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  Prologue




  The locks on the door to the top flat are smashed and broken but it still takes several fumbling attempts to open it. When it is finally pushed ajar, a stench flees through the

  crack, as though desperate to escape. It is the worst smell you could ever imagine, like sour milk, old sweat, fish, eggs and hair-removing cream liquidizing into a rotten soup. We shrink back for

  a moment before forcing the door wider against the open rubbish bags lining the dark corridor, leaking brown discharge into the bare floorboards. The opening door disturbs a hum of lazy, overfed

  flies, which rise and resettle. Roaches scuttle into the walls. Hand over mouth, I follow Kim as she rushes to the kitchen to open the glass door onto the tiny roof terrace. There is only just

  enough room for us to step out and stand without touching more piles of decaying waste, oozing like an acid trip with parasitic life. We both retch.




  ‘Oh my God . . .’




  We share a look, grimace; I hear myself laugh nervously.




  ‘Let’s try and open all the windows – get a breeze flowing through.’




  Holding our breath we return inside to prise open the kitchen window, held shut with nails and masking tape. We find tools – a dirty knife and spoon from the sink – to try to bend

  the nails away from the frame, returning to the terrace for gulps of air. We can’t shift it. Kim leads me back down the corridor to the bedsitting room at the front of the flat. Two sash

  windows behind pinned-up blankets give more easily thanks to rotted frames, letting in street noise and heavy dub bass. We hang thankfully out of a window each.




  Kim pulls down the blanket at her window and turns back inside, so I do the same, beginning to view the room through the dust motes careering in the shafts of sunlight. A Marshall amp and

  speaker dominate the space. A battered bass guitar in a sunburst finish leans against it, plugged in with a curly lead. A stained, burnt mattress with a sleeping bag takes up a corner of the bare

  floor. The only other furniture is a heaped clothing rail and shelving made from boxes turned onto their sides. Crumpled clothing spills across the floor. Thigh-length boots and odd stiletto shoes,

  a pair of worn-out ballet pumps. An old record player and ghetto blaster are surrounded by piles of albums and cassettes. Bottles and cans everywhere. Dozens of candles sit in hardened pools of wax

  around the fireplace. Above them, Tarot cards, silk scarves, smears of something decorate the walls, all arranged in the shape of crosses. I move closer and jump. An intricate pyre of cigarette

  ends and rotting fruit in the grate crawls with maggots.




  ‘Shit . . .’ Kim is back in the corridor at the bathroom door, peering in. I go to look. I can hear the drone of bluebottles before I see anything. My eyes grow accustomed

  enough to see that the toilet is filled up to its rim and that dried blood and puke splatter the floor and sink and smear the mirror. We shut the door.




  We need rubber gloves and newspaper and bags and bleach and disinfectant. A welcome excuse to leave and steel ourselves better for our return.




  A woman in flip-flops opens the door of the flat below as she hears us on the stairs. She yells in Spanish, pointing angrily at her ceiling.




  ‘Yes, we know. We’re sorry. We’re coming back to clean. Five minutes. Cinco minutos.’




  ‘You’ve remembered your Spanish!’ We giggle as we run down the stairs.




  Out on the street I light a cigarette, hands shaking. ‘Oh my God,’ I say again.




  Kim shakes her head, stunned. ‘I had no idea it’d got that bad. She wouldn’t let me in any more.’




  We walk towards the shops in freaked-out silence. The flat is in the only shabby building left in the row. Looking through the windows as we go by reveals open-plan conversions with polished

  wood floors sweeping through to backs with chrome fitted kitchen areas and French windows opening out onto decked courtyards. The housing association is sitting on a gold mine. I’m not

  surprised they’ve been trying to get rid of their sitting tenant for so long.




  I struggle to find something a friend should say.




  ‘Are you sure you can handle doing this, Kim? Maybe we should get, like, a professional cleaning company in or something.’




  ‘Wimping out?’ She’s half joking, eyeing me sardonically.




  ‘I didn’t mean that. I can cope if you can.’ I almost wish she couldn’t, though. ‘It’s just. It must be awful for you.’




  ‘Yeah, but. I just thought. There might be some sort of clue or . . . something that would help us understand. I don’t know. Probably not.’ Kim’s voice struggles through

  her tightening throat. ‘I just wanted to do something for her.’




  ‘How’re Patti and Jeff?’ I say.




  ‘Well,’ she shrugs awkwardly. ‘They’re staying with their friends in Shepherd’s Bush so they’re not too far from the hospital. Dad’s been drinking too

  much; his blood pressure’s up. He’s a state, really. Mum’s more practical. It’s her that went to see the housing trust to try and deal with all the problems. She says in a

  way maybe it’ll all be for the best, in the long run. Vonnie couldn’t have gone on, living like that. Of course, that upsets Dad even more. But maybe she’s right. Maybe this could

  be a turning point.’




  ‘Yeah,’ I agree, in as hopeful a tone as I can muster. I don’t ask how she is. We have formed over the years a way of skirting over the difficult things. It’s never

  seemed a problem in our friendship. If anything, it’s been one of its strengths. Kim is the one person I’m as sure as you can ever be that I’ll know when I am really old.




  We get the cleaning stuff from a pound shop and buy a couple of takeaway milky coffees from the only proper caff left. Calmer now, more ready.




  Inside, we put on gloves and make head holes in the top of black bin bags, wearing them, the way squares used to do for fancy dress parties when they went as punks. We start by putting the

  rubbish into new sacks and taking them out to the street. The flip-flop lady looks out again, tutting as we clump up and down. The main room is the easiest after that. The pyre is scooped onto

  newspaper and put in two bags. We don’t know how to kill maggots. We just shiver and gag and throw disinfectant over the ruddy stain.




  ‘I think I should take the bass and amp,’ says Kim. ‘Just in case. You never know who could get into this place. I’ll get Paolo to bring the van tomorrow.’

  Drummers. Useless father figures, but they do have vans. Kim flicks the switch to test it. The speaker crackles as it warms up and I thrum the strings of the bass.




  ‘Seems to be working.’




  It’s a Fender Jazz, circa 1976, really nice. I want to sling the strap round my shoulder and play it, but it doesn’t seem right. I switch it off.




  Kim is starting to pick cautiously through things. ‘Hey, remember this?’ She holds up a cracked old leather jacket with Loose painted on the back in white nail varnish.

  ‘Remember her having to pick off the letters the first time she wrote it ’cos she spelt it Lose?’




