up car is billowing black smoke into the sky so that the church spire is hidden behind it. 

			He’s coming towards me. And I notice other things about him, like how even though he’s got a smirk on him like he doesn’t give a shit about anyone or anything in the whole world, he has these brown eyes which are almond-shaped and shiny as though he is about to cry. He’s got dark features and a mouth that looks like it could turn persuasive. His face is scratched up from the crash and on one side there is a layer of grit embedded into his cheek. And his jaw is very square, his cheekbones jutting out like he doesn’t get enough food. 

			And he’s watching me. I’m suddenly conscious of the blackheads on my cheeks, and the cheap cracked lipstick I’m wearing, which I haven’t bothered to reapply and that’s now probably sweated halfway down my chin. I’ve always had trouble maintaining eye contact. One of Mum’s attachment-theory books suggests that it’s because I can’t form meaningful attachments with other humans due to being deprived of basic nurturing during my key developmental phases as a baby.

			The air is still.

			The boy is slowly advancing towards me. 

			I’m like, Bess, come on girl, get your shit together.

			The boy says, What? very loudly and for a moment I wonder whether he heard my thoughts. But that’s stupid.

			Nothing, I say.

			The boy is now directly in front of me, his feet planted firmly on the pavement, blocking my way forward. He stops and pulls a tooth out of his mouth. He winces as he does it. I watch him, trying not to flinch or make some involuntary noise of disgust. Who pulls their own teeth out? It’s very hardcore, I have to admit. I’m impressed by it. 

			I say to him, Is that supposed to scare me? Is that a threat? 

			He says, No, sorry. I think I hit my mouth on the steering wheel.

			He opens his mouth wide, and despite myself I look. I get close to his face and peer into his mouth from below, and I feel his hot breath on my cheeks, and I smell the blood. The gum from where the tooth was pulled is now pooling with bright red blood, filling up his whole mouth. He moves away from me and gobs a load out on the ground by my front wheel.

			He says: Give me your bike.

			Are you having a laugh? 

			No.

			The woman who was shouting now has an old-style Kodak camera and she has padded out across the road in her slippers towards the wreck of the car. She is taking pictures like she’s a forensic scientist. 

			The boy yells back over his shoulder, What the fuck are you doing, woman? 

			She shouts back, still flashing the camera, Stay there, please, the police are on their way.

			He takes one long step towards me from my perched spot by the bridge. I can’t move. He grabs the handlebars and shoves them hard, his grip surprisingly firm despite his skinny frame. I reckon I could ordinarily take him in a fight, but my arms feel weak, and I’m trembling and I can’t tear my eyes away from his mouth, which I know is still filling up with blood.

			He says, Give me your bike.

			I say, What are you going to do if I don’t, hit me? And then I feel like this was the wrong thing to say. Maybe I have just given him an idea he didn’t think of before.

			He smiles a bloody grin.

			I decide that I don’t want to risk it. I pull my leg over the saddle and step off.

			And he’s all like, Thanks, babe.

			And that’s it.

			That’s the meet-cute.

			That’s Cary Grant and Katharine Hepburn in Bringing Up Baby. It’s Leonardo DiCaprio seeing Claire Danes for the first time through a fish tank in the loos at the Capulet party. It’s Gene Kelly jumping into Debbie Reynolds’ car in Singin’ in the Rain – except he’s jumping onto my bike, not into my car, and he’s stealing it, not hitching a ride. And he’s doing it because the only other car available has been smashed into a church. By him.

			I have to tell Mum and Rory about the bike. It was a new one too. Me and Esh went round town all last summer washing cars and split the cash we made down the middle. Eshal bought a bunch of books about animals and I got the bike. 

			Mum says, This is why we don’t buy you nice things, Bess. Because you don’t look after them.

			She’s lying. I know the real reason they don’t buy me nice things is because the social only gives them an extra thirty quid when it’s my birthday.

			Rory says, Come off it, Leese, she’s just been mugged, give her a break.

			I just think you ought to be more careful, Bess.

			She rubs her head like she’s got a migraine. I pretend to watch TV, but I can tell she’s looking at me, trying to piece together something to say to me.

			I wait until I can’t stand the feeling of her eyes on me and say, What is it? 

			You never bring home good news, Bess, she says, her hand hovering at her neck.

			Mum’s always had this general sense of pissed-offness around me. It’s like she’s gone to a fancy restaurant and ordered the lobster but they’ve brought her fifty hard-boiled eggs instead, and now someone’s force-feeding them to her, like in Cool Hand Luke. I’m the hard-boiled eggs of her otherwise orderly and well-maintained life. These days, the hard-boiled eggs have been pickled, too. I think she might be wondering why she bothered dining out at all. 

