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Part 1: Chaos

Order is artificial, imposed by government:
nature strains for chaos!

Who do you trust?

A4A,
Public manifesto

 

    It is human nature to both create and destroy.

  But let your enemies knock things down, and then

        step in to save the day when they are done – they get the blame, you get the credit.

Besides, it saves energy.

Opposition MP Astrid Connor,
private diary
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Sam

We’re trapped. Thin glass and steel are all that separates us from hate and fury, and fear grips my guts inside, crushes breath from my lungs.

Dad is saying something, harsh instructions to our driver to get us away, but there is nothing he can do – we’re surrounded.

Faces twist with rage and scream obscenities. A hand smashes a brick against the window by my seat and a scream of my own works its way up from inside me, but the glass holds – it’s bulletproof; they can’t break it, can they? But what if they strike at it again and again?

Now our car is rocking. They’re pushing on all sides, and it’s rocking.

Sirens are closing in; people around us start to pull away and run. Riot police rush forwards and form a wall of shields and batons that strike out. There is a blur of people and blood.

A girl falls by my car window and people just keep coming – she’ll be trampled, hurt. I’m up against the glass but lose sight of her …

‘Get down, Samantha,’ Dad says.

Our tyres screech. Somehow our driver spins us around, half on the pavement, pushing through the screaming mob.

Once back on the road we go fast; as fast as we can when everyone is trying to rush down crowded London streets the same way – away from what happened.

Dad is on his phone, demanding to know how we could be ambushed like this without warning.

He ends the call. ‘Samantha?’ he says. ‘I need to go straight in. You’ll have to come with me for now.’

We get green lights all the way – do they make that happen just for us? When we near Westminster, guards open the new gates in the high fences that surround the buildings, and we drive into the courtyard. The doors are opened and we’re rushed out of the car with guards all around – it’s an alert thing, I remember now; when it’s high enough they do this – and up the steps to inside.

Dad is hurried off and I’m left standing there, blinking, mind curiously blank and still – it’s an odd feeling, like time is moving wrong, or I’m outside it, watching the scene spin fast around me but not taking part. Like I am still in the car in the middle of a riot.

A cool hand touches my shoulder. It’s Astrid Connor – an opposition MP and shadow minister for something or other. I know her through her daughter, who goes to my school.

‘Samantha, dear. Are you all right? That must have been frightening.’ Her lips curve into what is probably supposed to be a reassuring smile, but somehow misses the mark.

I swallow, not sure what to say. ‘Can I go home?’ I finally ask, hating how my voice sounds – small and weak.

‘I don’t know. We’ll have to check the cordon and see if someone can take you.’ She looks around and then gestures to an aide, who hurries over. ‘Go and have some tea, and I’ll make sure someone comes for you when they can.’

The aide takes me to the café, has me sit down at a table and brings me a cup of tea. I reach out, hold it, using both hands so I don’t spill it: my hands are shaking.

There’s a TV up on the wall. The BBC is showing scenes from where we were – they’re calling it an incident. They like that word. Seeing it on the screen now – the surging mob, our car almost lost in the midst of it – I feel like I’m back there, like it is happening over again now. It’s weird, like I’m watching from outside my own body.

Then they add that the car of Deputy Prime Minister Gregory was caught up in the protest, that his daughter was with him. An image of us appears on the screen. It’s an old shot, from just after the election about a year ago – I was fourteen – I hated the dress they made me wear. It was blue to go with my eyes, Mum had said, but between that dress and the way they’d done my pale blonde hair, in ringlets, I looked much younger. Dad had his serious politician face on. Then it seemed to be something that he could put on and take off, but now it seems more like it is always there – just like his short dark hair has more grey creeping up the sides with every incident.

I count slowly in my head from when we were named. One – two – three – four … and it begins. My phone vibrates with texts.

R U OK Sam?

Yes.

What happened?

Watch the news! Just like that but louder

Where R U?

Hauled to WM to drink tea

Did u get any vid?

No, actually that wasn’t first on my list

U OK babes? School is closed today – fingers crossed for tomorrow, too

Yes. Yes!!!

What did you see? Were you scared?

I hesitate. One minute we’d been driving up the road to drop me at school, and the next minute – well … All hell broke loose. Jumbled images – hate-filled faces, the screaming, the brick against my window, then the police and the blood – fight in my mind. The terrified face of that girl who disappeared under the feet of the crowd by my window.

And then, I lie:

I couldn’t see anything.

Texts continue to come: from friends at school, my art teacher, my cousins, even Sandy, the opposition leader’s little daughter. Most are variations of Are you OK? Are you all right? I answer Yes, Yes, and Yes, and I guess I am. At least, I’m … intact; the glass didn’t break. What if it had? But it didn’t. Yet I’m not all right at the same time.

As I answer the ones I want to and the replies that come back again after, I watch for the call or text that doesn’t come, until finally I can’t stop myself from sending one of my own: Hi Mum, I’m just fine, thanks for not asking.