  We laugh then, really laugh, until Kim puts her arm in front of her face as her laughter contorts into crying, the jacket hanging limp from her other hand as she stands there in the middle of

  the room. She tries to control her features. She has her mother’s lucky genes and could still pass for thirty, except for the creases around her eyes and mouth that hang about for a beat

  after her expressions, like sustain. I don’t know how to comfort her. There seems to be too much space between us. I approach but she turns away from me, embarrassed, and says,

  ‘I’m OK.’




  I tear off a black bag and hold it open for the jacket. ‘That’s got to be one to keep, I think.’




  Kim sniffs it and wrinkles her nose. ‘I’m not so sure.’




  She holds it out for me and my nostrils flinch at the sharp, acrid stink. Sweat, alcohol, fags, something else. I poke my rubbered fingers gingerly into the inside pocket and they come out with

  a briny mulch on the tips.




  ‘Yeah, maybe not.’




  Kim turns away with her eyes shut. I don’t know what to say. I take the jacket and dump it in the bin bag and go to wash my gloves in the kitchen.




  ‘Maybe you really shouldn’t do this,’ I try again on my return.




  ‘I’m all right now, really. Anyway, what can we find now that’s worse?’




  It’s hard to imagine.




  Kim goes through a pile of ragged clothes.




  ‘I’m scared to look.’




  Everything is rank and mottled with mildew. Several Fifties cotton blouses in greying pastels, stained and torn. A cocktail dress with limp bows and fringes and a broken zip held with safety

  pins. Those ski pants we all used to wear with the stirrups under the feet; how funny they look now. Sixties suit skirts taken in tight with terrible hand-stitching. She hadn’t even cut off

  the excess material, just left it bunched at the seams. It hadn’t seemed odd, at the time, on her. A silk kimono that crumbles at a touch, devoured by moths. Hardly anything that can be saved

  by a wash.




  And, oh my God, my white dress. The one I got from Camden market at the start of it all, the one she wanted. ‘It’s a Vonnie dress,’ she’d said, but it was mine because I

  saw it first. I loved it, I really did. Straight, simple, with spaghetti straps and a scoop neck, made from some sort of bubbly silk that you never see any more. I felt like one of the Vandellas in

  it. I wore it with black kitten heels and bare legs and my black three-quarter-length leather coat, with the big matching buttons left undone. I was in my Moddy phase: hair dyed blackest black,

  shaved up the back and back-combed high, curving down into points around my cheeks. I remember feeling beautiful when I looked like that. Everyone said the look suited me. I wore it like an

  identity. It was like being somebody else.




  She must have rescued it years later when it didn’t fit me any more. I’d put on weight and the seam taken in around the bum had finally given out. I think about keeping it, but it

  looks beyond saving.




  Eventually, Kim needs to pick Franklin up from school. Franklin wants to visit Vonnie, but Kim doesn’t think it’s a good idea just now. She plans to distract her by shopping for new

  trainers. Franklin wants Converse ones, like Kim’s. Imagine, being a teenager and wanting the same shoes as your mother. Times have changed.




  We pour bleach wherever we can. Relief and disinfectant begin to overpower the smell. We wash our gloves in the kitchen and I go to put the new cleaning things in the cupboard under the sink,

  but Kim suddenly lurches forward to stop me.




  ‘Don’t look in there,’ she says quickly, her hand tightly gripping my arm. Her urgency makes my heart race. Whatever she knows is in there, I don’t want to see.




  ‘When does this have to be cleared up by?’ I ask as we leave.




  ‘As soon as. The fumigators are coming on Wednesday. I’ll come back tomorrow for the bass and the amp and anything else I should look after.’




  ‘Do you want me to come?’




  ‘No, I’ll be fine. I’ll have Paolo with me. Thanks for coming today.’




  ‘It’s OK. Call me if I can help. I don’t mind.’




  ‘All right.’




  But I hope she doesn’t. I hear excuses running through my head already, the way they did when Kim first called.




  The tube station is in the opposite direction from Franklin’s school, but I stroll along with Kim. Toby is away working, as usual, securing a deal for his hot new band in Japan. I

  don’t feel like going back to an empty house.




  I haven’t walked around these streets for years. Funny really, considering it was the only place I ever thought I really belonged. Saying you lived in West Eleven was better than saying

  your name. It said so much more about you, and made you so much more. Made you someone. You were In with the In Crowd. It was the only place I’d lived in London where I’d known several

  people in the same street, people I wanted to know. We’d drop in on each other, whenever, and just hang out. It’s all we ever seemed to do, although ‘doing’ didn’t

  really come into it. I can’t remember what it involved. I wouldn’t know how to hang out now.




  ‘Wasn’t this Ruby’s place for a while?’ asks Kim, as we pass a basement room that could possibly be the one she rented for a time from a Portuguese couple who

  didn’t mind her practising trumpet. Neither of us can remember the number, although at the time we were round there every other day. If it is the one it’s unrecognizable now, with a

  patio and pots of expensive plants, where it used just to be the place you passed the bins to get in and out. I ask Kim if she’s heard from Ruby, but she hasn’t. How could even friends

  like Ruby drift out of your life so easily? Soulmates that shared your wild dreams. Last Kim heard she’d gone into social work and was buying a flat with her boyfriend.




  We pass the flea markets where we bought all our clothes and records. I can’t help but look out for the guy with the quiff who pressed rare rockabilly records and always gave me a freebie.

  Of course he’s long gone, unless he went into importing oriental furniture in the shop that’s there now. And there’s the house where the rock star lived, who you coolly treated

  like anybody else, just saying, ‘All right?’ as you passed him in the street. He smiled at you more when you were blonde. I saw on the news that he’d died. Kim says someone we

  knew went to the funeral. It was ‘great’, apparently. They were re-releasing his back catalogue on CD.




  The old men’s pub on the corner. Where’s the old Rasta who was always sitting on the pavement outside grinning, swaying his mossy locks to the reggae? I glance in. It’s become

  a bar with cool blue neon strips and modern art on the walls to replace the old maroon flock wallpaper. It is filled with young white men with salon haircuts and designer jeans talking on mobiles.

  Loud music blares out, chart music.




  ‘Christ, when did it become OK to listen to this stuff?’ I try to joke, but neither of us laughs. We fall quiet as our shared past seeps into us like fine rain. We pass the corner

  where we used to busk and the wall we graffitied with the name of our band, to make it look as though we had a following. There’s a billboard up there now, rotating advertisements for Orange,

  United Colors of Benetton and a TV show putting together a brand-new girl band.




