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For Charlie








CHAPTER ONE


New things! New things! New things! I chant in my head as my feet pound the pavement. I have no idea how Daisy does this. My chest hurts. My calves hurt. Even my actual bum hurts. I try to distract myself by taking in my surroundings but without making eye contact with passers-by. My lungs are burning and there’s that metallic taste in my mouth. I definitely don’t feel stress free and relaxed. Please, where are those endorphins I hear so much about? But it’s a new thing so it must be good, right?!


I let myself slow down to a jog as a flock of seagulls wheel overhead, squawking raucously, swooping towards the ground, scouting for a few discarded chips. The picturesque seaside scene is usually enough to distract me from anything, but today my anxiety is sitting on my chest like a lead weight.


Go running, they said. It’ll be fun, they said. Famous last words.


‘If you’re feeling stressed you should go to the gym or something,’ Daisy had said to me only yesterday. That’s the kind of thing Daisy says semi-regularly. ‘I’m thinking of taking up wrestling at uni to battle the first-year stress.’


‘What are you on about?’ I’d asked her, incredulous, before realizing that Daisy’s zeal for trying new things is less weird than my tendency to stay firmly within my comfort zone.


It’s the first week of July and I can already feel the summer slipping away from me. So I’m trying to prepare myself for the fact that at the end of the summer I’m going to university hundreds of miles away, and I’ll be meeting so many new people and doing so many new things. I’m not ready. Not yet. But maybe I can become ready. I can start challenging myself to shake up my life a bit before I get there. Say yes to things. Try stuff I’ve never tried before. I have no doubt it’ll be good for me. Even if sometimes it makes my bum hurt. A summer of new things, if you will.


Bloody hell. I dare to take a look at the timer on my phone and immediately want to dropkick it off the end of the pier when I discover I’ve been running for a mere two and a half minutes. The honk of a horn from a passing car pulls me out of my anger. I can’t tell what they’re saying because I’ve got my headphones in but I can tell a group of lads is leaning out the window and yelling at me. Fat girl jogging. It must have simply been too hard for them to resist. Heaven forbid that a non-skinny, non-athletic girl could want to go for a run in peace (or whatever kind of peace this new sweaty hell is).


I suppress an eye roll and look away and try to focus on running running running, but as soon as I do, I feel something make brief but solid contact with my shoulder and bounce off it. Clattering to the ground in front of me is a can. A literal can. It’s not even empty: it rolls around at my feet, spraying its sticky, brightly coloured contents over the pavement but mercifully not on my trainers. I look up, my general anxiety transformed into specific fury, and yet I’m unsurprised. It doesn’t matter what I think about my body, how generally at peace I am with it, I still have to put up with this ludicrous behaviour from the outside world.


That’s it. If I was looking for a sign that I should give up, here it is. I tried running, I didn’t like it, and the universe didn’t like it either. So I accept that I have ground to a halt and instantly feel better, the air returning to my lungs. My name is Lily Rose and I don’t really know who I am, but I know I’m not a runner.


And anyway, there are other, less humiliating ways to push me out of my comfort zone. I’m sure of it. But maybe I need someone to keep me accountable so I don’t just give up on all of them the way I’ve given up on this …


I head back along the pavement that runs by the side of the pebbly beach. It doesn’t take long for my breath to return to me, but I’m still sweating by the time I turn off the road that follows the coast and get to the petrol station by our house. What can I say, I’m a sweater! I come from a family of sweaters, plus I’ve got what someone might euphemistically call ‘extra insulation’, so there was really no hope for me. I push open the door of the shop, eager to get myself a hard-earned gleaming tinny of cherry Coke to quench my thirst, swipe one from the fridge and head up to the counter to pay.


The dude behind the till raises his eyes from his phone and realizes it’s one of his regular customers. They change the staff here pretty often but he’s been around for a few months now, and he’s friendly whenever I come in. His badge tells me his name’s Jay. ‘Hey!’ he says. ‘All alone today?’


‘Yeah.’ I smile, fishing in the tiny zip pocket at the back of my leggings for some change.


‘Where’s your friend?’


‘Which friend?’ I ask, even though I automatically assume he means Cassie, since she’s essentially the only person I know who could be described as a friend. Also, she’s pretty memorable.


‘You know who I mean! The girl you’re always with! The pretty one! She’s got that same long, dark hair as you,’ Jay says, gesticulating in exasperation as if I’m being deliberately stupid.