There’s no answer.
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Ava

I sink gratefully on to my favourite place – this one bench, in Kensington Gardens. The new security fences around the palace mar the view the other way, but they can’t be seen from here, and it is far enough from the fading late summer flowers and main paths that it is rarely invaded by others.

Late September sun warms my arms; the grass is that perfect shade of green that only comes with care. The breeze is soft, the sirens distant. I can almost pretend they don’t exist, though if it wasn’t for them I’d be in school right now.

In London there is always this backdrop to beauty. An edge, one that is becoming sharper. One that has pierced my heart before, but I shy away from thinking of that now. It is time to block out the world and open my books. To lose myself in words – my other favourite place.

But when I try they are dancing on the page, and it isn’t pain – old or new – distracting me now; it’s something else completely. Finally I give up, close the books. Lie back on the bench with my knees up, liking the feel of the warm wood through my thin dress, against my back and arms. I close my eyes against the sun, but still I shiver.

Why does it have to be her?

I couldn’t say no. Even with the full scholarship I have, there are always all these extra costs of going to that school. My dad can’t do more shifts than he does already. I must tutor this girl; there is no choice to be made.

But why does it have to be her?
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Sam

Three cups of Westminster tea, two chocolate bars and endless news bulletins later, the aide comes back and tells me I can go soon. I’ve been drawing on napkins with a borrowed pen, having left my stuff in the car – drawing images from this morning. But they’re not clear enough, real enough. What happened was terrifying, senseless and violent – but real. Not cleaned or covered up.

The aide looks over my shoulder. ‘Wow,’ she says. ‘You’re really very good.’

When the driver comes to get me I crumple them up and land them first try in a bin across the room.

Late that evening, pencil on sketch paper, I’m sitting up in bed and trying to draw what I saw again – from my memory, not what was on TV. That’s not the same somehow, as if a reporter and a camera between me and what I saw puts a filter in the way, like when the bodies are blurred on the news so you can’t see who they are. Now I’m wishing I had got my phone out and taken some images of my own.

The next time I’m caught up in a riot I’ll try to remember.

Then there is a knock on my door.

‘Yes?’

Dad looks in. ‘I saw the light under your door, Samantha. It’s late. Shouldn’t you be asleep?’

I shrug and he comes in, sees the drawings spread across my bed. He pulls the desk chair across and sits next to me, and takes my hand. It’s been a long time since he’s come to my room to say goodnight, something he always did BE: before election, and I know he didn’t just happen to spot the light under my door. In a house this size he doesn’t come past this way unless he makes a special trip.

‘I’m sorry I couldn’t stay with you this morning,’ he says. ‘Are you all right?’

I answer the question truthfully for the first time. ‘No. Not really.’

‘Me neither. But don’t tell anyone.’

‘You see stuff on TV, but being there …’ My voice trails away.

‘I know. It’s different.’

‘What was it about? I mean, I saw what they said on the news: there was a protest about housing and jobs and stuff. But they were so angry.’

‘I understand it was peaceful to start with, but there is always an element that seeks these things out and twists and uses them for their own purposes.’

‘Who was it this time?’

‘Investigations are—’

‘Continuing. Yes, that is what they just said on the news. But don’t you know?’

‘You know I’m not at liberty to discuss—’

‘I’m not the media, and I have a right to know: were they targeting us?’ I say, finally asking the question I’m afraid of.

His face softens. ‘I don’t think so. They saw a government car, that’s all. Likely we were just in the wrong place, wrong time. Now, it is time for you to go to sleep; I need to get back to work.’

‘Shouldn’t you get some sleep, too?’

He smiles. ‘Soon. I’ve got some boring stuff to do first. And don’t worry: security is increasing their road surveillance, so nothing like that can happen again.’

But every time something happens or almost happens they take measures – they increase this, guard against that. But what about the things that have never happened, the ones they haven’t thought of yet?

There was a time when he could say don’t worry and I wouldn’t. I thought my dad could do anything, and it feels weird to think that isn’t true any more – to not just think it, but know it. The world is shifting and changing around us – nothing is completely safe and sure. London is quicksand.

‘Where’s Mum?’

‘She stayed at her sister’s. Sensible, rather than crossing the city tonight. Now. What are you going to do when I close the door?’

‘Sleep.’

‘Good girl.’ He gathers my pages, puts them on the desk and walks to the door. ‘I’m sure there was something else …’ His eyes defocus for a moment, then he nods. ‘Ah, yes. I meant to tell you in the car this morning, but events overtook us. I’m concerned about your schoolwork with the days you’ve been missing.’

I roll my eyes. Seriously? After what happened today – we’re having this conversation?

‘Don’t give me that look; you know your GCSEs are important. I’ve had someone ask your head teacher for suggestions. There’s a girl in the sixth form who does some tutoring. You would have met with her after school today; it’ll be tomorrow now, I expect.’

‘What? Tomorrow? But I’ve got plans. Who is it?’

He shrugs; if he ever knew her name he’s forgotten it. He turns on my night light before switching off the main lights, and then shuts the door.