  But we are seeing Vonnie posing in her stilettos, slapping the double bass she managed to nick for a time off Billy, as she sucked in her cheeks for the photos. Hearing the echoes of Kim and

  Ruby’s horns, and their laughter as they were introduced as the Bra Section. Feeling the rhythms that Nick bashed out on bongos and congas and toy marimbas and anything else she could

  find, while I strummed the bust-up old flamenco guitar I found in a skip. And Ava’s wild voice, dancing around the racket while she danced around the crowd gathered about us as though we were

  the very centre of everything.




  The excitement flickers from its embers once again, before dying back into a wistful ash.




  As we turn into my old road I am haunted by my own ghost. It is as if a drop of the essence of me lingered on when I left, infusing the atmosphere like patchouli. My ether, forever padding up

  and down in winklepicker shoes, tiny steps from too-tight skirts, arm swinging the snakeskin vanity case. I copied that from her, apparently. I was stealing her identity, she said, when she had it

  out with me. I’d said I didn’t know what she was talking about, and I’d thought, how can anyone’s identity rest so precariously on the swing of a handbag?




  But it had, obviously.




  I suddenly hope I don’t see anyone I used to know. I don’t want them to see me now, without my Sixties eyes. I don’t want to see them now, either. But I recognize no one and no

  one recognizes me. The people have changed. I don’t know why I’m surprised by that.




  Franklin strolls out of the school gates with her friends. She is so at ease, so urban, leggy and narrow-hipped in flared burgundy school trousers. Who would have thought the Seventies

  would’ve ever come back in? Nobody who’d seen them the first time round, that’s for sure.




  ‘Aren’t those your old trousers?’ I joke with Kim, to chase away the shadows as Franklin spots us and wanders over.




  ‘I never had anything that gross.’




  ‘You did! They weren’t gross at the time; they were really cool. Your family were always so trendy.’




  ‘But you hated trendy things.’




  ‘I didn’t. I was jealous as hell.’




  ‘Were you? I’m sure you said you hated trendy things. I remember thinking you were really cool like that.’




  ‘Did you?’




  It is news to me. How funny, to find out Kim had thought me cool. I’d always been so desperate to impress her, and never thought I had.




  ‘I probably only said I hated anything trendy because I could never compete. Remember those awful boys’ shoes I made my mum get me when you got your wedges, and everyone teased me

  mercilessly because they looked like brothel creepers? Or when I was desperate for a denim dress like yours and my mum got me one from Littlewoods with puffed sleeves and a floral S-belt? God, you

  laughed at me.’




  ‘Did I? What a horrible friend! Why did you ever put up with me?’




  ‘No one else would, remember. We weren’t exactly popular.’




  Franklin is here. She is unembarrassed by her mum, just kisses us on the cheek like we are friends and rolls her eyes good-humouredly when I say how much she’s grown. When did I become the

  kind of parents’ friend that says that kind of thing? She is going to be beautiful. She has her mum’s bones and her dad’s skin, and hair a cross between the two, tamed into a knot

  for school. I’d have given anything to look like that when I was her age. She is fourteen – the age Vonnie was when I first met her. It is astounding. To me now, Franklin seems so young

  and innocent. To me then, Vonnie was so grown up and already filled with all the knowledge you’d need to go out in the world. Even when, with my adult eyes, I try to picture her at fourteen,

  I can’t see her for the kid she must have been. However much time has warped me into this other age and place and time, Vonnie will always be one step ahead of me.




  We imagined we would have kids at the same time, Kim and I, the way best friends often do. But Franklin was an accident and Kim couldn’t face an abortion, even if she didn’t feel

  ready to be a mum. I’d thought she was too young. There was still so much we wanted to do with our lives. I remember thinking it like it was yesterday. Being excited about all the things I

  wanted to achieve. There was still time. Becoming mothers just didn’t come into it – kids would have got in the way. I’d felt sorry for Kim.




  If I’d had a daughter then too, would she and Franklin be best friends? I half wish I had. I have a sudden understanding, for the first time, of why people have kids. It’s like

  living it all again without having to actually go through it.




  You could be glad they have it all in front of them, for their sake and your own.




  







  1




  Lizzie




  For us it all began in the summer of ’76, the year the sun scorched the grass the colour of sand and no one could sprinkle their lawns or take a bath, and the year I

  could no longer run around without my top on. According to my best friend Kimberley, my boobs were already as big as her sister Yvonne’s, even though I was only eleven and she was nearly

  fifteen. It wasn’t saying much. Kimberley called Vonnie’s gnat bites, they were so small. If mine kept on growing I would have to ask my mum if she would buy me a bra and I

  couldn’t think of anything more embarrassing. Getting boobs was even worse than starting your periods because they were harder to hide from boys. Before I’d ever met Vonnie I wanted to

  be like her, just because it didn’t sound as though she’d ever need a bra. She’d got away with something and to me that made her seem free.




  That summer was the first time I was allowed to go and stay with Kimberley for the weekend.




  ‘You’ll probably think Vonnie’s pretty,’ Kim had said. ‘She certainly thinks so. But I don’t. If you ask me, she’s pretty ugly.’




  Kimberley wasn’t speaking to Vonnie when we became best friends. She couldn’t remember what they had fallen out over in the first place, but whatever it was, their fight lasted for

  months. It made me scared to meet her; she seemed so mean. The first night I was there she was out, but we heard her let herself in way after we’d gone to bed. Her dad hadn’t gone to

  pick her up or anything. I was on a zed bed, as close to Kim’s as it could possibly be, and we were still awake, giggling in the dark at the thought of Miss Hodge and Miss Miller being

  lesbians.




  Kim’s house wasn’t like other people’s. She said it was because her dad was an architect and he’d designed it himself and had it built on a bit of land on the outskirts

  of a posh village. It was big and white and modern with huge windows and no wallpaper and instead of an upstairs it sprawled about, with arches and walkways through to other bits. Her mum and dad

  had their bedroom in an annexe with their own TV and en-suite bathroom with a shower. When they went to watch TV after dinner it was almost like being alone in the house with no grown-ups. From

  Kim’s bedroom we could hear the front door open and close and someone banging around in the kitchen.




  ‘She’s probably drunk,’ Kim said. ‘And I bet she’s been snogging.’




  I went, ‘Urgh.’ We thought about snogging for a while.




  ‘Has she got a boyfriend, then?’ I asked.




  ‘Oh lots,’ said Kim. ‘One of them gives her lovebites and Mum calls him the Vampire.’




  I tried to imagine my mum joking about my boyfriend. Not even my only boyfriend, one of my boyfriends. She always invited my new friends round for tea to check they were suitable, but I

  didn’t know if she’d do that if it was the kind of person who’d bitten my neck. I thought I’d rather die than sit up at the table at my house eating lettuce and Marmite

  sandwiches with my mum and Mr Grundy and my boyfriend. I really couldn’t think of anything worse. And then I tried to imagine having a boy attached to my neck by his mouth. Was it

  something boys liked, or were you supposed to like it? And what were you supposed to be doing while he was stuck there? I didn’t think I wanted a boyfriend.