Ah. There it is.


‘My sister?’ I reply, raising my eyebrows and setting the coins down on the counter.


‘No, not your sister,’ he replies instinctively. ‘She couldn’t be your …’ Jay trails off, realizing he’s very much put his foot in it.


‘Twin sister, actually. Thanks!’ I shrug it off breezily even though, frankly, I hate it when this happens. I put time and energy into not comparing myself to her, into honouring our same-but-different-ness, but there’s always that little niggling reminder that Daisy is the desirable twin and I am … well, just me. I accept my change and zip it back into my pocket. As I trudge out of the petrol station, I crack open my icy-cold cherry Coke and let it hit my tongue. It’s exactly what I need to take the heat off this embarrassing exchange. I peek back and see Jay standing behind the counter looking perplexed and slightly awkward. Poor dude.


The thing is, guys would never shout at my sister from a passing car. Actually, that’s not true: they really would, except they would be yelling something more … sexually suggestive, and it wouldn’t be accompanied by a projectile. It’s not Jay’s fault for not realizing we’re related, let alone twin sisters. The truth is, we’re identical in every way … except she’s thin and I’m fat. That’s it. We both have long, dark, straight hair that we wear with a middle parting. Dark, heavy eyebrows. Light skin. Freckles on our faces and arms. Eyes so bright green that they almost look fake. But that difference in body shape, or rather body size, is enough to have people scratching their heads.


I sip my drink as I walk back round the corner to our little house and let myself in. Our candy-pink cottage covered in creeping ivy is more picture-book cute than the rest of the conservatively coloured houses on our street. When Crystal, our fluffy white cat (and the latest addition to the Rose family), is sitting in the window, it looks even more adorable. Like it’s a serene seaside residence for discerning ladies.


‘Hello, baby,’ Mum yells from the living room. ‘Where have you been?’


I slouch in, nonchalantly. ‘Nowhere.’


‘Have you been …’ She squints at me, surveying my trainers and my probably still-pink face. ‘Running?’


I sit on the sofa with a sigh and wriggle my feet out of my trainers. Deflection seems like the best option here. ‘I have no idea what would give you that impression.’


‘Because you know you’re perfect as you are, right?’ Mum says. It’s sweet that she thinks this. I know not all mums are quite so chill.


‘Mum – let’s be real here. I’m not running because I’ve suddenly decided I need to be a size eight. Just felt like trying out something new.’


‘Oh …’ She frowns. ‘Why wouldn’t you go with Daisy, then? She’s always out running.’


‘Exactly,’ I say, a bit sullenly.


‘Oh …’ she says again. A good thing about our mum is that she knows not to probe too far into the mysterious ways of the sisters.


She doesn’t need to know how quickly Daisy would get frustrated with how slowly I run, or how I gave up after a couple of minutes. She absolutely doesn’t need to know that while Daisy has always been like a machine that won’t quit, I’ve been struggling to keep up. But I guess if I had gone with her, I wouldn’t have been pelted with a can of Red Bull. You win some, you lose some.


‘Where is she, anyway?’ I ask.


‘Where do you think she is?’


I head through the kitchen where the smell of Mum’s cooking is perfuming the air wonderfully, push the back door open and lean against the white-painted frame to observe my sister at work in the garden, crouched down on the ground with her headphones in. As if she can sense that I’m there, she raises her head, the change in position making the sun glint off her identically shiny hair.


My sister’s outdoor pursuits are a mystery to me. I like to watch her work, just to see what she’s up to. I can ask her what she’s been planting or what she’s been using to make things grow, but I don’t really understand it. The only part I do understand is the quiet dedication I see when she’s out here in the little square garden – or as our mum calls it: Daisy’s domain. The garden is to her what a canvas is to me: pure potential. The start of something beautiful.


‘Lil, are you spying on me?’ Daisy asks with a smile as she pulls her headphones out. She’s the only person who calls me Lil. I don’t really like it but I can tolerate it from my twin sister.


‘Maybe a bit,’ I say, snaking my arm back into the kitchen and dunking the empty Coke can into the recycling bin without looking. ‘What you got there?’


‘Check this out!’ she says, gleefully revealing a small pile of slim carrots. ‘They’re going to be so sweet and delicious even on their own, I just know it.’


‘I’m excited to reap the rewards of your hard work.’


‘Oh, it wasn’t that hard.’ She smiles modestly.