At least I’ve got something else to think about now. I really can’t believe he’s done this without talking to me first.

Who could it be?
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Ava

She’s singing softly.

 

Sov, du lilla videung,

än så är det vinter …

 

The tune is familiar and warm, a comforter that wraps around me with her arms. I snuggle in closer to a cosy nest of wool and that mum-smell, some mix of flowery fragrance and spice from cooking. Her long hair is soft on my cheek.

 

… sov, du lilla vide,

än så är det vinter …

 

I don’t know all the words. I am forbidden to learn them, but some of the willow song seeps into my awareness just the same. And I know Dad wouldn’t like that; if he could hear her he’d say to stop. She agrees that with all the English-only laws now it is better if I don’t learn the words, but her voice still finds its own way in Swedish sometimes when he’s not here.

 

… Solskensöga ser dig,

solskensfamn dig vaggar

 

Then the song ends, and changes.

Harsh notes jar through my skull. Fear and then sadness creep inside me; I know the words now, but stuff my hands tight against my ears.

No matter what I do, I can still hear it.

She’s gone, and I scream to make it stop.

 

I force my eyes open. My heart races against my ribs in the darkness and I reach for the lamp by my bed, forgetting that the bulb is gone – latest on the list of shortages. There are sirens in the distance, getting closer; it may be that their sound found a way into my dream and changed it. And I want to go back to the start – to my mother’s arms.

Then I’m angry at myself.

She left. What was it – six years ago now?

Get over it.

Then another sound joins the sirens: my alarm. It’s time to get up for school.

I pause by the chess set on the table on my way out. Dad’s next move has been made, and it’s both an interesting one to counter and the only evidence that he was home at all while I slept.

When I see the solution, it’s obvious, really: a bishop slid along two spaces to both block the threat and impose my own. A sign he’s tired. I move the piece, change the little flag to his side to show it is his move next.

My phone vibrates with a text – Dad. Are you out the door yet? *stern face*

I smile and step through, juggling my books in one arm to pull the door shut behind me before answering. Yes, of course.

Take care. Go the long way.

I slip my phone into my pocket; I can pretend I never saw that one, or that I’m already on my way and he’s too late. Then it beeps again and I can’t resist a look.

I know you got my text. I have Super Dad magical powers, remember?

I sigh. Yes! OK, I will.

Soon I’m not sure the long way is better than the short any more; I walk fast, both to avoid being late and to leave it behind. The homeless have found another street, and it’s not just one person, or two, who have somehow lost their way, but whole families. Dad would say don’t look, that making eye contact might be dangerous, but how can I not see children sleeping huddled together in cardboard boxes?

Yesterday’s sunshine is a memory and now it’s cold, damp. Winter’s icy fingers will be coming soon, and those of us walking go quickly, most averting their eyes like Dad says I should.

But it’s not as it used to be. Those who rush along to work or school don’t refuse to see to avoid their guilt – why they have more, why they don’t help. Instead it is fear: that could be me. One day, it might be.

To see these people as human would be to acknowledge what they are afraid of.
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Sam

School isn’t cancelled the next day, and I wish it had been for more than the usual reasons.

I’m uneasy in the car on the way; I can’t help it. Maybe it doesn’t help that Dad went early and I’m on my own. He said we weren’t targeted yesterday, but then why are we going a different way? At least if he were here I could ask him.

But nothing happens, and when the school gates open for our car a knot loosens inside me. The gates close behind us before the next ones open.

The driver tips his hat when he opens my door. He’s the same one as yesterday – the one who drove through a crowd of people, maybe not slowly enough for everyone to get out of the way. I shudder inside but don’t let it show. The news this morning said two police officers were injured but nothing about anyone else, and from what I saw there’s no chance all the protestors walked away.

I head for the usual place before bell – art block. A group of sixth formers go past on the way – no uniforms for them, not like this hell of a dark blazer and skirt the rest of us have to wear – and I wonder if one of them is this tutor Dad lined up. I may just conveniently forget all about it.

‘Sam, wait!’ It’s Anji. She slips her arm in mine when she catches up. ‘All right?’

‘Course. Could have done with another day off, though.’

Her face quirks with sympathy. ‘I’m sure, in the circumstances, you could have stayed home today?’

‘No chance. Seriously.’ I roll my eyes.

We reach Ruth and Charlize, leaning against the radiator. These old buildings are always freezing – even if the sun shines outside it doesn’t reach in here.

‘Next time you get caught in a riot could you do something to escalate the situation?’ Charlize says. ‘So we can get more time off?’ And she winks. She doesn’t mean anything by her words and I know it, but I’m still uneasy from the drive in. The restless night that came before it.

‘So them rocking our car and smashing bricks against the windows wasn’t enough for you? Would you rather the glass had broken?’

Round eyes and matching unease are the answer. Do I want to take the words back? No, not exactly – I want to take time back. Make it not have happened.