			She plods upstairs for a bath and Clarissa buggers off to her room soon after and I’m left with Rory, who is intensely interested in the end of the England v. Argentina match.

			I say to him, Do you have any martial arts moves left over from the army? 

			He says, I’m an engineer, Bess. I don’t know any martial arts. They don’t even teach martial arts.

			Okay, what about guns. Do you have any guns? 

			You’re not shooting your mother.

			I wasn’t planning on it, I say wryly. He flashes me a quick grin.

			What I know about Rory and the army: He was supposed to be in for maximum tenure, which is twelve years. He was in Argentina for a bit, and then, when that was over, he got sent to Kuwait. Except he took a short cut one time on a training exercise. He was driving a HGV full of expensive equipment, worth hundreds of thousands of pounds. He decided to drive up a hill rather than take the longer road route. Halfway up the hill, the engine got clogged with so much dust that it cut out and the lorry rolled back down the hill, and all the equipment inside got bashed up and ruined. Rory got put in military prison for three days and in the end he missed the whole of Desert Storm. He got deployed in Northern Ireland for a few months, then he came home to my mum and me, a four-year-old foster daughter he’d never met before. Eleven months later, Clarissa turned up. I think the whole reason I got fostered in the first place was so Mum could have someone keep her company while Rory served out his twelve years in the army. In the end, I think he only did five or six. He never talks about it, except for when there’s stuff on the news about Afghanistan or Al-Qaeda in Yemen, he mutters stuff under his breath about quote-unquote Arabs and calls Tony Blair a cunt a lot.

			I lie on my bed and try to find faces in the dots.

			Sometimes I give the faces names and personalities. I’m not a freak. There’s just nothing else to do here. My two life choices are either to do really, really well at school so I can get out of Shepperton as quickly as possible and study film in London, or become one of the locals in the Crossroads who drink so much that all their teeth have fallen out.

			I could go either way right now. I just need to get through this year at school and I can get out. Apply to a good college, work hard, get into university, move away. Me and Eshal are going to do it together, because Eshal wants to be a vet, she’s already picked the vet college in Basingstoke she’s going to get into, and after that she’s going to the Royal Veterinary College to get her degree. After uni, she’ll be a super high-flying top vet with loads of awards and her own documentary TV show, and I’m going to be the director, following her round with a camera crew while she saves all the animals, performing impossible life-saving operations on budgies and rabbits and horses and stuff. It won’t be like that crappy daytime TV documentary shit. It’s going to be cinematic, unflinching, hard-hitting. And I’ll win a BAFTA for it. It’s going to be called Eshal Bhandari: Animal Whisperer. We’ve got it all planned out.

			Mum has put Clarissa to bed. Everything is quiet again.

			I think about the sounds of the boy who crashed into the church. The sound of his Doc Martens crunching over the shattered glass and crumbled-up brickwork as he manoeuvred his way out of the car. Heavy feet. The sounds his hands would make if he put them on different parts of my body: hair, back, shoulder, face. The sound of his voice, low, and his speech becoming less enunciated as his mouth fills up with blood.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			It’s not until the day of the Shepperton Fair that I see him again.

			Shepperton Village Fair is probably the only cool thing that ever happens in this town. It’s on Manor Park Green, but it spreads up the high street too and into the shops and the residential roads and suddenly the whole of Shepperton is a fair.

			Eshal and I are watching the birds in the beer garden in The Three Horseshoes. I point to the birds and she names them for me like this: 

			Common quail, Coturnix coturnix.

			Grey partridge, Perdix perdix.

			Common moorhen, Gallinula chloropus.

			I point at the parakeets above us, their green wings blurring against one another. 

			Eshal says: They’re from India. Did you know that? They’re immigrants. Indian rose-ringed parakeet, Psittacula kramre manillensis. Did you know that they escaped from aviaries in London during the Great Storm?  

			Not what I heard, I say, wrinkling my nose at her. Haven’t we had this conversation before?

			The parakeets dart and swivel above us.

			We’re tucked around the side of the beer garden because Eshal’s brother Anwar is at the fair today and if he sees her in the pub he will tell her parents and there’ll be trouble. Eshal’s family are from Bangladesh; her parents grew up there and migrated to the UK in the seventies. They’re not strict strict, but they’re definitely a lot stricter than Rory and Lisa. Eshal is grounded a lot, especially if she misses her curfew. If she ever got bad grades, she’d be grounded for that, too, but she never does. Obviously Mr and Mrs Bhandari don’t know that Esh smokes and drinks on the sly. That’s why if Anwar sees her at the pub it’s a BIG problem. Hence us being hidden at the edge of the pub garden. 