‘I’m excited to reap the rewards of your easy work.’


Daisy laughs, wiping some sweat from her brow and leaving a brown streak of soil in its place. That’s the other reason guys like her – she’s the perfect girl next door. She knows she’s pretty and doesn’t care. She’s at ease in the world. She’s not a tangle of stress and fear like me. Maybe she would have been a good influence on me if we’d stuck to our original plan, and decided to go to uni together. As it is, I don’t know how many more delicious Daisy-grown carrots I’ll get to eat come September. ‘Hey, make sure Crystal doesn’t get out.’


‘Oh, shit, you’re right. I keep forgetting about that.’ Crystal has to be kept indoors for reasons we’re not entirely clear on but accept none the less because Mum knows best.


Daisy stands and brushes the soil off herself, gathers her carrots from the ground and surveys me. ‘How come you’re wearing workout gear?’


I gasp in mock offence. ‘As if I never work out!’


She rolls her eyes. ‘You don’t.’


‘Just trying out the ol’ athleisure trend,’ I lie. I used to tell Daisy everything – there was a time when we were inseparable. But things change, I guess … we changed. Or the ways we were always different became more pronounced. Anyway, now that I’ve got Cassie, who just takes me as I am, no judgement, I don’t really have the energy to take on any more of Daisy’s assumptions. So I decide not to tell her about my three-minute ‘run’. She’d probably read something into it, like I’m going on a mad pre-uni transformation to get skinny over the summer so I can rock up at Leeds as a whole new Lily. At some point, she’ll finally get that I like my body the way it is, and maybe then things will go back to the way they used to be. But I’m not going to hold my breath.


Daisy dumps the carrots in a colander in the sink and heads upstairs to shower while I set the table for dinner, which turns out to be Thai.


‘How was work?’ I ask my mum once we’ve sat down, blowing on my spoonful of tom yum soup, which, as with everything my mum serves, is absolutely boiling.


‘Oh, fine, nothing much to report,’ she says before gulping down a huge mouthful with no regard for the inside of her mouth.


‘Did you have to …’ Daisy raises her eyes from her bowl. ‘You know …’ She grimaces and mimes injecting the air with a syringe.


‘No, not today, thank god.’


‘Phew!’ Daisy and I say in unison. We know our mum would never volunteer information about having to put a pet down because it makes us too sad and yet we can’t help but ask about it, like morbid little ghouls.


‘But!’ Mum says, raising a finger to silence us. ‘Tom Greenwell and his dad were in with their cat today.’ She sips her soup. ‘He was asking about you.’


‘What a clever cat,’ I say.


I don’t even need to look up to know Mum’s comment was directed at Daisy, not me. I shift in my chair, grudgingly reminded of one of many times Daisy liked the same guy as me.


I always had a little bit of a crush on Tom, but last summer I’d made the mistake of whispering it to Daisy, my tongue blue from the Slush Puppie inching its way up the straw as we walked home from the beach. She said that she liked him too, and announced that she was going to ask him out. She never did, of course – it’s not really her style to be the ‘asker’ rather than the ‘asked’ – but she had marked her territory, which was enough to put me off. Tom was in her league. And I was very much in mine.


‘What was he saying?’ Daisy asks, eagerly. To be fair, Tom Greenwell is very cute. What can I say, I have good taste.


‘Oh, nothing much,’ Mum says. ‘Just wanted to know what you were up to this summer. I told him he could find you at the garden centre if he was particularly desperate.’ This makes Daisy squeal a little bit before grimacing.


‘But my work uniform is so ugly,’ she moans.


‘Yeah, but you’re not,’ I say with a shrug. ‘I’m sure Tom can see past a sick-green shirt and weird pinstripe trousers to your true beauty.’


‘The garden centre uniform is not that bad,’ says Mum. ‘My school uniform was—’


‘Yes, Mum, we know!’ Daisy and I groan in unison.


‘Brown wool blazer, fawn wool jumper, beige shirt, green tie, dark brown pleated skirt and brown tights,’ I continue, holding up a finger for each item.


‘Oh and flat, brown lace-up shoes,’ Daisy finishes for me.


‘It was awful!’ says Mum. ‘No chance of meeting boys in that. That’s how they wanted it. Anyway, what about the boy at the cinema you said you liked? I feel like we’ve been hearing about him for months.’