‘Why would anyone behave like that?’ Ruth says, breaking the silence, and this is it, exactly – the reason I couldn’t sleep. The why.

‘My dad says they must be Euros,’ Charlize says. ‘That they should all have been kicked out before the borders closed. That they still could be, if the government has the nerve to do what is right.’ She looks at me like I have a say in it and should agree, but before I can decide how to answer, more of our crowd arrive. After a quick check that I’ve got my usual complement of arms and legs, talk turns to important stuff: Charlize’s birthday party. She’s sixteen soon, and her birthday party – the catering, what she is wearing, what everyone else is wearing, and which boys from which schools are coming – takes over until the bell goes.

English first. A subject I don’t mind that much most of the time, but my mind is drifting – and seriously, what do Romeo and Juliet have to do with anything in my life right now, stuck in an all-girls school? And they were such idiots. Being ready to die for any boy I’ve ever met seems way beyond impossible. The teacher must notice me staring out of the window but doesn’t call me to task. Maybe today I get some latitude.

The bell goes and she asks me to stay back: maybe I don’t.

‘Yes, Miss?’ I say.

She waits until the others file out of the room and the door swings shut.

‘How are you, Samantha?’

Does she really want to know, or is this teacher-speak for something else?

‘All right,’ I say, opting for vagueness.

‘Is there anything you want to talk about?’ I shake my head. ‘I often find if you talk something through it’s the best way to move on. You need to concentrate in class, particularly this year. Bleugh bleugh bleugh exams bleugh bleugh bleugh …’

I nod, and pretend to care enough about exams to be allowed to leave before I’m twenty.

Art is next. I find my work from last week, set it up. We’re painting still life. Even with a bowl of fruit I was losing myself in this piece last week – in getting the shading and perspective exactly right.

‘Miss?’ Charlize says.

‘Yes?’ Mrs Jenson answers, a resigned look on her face.

‘When will we get something more interesting to paint?’

‘What do you have in mind?’

‘Life drawing.’

‘I see.’

‘You know – using models. Male models.’ There are giggles and smirks around the room.

Mrs Jenson pretends to consider the request, then holds up a peach from the reserves that didn’t make it into the bowl. ‘Use your imagination, Charlize.’

‘Miss!’ she says with fake shock; there are more titters around her.

‘Baby steps, Charlize. Master light, perspective, shade, colour – then we’ll talk about life drawing.’

‘She didn’t say no,’ Charlize says, an aside to Ruth and me behind her.

‘Dream on,’ Ruth answers.

When Mrs Jenson makes her rounds towards the end of the lesson she stops by my shoulder. ‘Good work, Sam,’ she says, in an approving tone.

I can look at this and know it’s not a bad representation of what my eyes see on the table. But it’s a copy – it’s not anything on its own. You can’t bite this apple.

Or throw it at anybody.

Neither food nor a weapon, so what is the point?
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Ava

I thought she wasn’t coming, and was about to give up and leave – probably too soon to do so, but I’m nervous, or something like it. I hate feeling this way.

But there she is through the glass of the door. The deputy head is at her shoulder: escorting her to make sure she attends? She opens the door and gives her a nudge.

‘Good afternoon, Ava. Do you two know each other?’ Samantha shakes her head no, but I know her. Everyone does.

‘Samantha, this is Ava Nicholls. One of our top students in the sixth form!’ She beams with a sense of astonishment and I wait to hear if she adds so amazing for a scholarship student, especially with her background. I’ve heard this before over my head at orientation for new students, as if I’m not there: if she can do this, imagine what you can achieve? But she leaves it unsaid today. ‘And this is Samantha Gregory.’ She says it rather like she is presenting a priceless work of art.

‘It’s Sam, really,’ she says, shifting her weight from one foot to the other.

I nod, smile a little. ‘Hi, Sam.’

‘Well, I’ll leave you two now. Make sure you make good use of this time, Samantha,’ the deputy head says. Sam rolls her eyes when she turns to go.

Once the door shuts behind her, Sam walks around the tutor room. She looks at books on the shelves, stationery supplies on the table; touching them, ignoring me. She moves like a cat: she’s not very tall and every movement is fluid, precise.

‘This might work better if you sit down?’ I say.

She sighs, then sits down across from me at the table with elbows on the table and her head in her hands.

‘What do you want to get out of these sessions?’ I ask.

‘An early exit?’

I raise an eyebrow and she looks embarrassed. She sits up and crosses her arms. ‘I’m sorry; it’s nothing to do with you. It’s just it wasn’t my idea, and I had plans. I’m sure there is something you’d rather be doing, too.’

‘Maybe, but I need the money.’

She looks intrigued, as if needing money is a strange concept. ‘How much do they pay you?’

‘Standard minimum for a seventeen-year-old: £20 an hour.’

‘How about this: I’ll pay you £25 an hour to pretend to tutor me, and pass along glowing updates. That’s a win, isn’t it? Then you’d get £45 an hour altogether without doing a thing, and I’d get some free time.’