  After a while Kim leant over and whispered, ‘Vonnie says she’s Done It, but I don’t believe her.’ We thought about that for a while too.




  Eventually I said, ‘Did it hurt?’




  ‘She said it was agony and she bled pints of blood all over the sheets. She had to wash them herself before Mum saw.’ Of course I’d imagined Doing It before, but not where. I

  certainly couldn’t imagine doing it in my mum’s house.




  I was thinking up the right questions to ask without looking too stupid when a shadow loomed into the light that was breaking through the crack in the bedroom door from the hallway. I looked up

  as the door was pushed wide and a silhouette leant against the door frame. An orange outline of wild, corkscrew hair flared out over a big, upturned collar. A glow moved from hip height to mouth

  level, where it brightened for a moment before an exhalation of smoke drifted up towards the huge moon of a paper lantern behind.




  ‘Wonders will never cease,’ Vonnie slurred, taking another drag of her cigarette. ‘Kimmie’s actually found a friend.’ She blew the smoke into the room at us and her

  breath smelt of something else strong and sharp and fiery. It made her seem like a dragon.




  ‘Go away, you stupid old witch,’ Kim spat.




  Vonnie cackled and went, ‘Oooooh!’




  ‘I mean it! Get out! Get out!’ Kim was going crazy. ‘I hate you!’




  The shadow kicked the door wide and slunk towards us cackling, stretching out its spindly fingers towards our beds and grabbing at our feet. Even though I knew it was Kim’s sister it

  spooked me and we both started screaming and scrabbling to the heads of our beds.




  ‘Shut up. Mum and Dad’ll hear you, you baby,’ Vonnie suddenly snapped and stopped laughing. She took a final swipe at Kim before putting her thumb to her teeth and flicking it

  towards us as she turned to flounce away.




  ‘That’s an Italian rude word,’ said Kim when she had gone. ‘It’s like doing a V-sign.’




  But it was way cooler than doing a V-sign. I could imagine doing it to the boys when we went to the big school next year. They wouldn’t know what it meant, but they’d have to pretend

  they did.




  The next morning I put on the clothes my mum had packed for me. She’d made me a dirndl skirt in a flowery print and bought a new smocked top with puffed sleeves to go

  with it. I put them on with ankle socks and my brown Clarks sandals. I was about to put my pigtails in when I saw how Kim was dressed and then I changed my mind about the pigtails. Kim was wearing

  maroon cords with purple denim pockets and a purple V stitched at the knee above the bellbottom. And she had a matching stripy tank top. We’d only ever seen each other in school uniform

  before and now she suddenly looked like a trendy teenager and I was still a silly little kid.




  ‘Is that what you’re wearing?’ she asked, which was a stupid question really.




  I still replied, ‘No,’ though. I felt myself go red so I started brushing my hair. ‘My mum forgot to pack my jeans and stuff. I don’t know what she put these things in

  for.’




  Kim said, ‘Oh,’ but I don’t think she believed me.




  We went out into the garden. It was enormous, with a lawn with a Swingball in the middle, and a fish pond and a tree house. Kim shinned up into it with the ease of a boy and I followed, making

  sure not to care about getting dirty. I forgot about my clothes until Yvonne emerged at midday. All she had on was a tiny string bikini, big round sunglasses and a straw cowboy hat. She sat on a

  lounger on the patio and smeared herself all over with suntan oil. Then she lay back and took her top off, just like that, without caring who was looking, and covered her face with her hat.




  Her boobs were practically nothing. She didn’t have any hips either, or a tummy, or any fat at the tops of her legs. They were straight and long and bony and shiny and I couldn’t

  stop sneaking looks at her. Their mum and dad brought lunch out on a hostess trolley and sat on loungers next to Vonnie, and she still didn’t bother covering herself up. Kim’s mum

  called us over. Vonnie sat up, pushing her hat back, and I knew she was looking me over behind her glasses. Why did my mum make me wear such stupid clothes?




  Their mum and dad asked me lots of questions about where I lived and what my mum and dad did and stuff. I never knew what to say about my dad so I just told them my mum worked at a hospital and

  hoped people would think she was a nurse and stop asking about my dad. Vonnie just kept staring in my direction. She drank wine with her parents and lit up a cigarette after she’d finished

  eating. She stubbed it out again after a couple of puffs and took her sunglasses off, swinging them from her fingers while she looked me up and down. It was the first time I’d seen her eyes.

  They were huge and round and luminous green, like a cat’s.




  ‘You’re quite pretty,’ she finally declared. ‘And you’ve got nice hair. We should plait it all over for you later and make it go frizzy.’




  I went red and I didn’t know what to say. They were all looking at me. Kim rolled her eyes at me with her back to Vonnie so she couldn’t see. I giggled back to show I thought it was

  a stupid idea. But I didn’t really. I’d never been allowed to have my hair curled or cut into a style or feathered or anything. I wasn’t even allowed flicks at the side.




  Kim said, ‘Come on, let’s go to the rec.’ She didn’t even ask her mum and dad if we could, and she got down from lunch without asking, too. Her parents didn’t even

  say behave or be careful crossing the road or don’t talk to any strangers. So we went to the play park in the village and sang Abba songs as we swung on the swings standing up. I was the

  blonde one and Kim was the dark one.




  ‘Maybe we should crinkle my hair. Agnetha does do hers curly sometimes,’ I suggested. ‘Then we could dress up as them properly later.’ But Kim said she didn’t feel

  like doing Abba any more.




  I didn’t know if she meant just then or ever, but I didn’t want to ask.




  When we got back to Kim’s there was loud, crashy music coming from Vonnie’s room.




  ‘Let’s spy on her,’ said Kim, so I followed her out through the sliding glass doors in the dining room and round to Vonnie’s window, the other side of the house to

  Kim’s. She had a crooked bamboo blind that was still down even though it was daytime, and we crouched down to peer through the slit at the bottom. When our eyes got used to looking in I could

  see her room was a tip. She had a big Coca-Cola lampshade that gave the room a red light and there were records and clothes all over the floor. Yvonne had cleared a space and was exercising in a

  dancey sort of way in bare feet and a pair of silver hotpants and a boob tube. She had her hair tied up with bobbles in high, puffy bunches that stuck out at the sides of her head. She was bouncing

  up and down in a jerky motion with her arms swinging out, but she was a lot better than Pan’s People. She started singing along to the chorus of ‘Rebel Rebel’, pouting at herself

  in the mirror.