Daisy furrows her brow. ‘I don’t know, I haven’t been in a while what with exams and stuff. I should see if he’s still there. He’s even cuter than Tom. Nice blue eyes. Cool accent.’ She has a determined look in her eye, like it’s never occurred to her that anything might stand in her way. Assured.


‘I can’t even think of the last time I went to the cinema,’ says Mum.


‘Me neither … maybe I’ll see if Cassie wants to go after work one day,’ I say.


‘Work,’ says Mum, raising her eyebrows. ‘It’s funny hearing you two say that. You’re just tiny babies to me.’


‘Yeah, if I have to work it might as well be scooping ice cream with my best friend.’ My phone vibrates. ‘Speak of the devil.’


It is Cassie, even if it doesn’t say it’s Cassie – I saved her in my phone as ‘Ice Queen’ to reflect her status as heiress to Weston Bay and Seaforth’s premier ice-cream business.


It works even better because she’s the least frosty person I know.




I have two words for you


Which are?


Chocolate orange


That’s gonna be a HIT


My dad’s been working on it for ages trying to get it just right. Make sure your scoopin’ arm is feeling STRONG tomorrow


My SPIRIT is going to be feeling strong tomorrow. I am sincerely so hyped I get to spend the summer with you even if we’re working


It doesn’t feel like work when you’re there tbh





We’ve been working on the ice-cream stand for a few days now and, I’ve got to say, she’s not wrong. We’ve hit our stride. The days pass pretty quickly. And we’re getting paid for it.




Idk if I’m actually fun enough for that to be true [image: ]


DO YOU UNDERSTAND THERE IS LITERALLY NO ONE I WOULD RATHER TOIL WITH THAN YOU????





I grin and turn my phone face-down on the table.


‘Little custard tart things for afters?’ Mum asks.


‘Always,’ I say. A firm favourite of ours since we were little. Daisy used to eat the tart then bite on the silver cases they came in, leaving tiny toothmarks in the mangled foil.


‘Not for me,’ says Daisy. ‘I’m being good.’ I roll my eyes.


‘It’s your choice but I think you’re being ridiculous,’ says Mum.


Daisy sighs, disgruntled. ‘I just want to look optimally hot when I get to uni, is that a crime?’


‘Your optimal hotness is whatever you look like right now. I promise.’ Mum is good at reassuring Daisy. Better than I would be, anyway. To be honest, she’s good at reassuring both of us.


I don’t say anything. I don’t think Daisy has figured out how these comments affect me. At least, I hope she hasn’t. It’d be worse if she was saying them knowingly.


‘We’ll wash up,’ I say once the tarts have been reduced to shortbread crumbs on the plate, volunteering on behalf of Daisy.


‘Good girls,’ Mum says, winking at us. ‘Well, since you’re taking care of this, I’m going to watch back-to-back episodes of Four in a Bed if you would care to join me when your domestic labour is done.’


Daisy and I turn the radio on and dance to cheesy music while she washes and I dry, careful not to drop bowls in a fit of Phil Collins-induced mania.


Our mum’s voice cuts through from the living room into the intro of another eighties masterpiece. ‘Lily!’


‘Yes?’ I call back, turning the radio down.


‘I forgot to tell you – there’s a letter for you from Leeds.’


It feels like a fist has tightened around my heart.


‘Oh, OK …’ I say, hopefully loud enough for her to hear. ‘I’ll open it when I’m done in here.’ Daisy inhales sharply and twitches her nose, her universal symbol of disapproval. I guess she’s a bit annoyed about us not going to uni together anymore. She doesn’t notice my shaking hands. I was meant to be going to Bristol, same as Daisy. That’s what we had talked about. But when the offers came through and Daisy accepted hers straight away, I felt like maybe it was time for me to separate from her a bit. Go my own way. That’s the plan I deviated from. Now, of course, I don’t know what I was thinking. What I do know is I feel like I’m thinking about it all the time.


When I start feeling like this, I don’t feel like I can make my body do anything. It’s like a tightly wound spring: all tension. I barely hold it together while we finish the washing-up and then I slip upstairs, swiping the letter from the little table in the hall.


Daisy’s world may be the garden but my sanctuary is upstairs, in my room at the back of the house. Our small bedrooms are crowded together up here: Mum’s is painted a soothing mint green, Daisy’s a sugary lilac, and then … there’s the quiet chaos of mine.