I pretend to consider her offer and at the same time hide the shock. She has that kind of money that she could give me, just like that? And maybe there is a tiny part of me that is tempted – but more to get out of this than for the extra money, as handy as it would be.

I shake my head. ‘You’re asking me to lie. I can’t do that. Besides, I’d probably get expelled if I got caught.’

‘Damn. I was afraid you’d say that.’

‘Look, all they want is for you to do better at your exams. Don’t you care about your results?’

Sam shrugs. She looks down and her hair falls over her eyes. Can it even be natural, that pale blonde colour? I doubt it, but there are no dark roots I can see. She pushes it back and looks up.

‘It’s not that I don’t care, exactly. It’s just that it doesn’t seem important.’

‘What does?’ And I’m genuinely curious: what would seem important to someone like her?

She hesitates as if she might answer, her eyes on mine. Then she looks away and shakes her head. ‘Look, if we have to do this, let’s get it over with. All right?’

‘Of course.’ I open the files from her teachers. ‘I’ve been given work from all your subjects. Except for art.’

‘And here was me hoping we could paint a bowl of fruit.’

‘That I couldn’t help you with. You can choose where we start if you want to?’

She looks through the folders and picks the one with the shortest assignment. ‘Maths,’ she says.

It’s soon obvious that she’s able enough to handle this work, just like her teacher said – if she can be bothered. Maybe she’d never be an A student, but she should be doing better than she is.

But why should she be bothered? She has everything. She won’t ever be afraid of sleeping in a cardboard box if she can’t get a job.
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Sam

I’m barely through my bedroom door when there is a light knock. It opens: it’s Mum. She looks … amazing: blue satin dress, fair hair so like mine swept up, makeup all done – smoky eyes that shouldn’t work with her colouring but somehow do.

‘Darling,’ she says, and holds out her hands, pulls me towards her. ‘Careful of my face!’ she says. Air kisses.

‘Hi, Mum. You made it home OK then?’

‘I did. Oh, that dreadful business yesterday! Are you all right?’

‘I’m fine.’ Better late than never, I guess. ‘It was kind of—’

‘Where have you been? I’ve been calling.’

‘Ah, school? You know, the place they make you go until you’re eighteen. To learn stuff.’

‘Don’t be cheeky. Why are you so late, today of all days? We’re going to the charity dinner for the Tate tonight, remember?’

‘I was with a tutor for my exams; Dad set it up. I forgot to take my phone off silent when I left – sorry.’

She shakes her head impatiently. ‘What was he thinking? Now you really must hurry. I’ve had Penny set out your clothes, and Francesco is here for hair and makeup: he’s in a state about how little time he’ll have. There’s only twenty minutes before our car.’

‘I didn’t sleep well last night; I’m really tired. Could you make excuses for me?’

‘No. Samantha, darling, you must remember how lucky we are; this is an important charity for us to support. And I particularly want you to come along to this one with me since your dad is in meetings. Get dressed – now. And then hurry along to my dressing room for Francesco.’

She sweeps out of the room, and I lean against the door. There is indeed a dress on my bed. It’s pale blue, almost a mirror of Mum’s but shorter and not as low cut. I don’t remember seeing it before.

I shimmy into it: it fits, but only just – they’ve got my measurements at the place Mum uses. Mental note: go and get measured again.

I hate wearing tights. For about a nanosecond I wonder if I can get away with bare legs, but no chance – the dress is too short. Then matching shoes – oh my God, what are they: like, four inches? Another night in heels.

There’s a tapping on the door. This time it’s Penny peeking in, come to hurry me along.

‘You look so beautiful,’ she says.

I glance in the mirror on my way out of my room. It’s a lovely dress, but I won’t be able to eat anything in it; I couldn’t run a step in these shoes. Francesco will do something simple to my hair and face and maybe there will be something beautiful about what I see by the time he’s done, but it won’t be real. It’ll be as fake as the smile I’ll wear tonight.

There is a double security detail today, with cars both in front and behind us; and the latest? They’re not standard government cars. Do they really think anyone will be fooled just because they haven’t got government plates? Three shiny new cars in a row with opaque back windows – hmm.

I feel uneasy as we head out of our gates, but traffic is light and we speed along without incident. We should even be ‘on time’: about twenty minutes late is exactly right in Mum-land.

When we arrive and go through the security gates, we’re helped out of our car, umbrellas held up as it’s starting to rain. There are flashes again and again in our eyes: the press are out in force. No wonder Mum wanted me to come.

Inside there’s the usual line of important people’s hands to shake; some I know, some I don’t. Tonight’s charity is a new Tate initiative to support up-and-coming artists. There are a few of them here, looking out of place but in the right way – interesting hair and clothes – being chatted to by adoring women and giddy girls. I roll my eyes; Mum must notice, she digs my ribs with a finger. I guess they couldn’t find any female artists, or maybe the charity committee – all friends of Mum – were more interested in other attributes.

Charlize is here with her parents. She sneaks us a glass of champagne, pulls me on to a balcony. A few sips of fizz and my head is spinning, but smiling is easier.