  She twirled round with her arms above her head and then danced over to her cigarettes on the bed, stopping for a moment to light one. She threw the packet down, shaking the match out and tossing

  it at her bin as she started to move again, sucking at the cigarette in her other hand. I’d stolen a cigarette once from Mr Grundy’s packet and taken it to school in my pencil case, and

  Kim and I had smoked it at the bottom of the playing field, but we hadn’t liked it. Vonnie made smoking look brilliant though, and I thought maybe I should have another go sometime. And then

  Vonnie turned and saw us and shouted, ‘What the fuck do you think you’re doing? Fuck off! You little perverts!’




  I didn’t know what perverts were, but it didn’t sound good. I ran away quickly, but Kim was shouting back, ‘You can’t stop me. And anyway, you’re the

  pervert!’




  I could hear Vonnie’s sarcastic laugh. ‘How can I be the pervert, you dummy? You’re the one spying on people like a peeping Tom.’




  ‘Well, you think you look great, but you don’t: you look stupid,’ Kim said back. ‘Doesn’t she, Liz?’




  I didn’t want to say anything so I shrugged and said, ‘Come on,’ and backed away.




  My mum didn’t like me being called Liz. She didn’t mind Beth, if I had to be shortened to anything at all, but she preferred me to be my whole proper name, Elizabeth.




  But I didn’t like Elizabeth. It was old-fashioned and boring, and I didn’t stop people calling me Liz or Lizzie any more.




  I hoped Vonnie wouldn’t tell on us. My mum had said if I was any trouble she wouldn’t let me stay again. And I really wanted to. Being at their house was like being on holiday the

  whole time. Mum had told me to be helpful to Kim’s mum, but it was difficult to find anything to help with. They had a dishwasher instead of washing up and Kim’s mum never seemed to be

  in the kitchen or doing the housework.




  We went into the sitting room, only they called it the lounge, and Kim put the telly on, which was a really big one, and colour. They didn’t have flowery armchairs and a matching sofa or a

  fireplace. They had an orange leather chair that you could spin round on and a huge brown velvet couch that was more like a bed, with shaggy cream cushions that matched the carpet. They

  didn’t even have curtains, just some macramé thing hanging in the window with beads on. There was a coffee table with chrome legs and a smoky brown glass top and a pile of

  Vogues and other fashion magazines on it.




  ‘Can I look at them?’ I asked Kim.




  ‘ ’Course,’ she said. ‘Why do you even ask?’




  ‘Are you allowed to? My mum doesn’t let me,’ I said.




  ‘Your mum’s a weirdo,’ she laughed.




  ‘No, she isn’t, she’s normal,’ I said. ‘Your mum’s the one who’s weird.’




  ‘No, she’s not. She keeps up with the fashions ’cos she was a model in the olden days when she was young,’ Kim replied.




  ‘No, she never,’ I said, but Kim said that yes she was and she could prove it, and she went and got some photo albums off a shelf in the alcove.




  I’ve seen pictures of my mum when she was young, and she was pretty and slim, in those dresses with a little waist and a big full skirt. But she still looked like my mum. Kim’s mum

  didn’t look like anyone’s mum in photos. She was thin as a stick, in tight skirts and high stilettos, and she didn’t smile but stood posed like a statue. She was very glamorous. I

  didn’t know whether to believe it really was Kim’s mum or not, but there were also pictures of her getting married to Kim’s dad, and with Vonnie and then Kim when they were

  little. They were often in nice places, like hot countries with beaches and palm trees.




  They didn’t seem to have their tea at a certain time at night. It was late, though. We were allowed to help ourselves and eat where we liked. I’d never eaten Italian food before, not

  counting Alphabetti Spaghetti. Kim’s mum and dad and Vonnie had theirs in the dining room, which had a really long table and chairs with high backs like thrones, and they drank wine in big

  purple glasses like goblets. We had fizzy grape juice in goblets too, so it looked like wine. Vonnie sat at one end in a floaty turquoise top that was see-through. Her hair was newly washed and

  curled into ringlets that cascaded over one shoulder. She sat with her back straight and her legs crossed to the side, and ate really small mouthfuls only using her fork. She was like a real-life

  princess.




  We were allowed to eat in front of the TV and watch anything we wanted; they didn’t even check. We saw Starsky and Hutch. We both liked Starsky best. I liked Hutch too really, but I

  never said. There was a horror film on afterwards which Vonnie came and watched with us, about teenagers being chased by devil people who could move objects with the power of their evil thoughts.

  It was really scary and I thought I’d have nightmares, but Vonnie just laughed at it.




  Kim was sitting in the swivel chair and after the film finished Vonnie winked at me and did a shush sign and slid silently across the couch. She suddenly grabbed Kim’s ankle, like one of

  the devil people did to a girl in the film. You’ve never heard anyone scream so loud. Vonnie and I laughed together. Kim joined in in the end. Their dad came in to see what all the racket was

  about and I thought we were going to get into trouble, but Vonnie told him what she’d done to Kim and he grinned too, a fuzzy sort of grin with out-of-focus eyes. He didn’t even seem to

  realize we were up past bedtime or watching things we shouldn’t.




  There was jazz music coming from the dining room and Vonnie went back with him to have more wine. Kim and I tried to move objects with our minds for a while, but neither of us could. Kim tried

  to cheat by sneakily raising the table with her knee to make her glass slide across, but I caught her. We got sleepy and lay end to end on the couch. We thought the boy who saved the girl in the

  film was quite nice and wondered if any of the boys at the big school would look like that. We made a pact we wouldn’t have a boyfriend unless the other one got one at the same time.




  We must have fallen asleep because next thing I knew was Kim’s mum throwing quilts over us and turning out the light, and the sound of her Scholls slapping as she walked back down the

  corridor.
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  Beth




  I travel back to mine and Toby’s on the tube, but my mind doesn’t want to come with me. It is as though I have time-travelled back to my past, my old life, my old

  self, and got stuck there. I can’t bring my soul back to the present. At Hampstead station my body carries me down the High Street and into our road, through our wrought-iron gate and up to

  our front door, but it’s as though I am seeing it all for the first time, through the eyes of my young self, the eyes of Lizzie. Somewhere in the time-travelling process things seem to have

  switched around and actually I’m still in the past, but travelling into the future and seeing a glimpse of what becomes of me. I am amazed. This future me lives in a fuck-off posh house in

  Hampstead. How do I get here? Lizzie asks. I feel I should know, but when I try to tell her, the answer slips away from me like a dream in the morning.