It’s not just the stuff – books stacked everywhere, art supplies overflowing from every surface, canvases leaning against the walls and the cupboards – it’s the walls. I’m not saying my mum was wrong to let me have free rein on my bedroom, but if she ever wants to sell the cottage my bedroom is going to need a complete makeover.


The two walls that make up the corner of the room by the door are painted a flat, neutral white, with my bed pushed against the side that shares a wall with Daisy’s room. But the other two are a riot of colour and pattern and nature and leaves and vines and flowers in lush greens and vibrant blues and juicy pinks, like you’re deep in the jungle on another planet. I suppose letting me do what I want with my room is like letting Daisy do what she wants with the garden. ‘It’s your home, too,’ Mum always says.


As usual, just being in my space takes a little of the tension away. I can breathe here. But the letter in my hand is weighing me down. More than anything, I do not want to go to university in September. I do not want to leave my home. I do not want to leave my family. I do not want to leave comfort and familiarity. I absolutely, one hundred per cent, do not want to leave Cassie. But it’s too late.


I flop down on my bed, my heart pounding against my ribcage. I take a deep breath and slide my thumb into the envelope, tearing it open in jagged waves. When I wriggle the letter free, all the words jumble together in a nauseating haze until I finally unscramble them. An accommodation letter. What kind of halls do you want to be in? Catered or non-catered? How many people to a bathroom? How far from the campus? Do you mind sharing a room if push comes to shove?


I let out a groan, close my eyes and take another deep breath. At this point I’ve had to accept that the whole university thing – the whole future thing – is hanging over me like a black cloud, and most of the time I can keep a lid on it. But every so often it becomes uncontainable and I have to confront the fact that at the end of this summer I’ll have to leave my home.


It’s such a dark thought that I haven’t shared it with anyone, but I’m clinging on to the possibility that I might not get the results I need, and then I won’t have to go away. Results day is in forty-one days – I counted them on the calendar. That’s when it’s real.


Until then, I’m going to enjoy myself. I’ve only got one summer left. The last summer.


One summer to get my head around all the ways my life is going to change.





CHAPTER TWO


Another day, another dollar.


As I speed-walk from my house to the ice-cream stand on the green with its uninterrupted view of the sea, I know I’m running late. Not because I’m checking the time like a maniac, but because I pass the same people every day. I don’t need a watch to tell me I’m definitely late. It was the same when I went to school. If the dad in the baseball hat with the big beard and the little girl with a pink scooter were already round the corner, I was probably going to miss the bus. If they hadn’t made it round the corner yet, I still stood a chance. It’s the summer holidays now, so no one’s on the school run, but I’ve already missed the old man walking his Yorkshire Terrier. It’s not quite the kind of small town where everyone knows everyone, but it just works. Predictably, comfortingly, a well-oiled machine. Like a toy town. Late. Definitely late.


Finally the pink-and-burgundy-striped ice-cream stand appears in the distance and I breathe a sigh of relief that Cassie is already there. It’s still exciting that I get to spend the day with my favourite person. It’s not as if it’s particularly glamorous work, and we’ve only been doing it for a week, since her parents opened the cafe in Seaforth and needed two sensible young people to keep everything going here. But it’s fun to be outside all day, seeing what the town is up to, and being able to chat to Cassie like we’re still in the common room at college.


‘What an amazing dress!’ I call out to Cassie as I approach the stand. She looks up from the till, grins and gives me a twirl. Her midi smock dress is made of the most outrageous multicolour gingham and looks extremely cool with her chunky white trainers. Definitely a Cassie Palmer original.


Cassie likes making her own clothes not just because she can, but also because she’s really tall. And kind of … big. Our bodies aren’t the same – mine is softer, rounder, more conspicuously there. But there’s something about her body – the scale of it and its presence – that makes me feel at home when I’m with her. I don’t feel self-conscious with Cassie, or like she’s judging me. She’s too interesting to think that whether someone is fat or thin is a good basis on which to judge them.


‘Why thank you.’ She beams. ‘Only yesterday this very dress was …’ Cassie lowers her sunglasses in an invitation for me to guess.


‘No offence but … a duvet cover?’


‘Close! But nope!’


‘Curtains? A tablecloth?’


‘A tablecloth!’


‘Amazing. Truly amazing.’


‘I told you, I’ll teach you how to use a sewing machine one day. If I can do it, anyone can.’ I stop myself from telling her that’s not strictly true. Cassie is very smart, but because she’s mostly good at practical things like sewing and cooking she thinks that makes her less ‘actually smart’ than other people.