‘Did you see what Stella is wearing?’ she says. ‘Oh my God. And did you meet that Lucas somebody? He came with one of the artists. He’s hot, isn’t he?’

‘Well, thanks,’ a voice says and we turn around. I’m guessing the person standing behind us and laughing must be Lucas.

Charlize goes an interesting shade of scarlet, even under all her makeup.

I shake my head. ‘You broke the first rule of gossip, Charlize. Always look around before you talk about somebody.’

He’s grinning, and he is hot – I can see why Charlize said so, at least – wavy, too-long dark hair, warm brown eyes, tall.

‘Who are you?’ he says to me.

‘Sam. And you must be Lucas somebody.’

‘The one and only. It’s my uncle Gil who is one of the artists; I came with him.’

‘Sam is an artist, too,’ Charlize says, having recovered enough to speak.

I shake my head. ‘No, I’m not! I just draw a bit sometimes.’

‘She paints, too.’

‘Would you girls like some more champagne?’ he says.

I shake my head again. ‘Yes, please,’ Charlize says, and he goes back through the door to inside.

‘He was flirting with you!’ she says. ‘I’m going to do you a favour and let you have first chance.’ Before I can protest he’s stepping back through the door, two glasses in hand.

‘Sorry,’ Charlize says. ‘I’ve just remembered I promised to, um, do something.’ And she’s gone.

I thunk my forehead with my hand, shake my head. ‘That was totally her idea. Not mine.’

‘Damn.’ He grins again, and holds out one of the glasses. ‘It’d be a shame to let it go to waste.’ And I find myself taking the glass and having a sip – just a sip, no more, I promise myself.

‘So, how’d you end up coming with your uncle tonight?’

‘I paint a bit, too, so he invited me along as his plus one.’

‘How old are you?’

‘Sixteen. Do you always ask this many questions?’

‘No. Actually, I don’t. It must be the bubbles.’ I frown at my glass and have another sip, just to be sure.

‘And you?’

‘What?’

‘How old are you?’

‘Nearly sixteen.’

‘Do you go to parties like this a lot?’

‘Now who is asking all the questions? Only when my mother makes me.’

He really laughs then.

‘What?’

‘My uncle may have invited me but it was my mother who made me come tonight, too. Here’s to getting through it.’ He holds up his glass, clinks it against mine, and then I have to have another sip, don’t I? It’s a toast. It’d be rude not to.

I frown at my glass again. ‘My champagne glass is mysteriously empty.’

‘Another?’

‘NO. No way.’

Movement inside catches my eye through the glass doors. ‘Uh-oh. Looks like everyone is moving in to dinner.’

‘Can we sit together?’

I shake my head. ‘There’ll be a seating plan. I’m bound to be on the most boring table in the world.’

‘It’s been fun to chat, Sam,’ he says, and I find myself smiling back at him, not saying anything.

Back inside I find Mum and our boring table of important people. Lucas is halfway across the room, turned the other way, and – oh, that figures. He’s at Charlize’s table, and seeing them sitting together gives me an uneasy feeling inside, one that is hard to label. Either she’ll decide he is open game now and he’ll be next on her list of madly-in-love-withs, or that she’s my second and tell him cringeworthy things about me endlessly.

At least the former is more likely. He was fun to talk to – with the fizz – and that’s as far as it goes for me.

Just in case she’s having an uncharacteristic moment of conscience, I text Charlize under the table: he’s all yours, babes.

Dinner looks good, even if along the lines of weird and arty – just as well I’m hungry enough to eat anything – but I already can’t breathe sitting down in this dress. I giggle to myself; imagine the press photos if I literally popped out of the seams? But after a few bites of the first course I feel sick, and just push the next ones around my plate.

Finally it is time to head home. There is much air-cheek-kissing on the way out the doors and to our car. I see Lucas standing off to the side; he nods, smiles.

There are more flashes from the press. Our doors are held open and as soon as they shut behind us I kick off my shoes, then snuggle my wrap around myself and surreptitiously undo a few buttons on the back of my dress. Mum notices and shakes her head.

I lean back against the seat, eyes closed. My head is pounding from too much champagne with not enough to eat, and I start fantasising about what I might find if I sneak into the kitchen when we get home: I’m starving.

I’m almost drifting to sleep when the driver’s microphone clicks on.

‘There’s a road traffic accident ahead so we’re going to divert. The route has been cleared as safe, but it may be a little … colourful.’

Mum sighs. ‘Whatever next?’ she says.

My eyes are open now: colourful? Whatever that means, I want to see it.

At first it looks like everywhere else, but gradually the streets are narrower, the shops smaller – some with broken windows or boarded up. Rubbish is piled up against buildings. There are symbols painted on some of the walls – I can almost make them out – something like ‘A4A’? Slogans are painted alongside but we go past too quickly for me to read them. On one corner, there is a group of people on the street, drinking something out of a bag. They look at our cars with a mixture of curiosity and contempt.