  My body pulls me urgently inside the house. It’s got the heebie jeebies after Vonnie’s flat. It kicks the front door shut behind me and strips off my clothes as it heads for the

  washing machine, bunging them straight in and washing my hands before I touch anything else. It runs upstairs and immerses me under the shower, scrubbing my head and body until my skin is sore, to

  get rid of any invisible eggs that may have been laid on me. I was like a junkie on the tube. I scratched my head so much the guy next to me moved away.




  When I’m as convinced as I can be I’m clean, I go back downstairs and smoke another unofficial cigarette out the French window. Officially I’ve given up. Nobody smokes any

  more. It’s become the disgusting habit squares always said it was, even at gigs and parties, for Christ’s sake. In my heart of hearts I still think it’s cool, though. I

  can’t help it. It’s Vonnie’s fault. She always looked amazing the way she smoked a cigarette.




  Vonnie. I flick the butt away from me with the exaggerated gesture she used to use, into a bush where Toby will never look, and turn back into the room. The shower has made me feel more normal

  in my surroundings, but still it gives me a shock to see my reflection in the vast gilt-edged mirror above the Georgian fireplace. A grown woman looks back at me, standing in a luxurious hotel

  bathrobe in magazine-beautiful surroundings, like an advert for some lifestyle-inducing product or other. Not Lizzie at all. How did I become the woman with the sleek hair and expensively

  maintained skin?




  The house is unusually still and quiet. I don’t know what to do with myself now my cigarette’s over.




  ‘Fucking bastard,’ I say, out loud to Toby, for being away. At least if he were around I could lose myself in his stories about the hassles of his work – the lead singer

  who’d walked off stage in a huff halfway through an American tour; the day spent cajoling him over the phone. The poor album sales of an ex-boy band member who’d gone solo. The massive

  deal he’d finally secured for his next big thing. I love all that stuff, usually. I drink it in like a tonic. Or, even better, there’d be people coming over that I could get ready for:

  industry types Tobes has to entertain: Japanese execs, wannabe rockstars, actual rockstars. I am cool in these situations – the hostess with the mostest, Toby calls me. I am an asset to him.

  ‘You were so great tonight,’ he always says afterwards. ‘You did me proud.’ And it makes me feel I have slipped into the right life for myself, the one that fits me.




  I flop onto the perfectly distressed leather couch and try and acclimatize, adjust myself back into the woman that lives here, the woman I’ve been for the last however many years it is

  since the Vonnie days. It’s hard. Somewhere along the line the years have melded into decades, but suddenly I can’t get beyond being twenty-two. I’ve got the feeling I’ve

  gatecrashed some music biz type’s party the way we used to do. Any second now Vonnie and Kim and the girls will suddenly come bursting in from the kitchen, laughing hysterically with all the

  booze and drugs they’ve managed to filch. I never thought in a million years it’d be the sort of house I’d one day have. But then, nice houses weren’t something I ever

  dreamt about. Saying goodbye to my youth wasn’t something I ever thought about, either.




  It just wasn’t going to happen, not to us.




  I play the messages on the answerphone. Most are for Toby. One invites us to a private party at Soho House later. I get a sudden guilty flash of Kim back at her place on the White City estate.

  Maybe she’d like to go. Just get out and fucking forget it all. I reach for the phone and call her.




  ‘Pronto?’ Paolo shouts into the phone, over loud music – a frenetic mixture of jazz and drum ’n’ bass – blaring from his home studio.




  ‘Hi, Paolo – it’s Beth. How’s things?’




  ‘Ahh, bella Betty! Bella Betty Boop!’ He says this every time. ‘Come sta?’




  ‘Bene, bene. And you?’




  ‘I am very well thank you very much for the asking.’




  ‘Good. Is Kim there?’




  ‘Si, si, momento . . .’ He drops the phone and bashes through the flat yelling for Kim. He must tickle Franklin or something as I hear her breaking into giggling squeals and

  Kim’s laughter as she approaches the phone.




  ‘Hi, Beth.’ She is breathless.




  ‘Sorry, am I interrupting something?’ I laugh. At least she’s got some life going on at hers.




  ‘No, we were just dancing to Paolo’s latest tune. It’s great – can you hear it?’ She doesn’t hear me saying ‘YES!’ as the music suddenly deafens

  me while she holds the phone to the speaker. Paolo and Franklin start rapping in Italian and laughing maniacally in the background.




  ‘He knows some guy who might use it on this porn film he’s making for cable.’




  ‘Cool! It’s great.’




  Paolo is always just a moment away from his big break. He plays drums for about six different bands at a time, all just on the brink of being discovered. He plays every recording session

  he’s offered, just in case it’s that final connection on the circuit that will conduct him to success. Any cash that comes his way goes on the one missing vital piece of equipment that

  will mean he can finally produce next summer’s dance hit. He never gives up on his dreams. It always embarrasses me that Toby never gets round to listening to any of his demos, or coming to

  any of his gigs.




  ‘I haven’t got time to do any more favours for losers,’ is how he puts it to me, which I translate for Paolo into, ‘Toby’s company isn’t taking on any new

  stuff at the moment,’ or ‘Toby’s in New York,’ or even, ‘Toby loves it; he’ll see what he can do.’




  Paolo is never deterred. ‘Music is my life,’ he slurs without fail every time he is drunk, which is most nights. ‘Music is my blood.’ At which point he’ll insist on

  a spontaneous jam, wherever he is, with whatever he can find to play. This will either charm whoever’s in the room, or make them leave it. He doesn’t care which. He doesn’t even

  notice. He is in his own world, which he extends, when he remembers, lovingly around Kim and Franklin. But it doesn’t look like a loser’s world to me. It’s a world where magic can

  happen. I understand why Kim is so in love, and I am glad for her. Franklin’s dad – now there was a real loser.




  ‘I was just calling to check you’re OK,’ I say, but I already know my concern is redundant, for now. She has obviously been drowning her sorrows.




  ‘Yeah, I’m kind of all right, thanks. I was a mess when I got in. I really wanted a bath but I didn’t have any money to top the key up for the meter, and when Paolo got back we

  had a huge row ’cos he’d blown all his dole already, and he only got it this morning. Stupid bastard went to Waitrose to do the shopping, can you believe him?!’




  ‘Oh no!’




  Paolo realizes she’s talking about him and starts ranting in the background. I can’t make out what’s he’s saying, but Kim swears at him good-naturedly in Italian.




  ‘Still, at least he spent it on food for a change. And he had a couple of quid for the hot water and ran me a bath while he made a ginormous pizza the size of our table, and we’re on

  our third bottle of vino, so I’ve forgiven him. He was trying to cheer us up, I guess.’