‘Does it feel like …’ Cassie says, squinting judiciously out towards the seafront while she yanks the lids off the ice cream tubs. ‘There are more people here this year?’


‘Yeah, I think you’re right. Obviously it helps that the weather is incredible.’


‘And it’s Friday. Nice little long weekend from London.’ She rummages in the cupboard underneath the counter and produces our matching baseball caps and aprons, which are surprisingly not too bad, just the iconic pink and burgundy stripe of all Palmer’s Ices promotional materials. I tend to wear black to work to account for these colourful flourishes, but Cassie just lets the patterns and colours clash gloriously together.


‘And it is indeed Friday!’ I clap. It’s the first weekend since we started working. Not that we’ve been working too hard.


‘It’s already twenty degrees at eleven o’clock in the morning on Friday the nineteenth of July. What a time to be alive,’ she says, spreading her arms wide and tilting her face towards the sky. It’s only going to get hotter from here. I dread to think what four o’clock will feel like.


‘Global warming though, isn’t it,’ I say with a grimace, giving in to my inability to chill the hell out. If university doesn’t kill me, maybe the heat death of the planet will.


‘Live in the moment, my dude,’ she says as the generator buzzes into action, ensuring our stock will stay nice and frozen. ‘I think we’re going to do a roaring trade today.’


I realize I’m beating my fingers against the palm of my hand in time to what Cassie’s saying. It’s something I’ve found myself doing lately when I feel overwhelmed by my thoughts. A way to find order in the chaos. ‘Live in the moment’ is the perfect phrase because it’s five syllables, which means one for each finger before ending on the thumb. Ending on the thumb. Another perfect phrase. I tap it out a few times before realizing I should stop. I snap out of it, shaking my hand to loosen the fingers that were balled up in a fist. ‘And if we do well here, imagine how business is gonna be in Seaforth – your parents opened the shop at exactly the right time.’


‘Right?’ Cassie gesticulates in exasperation. ‘They were so cautious about opening a proper sit-in cafe but I knew it was a good idea. Plus, this way we get to hold the fort here without them breathing down our necks.’


I pause for a moment, checking there’s enough change in the till (there is – the Palmers would never let something so important be overlooked). ‘Some guys threw a can of Red Bull at me from a moving car last night.’


‘What the hell?’


‘Yeah … that’s weird, right?’


‘I mean … who does that?’ Cassie asks, arching an eyebrow. ‘It’s madness! Did their parents not raise them right?’ She looks genuinely furious on my behalf.


‘Evidently not …’ I say, glowing with delight at her indignation. ‘I was running at the time.’


‘Running?!’


‘Don’t sound so surprised!’


‘No, no, I’m not! It’s just very … plot twist-y.’


I sigh, remembering my burning thighs. ‘It’s not for me. And not just because of the projectile.’ But as I say that I wonder if it’s true. I’m already wondering, if I went out again, how much further I could go, even if I only lasted another thirty seconds or a minute.


Cassie shrugs. ‘It’s cool that you tried though. I like this spirit of adventure for you.’


Perfect. Cassie is the perfect person to get involved with my little scheme to try new things this summer. She’ll be able to make all the terrifying stuff I’ll be doing heaps of fun, and I’m never more comfortable or more myself than I am when I’m with her. ‘Yeah, about that …’


‘Oooh!’ She looks enthused already.


‘So. The inescapable truth is that, yes, I’m going to uni at the end of the summer.’


‘Ah yes, that famous death sentence: university,’ Cassie says drily.


‘Look, you know I’m a little … wobbly about the whole thing. So to make everything slightly less wobbly, I want to hype myself up for The Big Change by trying something new every day, at least until I get my results.’


‘I’m listening.’ She nods, clearly intrigued now.


‘And I would like to enlist your help. You know, to keep me accountable and motivated and tell me what to do when my imagination fails me. All the things you’re good at.’


She beams. ‘I am honoured you would think of me for this task. You got today’s thing already?’


‘Nope!’


‘I’ll figure something out,’ she says, gazing mischievously out to sea, her big brown eyes focused on the still water.


We usually tag-team our brief lunch breaks and split whatever Cassie has brought with her: today’s lunchtime special is orzotto with peas. She always brings enough for both of us, but just puts it all in one Tupperware box because we’ll never be eating at the same time.


‘Are you sure we can’t eat lunch together?’ I ask, digging in.