Another turn. There are people huddled in doorways, lying down. Are they sleeping there, on the street? My eyes widen.

We stop at a red light.

A woman gets up and comes to my door. She knocks on the window: it’s two-way glass, so I can see out but she can’t see in. She’s holding a small child; another one clings to her leg.

‘Please. Help me feed my children,’ she says. ‘Please!’ And the child in her arms – his or her eyes are half open, staring, in skin and bone and shadows, like the woman and other child. I’m horrified, sick, unable to believe what my eyes are seeing.

‘Mum?’

She doesn’t answer.

‘Mum!’ I turn to her and her face is blank, eyes fixed straight ahead. ‘Didn’t you see them? Can we do something?’

But then the lights change to green and we’re gone.
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Ava

Sam is already there when I get to the tutor room. She’s half lying down on the table, head on her arms. Eyes closed.

I open and shut the door again, this time more loudly.

She jumps, sits up. Yawns. She’s pale, with faint shadows under her eyes.

‘Are you all right?’ I say.

‘Hmm? Yes. Just tired, and I’ve got a bit of a headache. Didn’t get much sleep last night.’

‘I saw the photos in the newspaper. A charity dinner?’

‘Something like that.’

‘Does that mean you didn’t start any of your other homework?’

‘Nope. Not my fault, though; I didn’t want to go.’

‘No matter whose fault it may be, your English assignment is due tomorrow, isn’t it? Let’s have a look at that first. Then there’s some science coursework, also due tomorrow.’

She groans. ‘Nooooo. That’s too much. Just one subject, and then I need to take a break.’

‘Maybe a short one.’

‘How about this: we do some boring stuff, then we’ll draw each other?’

I’m surprised, but I have heard she’s really good at art – or maybe that has been exaggerated because of who she is.

‘I can’t draw at all,’ I say, but I’m curious how she would draw me.

‘Well, then; you can try and I’ll give you some pointers. So that way I can teach you something, too.’

I hesitate. I’m not sure the approval would be there for spending part of this hour doing anything other than schoolwork, but will it help convince her to do more of it?

‘All right,’ I say. ‘But only if you finish the English assignment first.’

I open the folder and Sam makes a gagging noise. ‘Seriously, though, write a love sonnet about Romeo from Juliet’s point of view? They’re both bonkers: no boy is worth dying for. And that love at first sight stuff is such a crock.’

I’m surprised to hear Sam say these things: most of the girls in this school are always mooning around about some boy or another. ‘Some might say that maybe you feel that way because you’ve never met the right one.’

‘Another myth: the right one. Like there is only one person in the entire world exactly right for each of us. What would be the odds of finding them? I’d say so close to zero there’d be no point in even trying.’

‘You don’t have to believe it; just pretend that you are Juliet, and you’ve just seen Romeo, and you believe in love at first sight and that this is it.’

‘And make it into a sonnet.’

‘Only fourteen lines. Maybe it would help if you pretend that you want to draw him?’

Sam tilts her head to one side, thinking. ‘Do you mean making the sonnet like a drawing in words?’

‘Why not?’

She stares at the blank pages of her notebook, then picks up a pen.
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Sam

So much of my life is pretend. I’ve become so good at being what I’m supposed to be, that who I really am seems lost.

I try to put myself into Juliet’s mind, imagine how she feels, and then begin both: a drawing on one side of my notebook, words on the other. Actually, it does help, connecting it with drawing in this way. Ava watches, making suggestions of things to think about when I get stuck; she reminds me of the correct rhyme scheme for a sonnet when I wouldn’t bother.

She touches my drawing of Romeo when it’s done. It’s sort of Lucas, but I’ve made him so perfect he’s almost repulsive: will the teacher get the joke? Does Ava?

‘He’s a caricature,’ she says: she does, and I’m pleased.

‘That’s done: it’s time for a break,’ I say, but as I say it the lights go out. No warning, no flickering, just one second the room is brightly lit and the next, dark. The doors are shut, there are no windows in this small tutor room – it’s completely pitch black.

Panic – automatic and stupid – kicks in, my heart racing, my stomach clenching, and I fumble in my pocket for my phone. I get it out and put the torch on. With its thin light in the dark room I start to breathe easier.

‘What’s going on?’ Ava say.

‘Maybe the power is out?’

I open the door and look out into the darkened hallway. No one is there. I turn back to the room and Ava has gone through an adjoining door to the room next to ours: it has a window.

‘It’s not just the school,’ she says. ‘The lights are off all around.’

I check the charge on my phone: I forgot to plug it in last night. It’s only got eleven per cent. How long will that last? These old buildings don’t have many windows and I want to get outside, now; into the air and light.

‘I think this is a sign that we’re done for the day,’ I say.

‘Agreed,’ Ava says.

We gather our things, head down the narrow hall with the thin pool of light from my phone the only thing to show the way. We open the door and step out into the courtyard between buildings. There are other people emerging, too – teachers, a few students who’ve stayed late for one reason or another. We walk towards the offices and main exit, but before we reach it the deputy head comes out.