			The best thing about the fair is the raft race. The idea is you make a raft out of old shit you find in your garden and paddle it down the Thames from one end of Shepperton to the other, starting at Ferry Lane and ending at Manor Park just before the river curves under Walton Bridge. This year the theme is ‘Countries of the World’ and Billy’s been building an Antarctica raft in his back garden since March. Antarctica is not a Country of the World. I can see the raft on his patio if I lean out of the bathroom window far enough. The main feature of it is a load of cardboard boxes stacked on top of each other with a white sheet and cling film draped over it, the pointy bits painted with blue paint. It’s supposed to be an iceberg, but it looks like a giant blue marshmallow.

			Me and Eshal are watching the high street to see if we can spot Anwar when I notice Billy’s giant blobby marshmallow bobbing up and down in the crowd.

			Holy shit, he’s actually going to sail his iceberg.

			What? says Eshal.

			I explain to her about Billy and his raft.

			We must see this, Eshal says. She downs the rest of her drink and drags me onto my feet. 

			We make our way onto the field, hopping over the metal barrier. The trees that border the green give way to tents and gazebos, food vans smoking, and people everywhere. The air is thick with the smell of people and food, and fairground rides line the edges of the field. 

			We find a patch of grass on the riverbank that hasn’t already been claimed and sit down.

			So, who is it we’re looking out for? Eshal asks for the third time. I think she might be a bit drunk. 

			Billy, you know, my next-door neighbour? Every time I see him, he shouts GOTH at me and makes a cross sign with his fingers. He’s riding that giant blue marshmallow we just saw.

			We wait for ten minutes or so as more rafts cross the finishing line to smatterings of applause from the sunbathers on picnic blankets, all announced by megaphone from a woman further down the bank perched precariously on a borrowed lifeguard’s chair. She announces each raft with increasing enthusiasm.

			This is raft F-six, which is Hayley, Jemima, Ellen and Darcy, who are all in Year 2 at Littleton C of E, and they’ve decided to do their raft up as China! How adorable.

			Kimonos are Japanese, I say, not Chinese.

			Cue four dots in geisha kimonos (Japanese, not Chinese) trying to paddle the Jade Palace up the Thames. Their kimonos are so waterlogged they can barely lift their arms.

			What is it about people in this town and their flagrant disregard for basic geography? Eshal asks, her eyes still fixed on the China/Japan raft.

			Who needs geography when Shepperton is the centre of the universe, don’t-you-know, I say in a hoity-toity voice, making her snort. She does the royal wave.

			Oh look, the megaphone woman chirps, here comes Pakistan, raft F-twenty-two, which is Brian and the three Johns from the Barley Mow pub on Watersplash Road! Good effort, boys! 

			The boys are men, all pudgy and dressed in white, paddling their raft with cricket bats. They’re being overtaken by a Scout group on raft F-one who have dressed their boat as Italy and have managed to do a papier-mâché Colosseum, which the announcer tells us, breathlessly, took them three months to construct.

			One of the Scouts pulls out a water pistol and starts firing at the Pakistanis. John number three pulls his cricket bat out of the water and taps it on the boy’s head. A hundred metres down the bank, a woman with a toddler strapped to her chest stands up and screeches a string of profanities at Brian and the three Johns.

			You realise he’s an eleven-year-old boy, you twat?! she shrieks at the cricketers. They spot her and make a performance out of laughing at her.

			She keeps screaming until the woman with the megaphone comes down from her lifeguard chair to shut her up. Except the mum wrestles the megaphone out of her hands and begins shouting through that instead. Now everyone on the bank is watching.

			The woman shouts: LIKE TO SEE YOU DO THAT TO SOMEONE YOUR OWN SIZE JOHN MARSHALL I KNOW WHERE YOU LIVE I KNOW WHERE YOUR WIFE GETS HER NAILS DONE I’LL FUCKING HAVE BOTH OF YOU HE’S AN ELEVEN-YEAR-OLD BOY WHAT SORT OF MAN ARE YOU YOU TOSSER 

			John number three turns around, pulls down his creamy white cricket trousers, and moons the entire bank.

			I’m going to make a photo series called ‘Trouble in the Village’, I tell Eshal.
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