‘If my mum drove past and saw the stand so much as looking like it was unattended, we would be unemployed so fast your head would spin.’


‘So … that’s a no, then?’


‘That’s a no.’


I suppose I should get used to not having someone to eat lunch with. Who knows who I’ll be sitting with when I get to uni.


By the afternoon, our biceps are aching from all the scooping. Chocolate orange was, as predicted, a great success. By three o’clock we have to ring Cassie’s mum at the cafe in Seaforth to tell her we’re out of strawberry, and within half an hour she’s run round another tub in their pink Palmer’s Ices van. She barely parks, pulling up by the green and waving at Cassie to come over, then speeds off back to work, blowing kisses at us out of the window.


Cassie’s mum, Tracy, is basically a business genius. She stepped in when Cassie was a baby and kind of took over the management of the whole company from Cassie’s dad, who’s a nice guy but has the complacency of someone running a family business whose success they take for granted. Since then, Tracy’s expanded the brand from back in the day, when you could only really buy the ice cream from the creamery where it’s made, to today, when it’s distributed to the cutest cafes on this stretch of the coast, and has two sites of its own. She could give any president or tech founder a run for their money. Hey, if Facebook was run by a forty-three-year-old Jamaican woman maybe the world wouldn’t be such a shitty place. Tracy Palmer’s firm but fair command could take on Zuckerberg any day of the week.


‘Still not tempted to take over the family business?’ I ask Cassie.


‘They wish,’ she says, ruefully. Cassie’s plans rather diverge from those of her parents. ‘Look, at least an art foundation course gives me plausible deniability. As far as they know, I could be planning on doing Palmer’s stuff after that.’


I look at her out of the corner of my eye. ‘But you’re not, right?’


‘Nah. You and I both know I was put on this earth to stress out my mum.’


We stand in silence for a moment, contemplating our very separate futures. Only a few months ago my big bold decision made so much sense – finally! Following my own path! Getting out of my little town, living away from the inevitable comparisons with my twin sister. Then reality set in. It started creeping up on me and never stopped.


‘Well, well, well, if it isn’t our old friend, Señor Mango Sorbet,’ Cassie says. I look out towards the seafront and spot a couple of our regulars: a stylish, good-looking, well-groomed couple in their early fifties, who have taken to stopping by on their way home a few times in this first week alone.


‘And his wife, Lady Red Plum,’ I chime in.


‘One scoop of mango sorbet, please!’ says Señor Mango Sorbet, fishing in his back pocket for his wallet. ‘And for the Mrs …’


Lady Red Plum says, ‘I’ll have—’


‘A scoop of red plum?’ Cassie interjects, grinning.


‘You read my mind! Am I that predictable?!’ The woman smiles and brushes her hair out of her eyes. A huge diamond ring glints on her finger.


‘Not at all,’ I reply. ‘It’s my favourite flavour too!’


They pay and thank us, wandering off licking their ice creams.


‘Do you reckon people find it weird that we remember their orders?’ Cassie asks me, as if struck by a horrible thought.


I consider it for a moment. ‘I’m not sure … maybe people like feeling seen? And remembered?’


‘Yeah. I mean, there are worse things to be remembered for.’


‘We remember those two because they’re so together. So sure of themselves. Not just because they always order the same thing.’


‘Yeah …’ she agrees. ‘Except … no one’s really all that together, right? Everyone’s got stuff going on. I wonder what their stuff is.’


Finally, six o’clock rolls around and it’s time to close the stall. Mercifully the weekend shift belongs to Graham, an overzealous retiree who has discovered a second life as an ice-cream salesman, and Chelsea, who doesn’t take it seriously at all, so Cassie and I are at liberty to hang up our aprons and indulge in a couple of pints.


‘Where do you want to go?’ Cassie asks. ‘Crown or Lighthouse?’


What she’s really asking is: what kind of night are we planning on having? There are other pubs in Weston Bay – lots in fact – but we generally just pinball between those two. The Lighthouse is run by my Uncle Michael, who takes his work sufficiently seriously that he’s there almost every night of the week. He took it over with his husband, Mark, a couple of years ago and it’s now a perfectly Instagram-ready haunt with cocktails, velvet seats, hanging planters and kitschy details. If we go to the Lighthouse it’ll be a sedate evening under the watchful eye of Uncle Michael and/or Mark. But if we go to the Crown … anything could happen. It will be extreme summer evening vibes.
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