  She shrieks as Paolo (I imagine) grabs her round the waist from behind and swirls her around.




  ‘Dance with me, balli, balli!’ he shouts, and Kim drops the phone. It is usual for me to be on the end of the phone hearing about Kim’s life, whether it’s

  happening there and then, like now, or she’s recounting her hassles at the housing office, or embarrassing fights in the street with Paolo when he’s pissed, or being hauled in to talk

  to teachers about her difficult home life to excuse the trouble Franklin’s in at school. Over the years Vonnie has often been one of many traumas Kim has had to cope with. Her life is so full

  of stress that I often don’t know what to say. We were in it together forever; at least we were to begin with. But we somehow ended up in different worlds, or rather at different ends of the

  same world.




  Usually I feel guilty. My life seems so easy in comparison. But tonight there is something else that is making it hard to listen. I realize with some surprise that it’s envy. However hard

  her life is, it is still somehow emphatically hers. Kim picks up the phone again.




  ‘Sorry, Beth – what were you saying?’




  ‘Nothing. Look, I know this sounds a bit . . . I dunno – inappropriate – but you don’t feel like going out, do you? There’s a party in Soho and I just thought . . .

  you might just want to get out or something.’




  ‘Oh, thanks, Beth. It’s a nice idea but I’m too done in now, I think. Plus Paolo’s cooked and everything. And Franklin’s a bit hyper. I should stay in with her

  really. I think she’s pretty freaked out about Vonnie, you know. Thanks, though.’




  ‘I didn’t think you would, really. I just thought, you know. If you didn’t have anything going on you might need to take your mind off things.’




  ‘Yeah, thanks. I would’ve done, but . . . I’ll be all right.’




  ‘OK. Just give me a call if there’s anything I can do, all right?’




  ‘Yeah, I will.’




  ‘I’ll call you tomorrow.’ I pause for a second. I don’t know what to say about Vonnie, but I can’t just not mention her as if nothing’s happened.




  ‘I’m sure everything’ll be all right, you know? Vonnie, I mean. I’m sure Vonnie’ll be all right.’




  ‘Yeah, well. Been here before.’ Kim tries to laugh. ‘Anyhow. Ciao for now.’




  ‘Bye.’




  I keep holding the phone not wanting to put it down and be on my own. I try to think of who else I could call up and take with me to the party. Out of the dozens of people I know there’s

  no one right. I need it to be someone who knows about Vonnie and Kim’s the only one now. It used to be that everyone around me knew Vonnie. I guess everyone still does in the world I used to

  inhabit with her. After all, it was me that moved on.




  I have a sudden, real gut-wrenching stab of yearning for the old days when we all used to be together all the time. No one had separate lives or other things they had to do. When we heard about

  a party we’d just stack a load of forty-fives on the Dansette spindle and take turns in the bath and in front of the mirror with the hairspray can and the crimpers, trying clothes on and

  throwing them off again, borrowing someone else’s, doing each other’s make-up. Getting ready to go out was sometimes better than the party itself.




  Even the first time Vonnie went into hospital, however awful it was, at least home wasn’t some place else entirely where I had to go and get through it alone.




  I dial Toby’s mobile. I can usually catch him at this time, early tomorrow morning where he is. But it goes to his voicemail.




  ‘Hi, babes, it’s only me. Thought I might catch you, but maybe you’re asleep.’ Being asleep isn’t usually a reason for him turning his phone off. ‘Nothing

  urgent, just checking in. Give us a call if you get a chance, but don’t worry if you’re too busy.’ It comes out more sarcastically than I mean it to. ‘Miss you,’ I add

  sweetly. ‘Lots of love . . .’




  Fuck it. I’ll go to the party on my own. But the thought of leaving the house suddenly makes my stomach lurch, as a big swooping feeling comes over me like a flapping black crow. I feel

  like I’m about to throw up so I lie back on the couch in a sweat waiting for it to pass. Maybe the shower was too hot or I scrubbed too hard. I try to block out thoughts of Vonnie’s

  flat.




  Anyway, I might want some company, but not the kind I’ll get there. The guy who’s giving the party is a wanker.




  I need a drink. I pad through to the kitchen to pour myself a vodka tonic. The kitchen is ludicrously big with state-of-the-art equipment – Aga, Smeg, the works, tastefully mixed in with

  antique bits and pieces and the de rigueur original features. In fact the whole house is ludicrously big with state-of-the-art everything, tastefully mixed in with, etc., etc. The sort of place you

  feel a sense of your own importance in. It’s always made me feel relieved, like I’d made it, somehow. I thought of it as the height of good taste, but suddenly it seems to me smug and

  vulgar, owned by the kind of people we would have scoffed at back then. Vonnie had already slipped out of reach by the time we moved here and she’s never been round, but if she had she would

  have called it fucking bourgeois, probably.




  I feel out of place, suddenly, the way I did when I first stayed in a fancy hotel or flew first class. Like it’s not really meant for the likes of me.
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  Lizzie




  The arsehole of the universe was how Vonnie unaffectionately referred to Bridgwater. I’d never noticed anything wrong with it before. It was just where I lived,

  the extent of my world. But Vonnie changed the way I looked at everything, as though she had transmitted her knowledge to me through her radioactive-green stare.




  After she said it I could see what she meant. It even smelt like an arsehole, with the emissions from the cellophane factory wafting over our side of town. Vonnie always had an air of being

  deeply offended that she had been dumped into the world anywhere near it and never forgave her parents for living anywhere but London. She was always going to get the hell out and go up to

  town, as she called it, as soon as she could.




  When I saw my home again after my weekend away, my mum’s old terraced house seemed even smaller and darker than ever, and so quiet you noticed the clocks tick. After the good time

  I’d had at Kim’s I felt too alive to be inside it. I couldn’t settle down to my homework straight away like I usually did, and buzzed around the place getting under my mum’s

  feet.




  ‘Are you coming down with something?’ my mum asked, and checked my forehead for signs of a temperature.




  ‘I feel fine,’ I said. She said my eyes were shining like they did when I was little and about to get ill. We were in the kitchen at the back, where my mum always was when I came

  home from school, with a pinny over her blouse and skirt. With her grey hair shampooed and set once a fortnight she looked like a granny compared to Kim’s mum. The kitchen was a small

  extension tacked on to the back of the house where the outside loo had been. My dad was going to put up proper fitted cupboards and everything, but had never got round to it before he died, back

  when I was eight.




  ‘Well, you may as well make yourself useful if there’s nothing wrong with you and you’re not doing your school-work.’ Mum gave me potatoes to peel while she sliced cold

  meat onto a serving plate. She turned back to the sink and I could see the varicose veins on her calves making blue lumps in her tights.