‘We’ve been asked to keep everyone here for now,’ she says, and before she finishes her sentence there are sirens sounding – not that far away.

‘What’s happening?’ one of the teachers asks, a note of apprehension in her voice, and the deputy head gives her a look.

‘I’m sure everything is fine. Maybe it’s just because the roads will gridlock without the lights working? We’re looking into it. For now, either stay here in the courtyard or go into the library. The caretakers have started to sweep the buildings; we’ll get everyone to go there.’

The others go through the doors to the library, but I head for a bench by the entrance – wanting to stay outside in the daylight. Ava hesitates.

‘Go in if you want to,’ I say.

She sits next to me instead, and I’m both relieved not to be alone and annoyed to feel that way.

‘You finished your English homework,’ she says. ‘A deal’s a deal: we could draw each other out here? But I’m not very good, so don’t be offended.’

‘I won’t be.’ And I get out the pencils and sketchpad that are always in my schoolbag, tear off a few sheets and give them to Ava. Something else to do will take my mind off the time. How long until the natural light is gone? The sun is low in the sky already.

‘I don’t know where to start,’ Ava says.

‘Try one thing – like, say, a lock of hair. Doesn’t have to be the whole face. Focus on the detail – you can make it is as exact as possible, or change it if you see it differently with your inner artist’s eye.’

‘Not sure I have one! But I’ll try.’

She’s staring at me intently now, pencil in hand, looking down to her page and making a start, looking up again. I’m still studying her face – the proportions. She is … arresting, rather than pretty: she draws the eye. High cheekbones: she has good bone structure. Slightly wide-set eyes; long lashes – but not a trace of makeup to make them that way. Her dark, straight hair is tucked behind her left ear and falls forward on the right, down past her shoulders. Her gaze is intense, always: she’s in the moment, concentrating completely on what she is doing. To capture her, this is what I have to show on the page. Pencil to paper, I begin.

I lied yesterday. We may not have spoken before but I did know who she is, and this isn’t the first time I’ve drawn her. In the sea of made-up faces and carefully arranged hair in this school, she is somehow different. I was so surprised to find her in the room when I was dragged there yesterday that I had to compose myself before I sat down. There is something about her that I’ve tried to capture before and not quite got. Now that she is in front of me, I’m determined.

She isn’t really part of the social scene of this place and doesn’t have any close friends that I’ve noticed: she is somehow her own separate person amongst all the cliques. She’s quite isolated. Is she lonely? She doesn’t seem to be. She’s more … self-contained, like the rest of us don’t matter that much, or even register. And no one seems to target her with the usual bitchiness, even though she’s a scholarship student and dresses, well, not the best. This place can be unforgiving of that sort of thing, with students like Charlize and Ruth who basically have wardrobes as big as most houses. If I dressed like Ava does the claws would be out; I’d end up in the newspapers on the Worst Dressed list. I’m curious; wistful, even. How does she get away with it?

I’m aware she’s stopped drawing now, that she’s waiting for me to finish. She leans forward a little to look but I angle my sketchpad away.

‘Not yet!’

She sits back again and I continue working on her eyes, smudging the dark lines a little …

I’m concentrating so much that when she clears her throat I jump.

‘Can you even see what you are doing any more?’ she says.

The light is almost gone and I hadn’t noticed; my fear rushes back now that I do. The power isn’t on yet in the buildings around us, but there are flickering lights through the library windows. They must have found candles or something.

‘Let’s go in now,’ I say, and close my sketchbook.

‘Can I see?’

I hesitate, wanting to get it right first, so I stall. ‘Yes, but later? Here it’s too dark, and I’d rather not have everyone inside looking at it like they will if I show you in there.’

‘All right. Just a moment; I’ll call my dad before we go in.’

She gets her phone out of her bag and it is practically an antique; it’s hard to believe it’ll even work. But then she is saying hello, that she’s still at school and about the power. She’s listening, says goodbye. Turns back to me, and her eyes are wider.

‘Dad says this whole area of London is in lockdown.’

‘Is he in the police?’

She shakes her head, hesitates. ‘He’s a taxi driver.’ She says it almost defiantly, as if waiting for me to react. I didn’t know that, and I’m sure if anyone at school did the word would have got around – even if she is under the radar that isn’t the kind of thing that would be ignored here if known. Has she told me something she doesn’t usually say? ‘He always knows what is happening, and where,’ she says.

I take out my phone: it was on silent. There are missed calls from Dad’s assistant, then one from Dad, then his text: are you still at school? Stay there.

I dial.
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Ava

Nervous faces are lit by candles in the library. Sam draws away from the edges, close to the wavering light and into the centre of the circle of people. Her eyes flick to the darkened corners of the room as if afraid what might lurk in the shadows.

We sit down. There are a few dozen teachers, half as many students. They are scattered around, some chatting, some reading or staring at their hands with the ghostly light of their phones reflected in their eyes as they text or do whatever it is that they endlessly do.
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