  ‘Did you get your homework done at Kimberley’s house?’ she asked. I thought back over the weekend and realized we hadn’t done any at all. There hadn’t seemed time

  for boring things like homework.




  ‘Uhuh,’ I said, raising the intonation on the ‘huh’ so it sounded like a yes, even though it wasn’t.




  ‘And did you say thank you for having me to Kimberley’s mother and father?’




  Kim’s mum and dad hadn’t been up when we left for school so I hadn’t done that, either. We got up and dressed and out to the bus stop all by ourselves. My school skirt was

  crumpled from lying on the floor where I’d left it on Friday night. We could help ourselves to anything we liked for breakfast. They had Sugar Puffs and Coco Pops and I had both mixed

  together, and Kim opened two bottles of milk at once so we could both have the cream off it. Kim had to take Vonnie a cup of coffee in bed before she could get up for school.




  Kim had been sent to a different school from Vonnie because their mum and dad thought it might be the school’s fault that Vonnie was so bad at it. Kim said Vonnie was bad at it because she

  was stupid. Vonnie wore a red pleated skirt that she hitched up really short by folding over the waistband. She wound her red and black stripy tie round loads of times so it was really fat and

  short, and she didn’t do it up tight round the collar but let it hang with her top button undone. She pinned her crazy hair back at the sides with sparkly heart-shaped hair clips. I liked the

  way the red of her hair clashed with the red of her blazer. There were badges on the lapel, with names of bands I hadn’t heard of. She must have had pierced ears because she had gold studs

  in. She had a cigarette with a grapefruit for breakfast, leaning against the bar they had in the kitchen like the ones they have on American TV shows, yawning sulkily.




  Eventually she said in a gravelly voice, ‘I feel like shit. Fucking bad hangover, man. School’s a drag; I might bunk off after register,’ and she stubbed out her fag on the

  grapefruit peel and began to clear away the wine glasses from the night before. Then she washed the floor with a mop. Her skirt swished from side to side as she moved and she didn’t care that

  anyone could look up it and see her pants. I hadn’t thought doing chores could make anyone look sexy before. Vonnie didn’t seem the type of girl who would agree to doing chores either,

  but when she was rinsing out the mop in the sink she said, ‘That’s a fiver Mum and Dad owe me,’ and I realized they got paid for doing the housework. It wasn’t fair.




  I set the table for three on the tablecloth in the breakfast room.




  ‘Did you have a nice time?’ Mum asked, finally. I was bursting with it and it all came out in a scrambled rush, the funny sprawling house with everything modern, the big garden with

  the tree house, the colour telly, the loud music, the teenage sister who had henna in her hair and danced around and changed her clothes all day.




  ‘Why doesn’t she just wear what she’s put on in the morning?’ Mum asked. ‘She sounds like rather a silly girl to me.’




  ‘No she isn’t,’ I said, but I couldn’t think of a good reason why she wasn’t.




  I was careful not to tell on Kim’s mum and dad. I didn’t mention the wine and the late nights and the bad things on TV and the not getting us breakfast or seeing us off on the

  bus.




  We had tea at six when Mr Grundy, the lodger, came in from work – cold meat and mashed potato as it was Monday, with my mum’s home-made chutney. He always said,

  ‘How,’ to me like a Red Indian because of my pigtails, and I had to look like I thought it was funny every time. He thought it was funny every time, and he had this big open

  laugh that let you see all his nose hair and fillings. He was very tall and had to fold himself in to sit at the table. His knee often touched mine underneath and I had to squeeze myself against

  the wall to avoid it. His nose whistled while he ate and he talked with his mouth full. Mum would chat to him about his day at the council or the news or some such boring thing and he would always

  insist on talking to me, too.




  ‘So, who’s a big girl now then, eh? Away from Mummy for a whole weekend?! What did you little ladies get up to? All sorts of naughty things, I bet.’




  Mum said I had to be nice and polite to Mr Grundy, but I hated him. She said we should be grateful to him because he made our life easier, but I didn’t see how. Mum was always doing his

  washing and making sure he had his breakfast and tea on the table at the right time, and she made his sandwiches for work. And he didn’t even go up to his room after tea but came and watched

  TV in the sitting room like we were a family.




  I went and did my homework in my room.




  I’d had to move into the boxroom the year before, when Mum said we were going to take in a lodger because Dad hadn’t left us any money. To make up for it she’d said we could do

  it up how I wanted and I could choose the wallpaper myself. I’d chosen a pink flowery print that now made me want to puke, so I’d started covering it up with anything I could find: a

  map of the world, which was nice and big and nearly covered a whole wall; pictures from comics like Josie and the Pussycats and Scooby Doo, posters of the Rubettes and David Essex, unfolded from

  the middle of pop magazines. You could only have the furniture one way round; it was the only way it fitted. It was all old furniture like everything else in our house, but at least I’d been

  allowed to paint it white. My room was next to the toilet so I had to listen to Mr Grundy having his poo in the morning.




  We only had another week of school before the summer holidays. On the last day we had a lecture from Podge, our headmistress, about what it would be like up at the new school.

  It was much bigger than ours, so we might feel small or insignificant at first, she said. Also teenage boys tended to be very naughty, but we shouldn’t let them distract us from our

  education. She tried to be all modern and trendy too, saying how she knew all too well how attractive boys could be, but we couldn’t believe she knew that well at all. We must remember to

  behave properly, the way we’d been taught. She got all teary-eyed and embarrassing because she’d been a teacher for a hundred years and now she was retiring. Afterwards me and Kim burnt

  our exercise books in a ceremony behind the prefab.




  I saw Kim loads when we first broke up. She was the first best friend I’d had, and the last too, as it turned out. She was allowed to come into town on the bus on her own and we went

  swimming down the baths and had Fanta and crisps out of the machine after. We played Charlie’s Angels down the park and went to the fair when it came. She came to tea once, but we got the

  giggles because of Mr Grundy, and Mum told us off afterwards. It wasn’t fair because Mr Grundy hadn’t minded; in fact he seemed to quite enjoy it.




  But then in August Kim went on holiday with her family to the Canary Islands for three whole weeks, so I wouldn’t see her until we were back at the new school. Mum wouldn’t let me

  stay home by myself all day, so I had to drag along to work with her, cleaning up after mad old people and letting them pat my head. She liked me coming with her; she said it cheered the poor

  things up, but it didn’t do much to cheer me up. I got a postcard from Kim that was a picture of a long golden beach with sun umbrellas made of straw and a bright blue sea with people

  swimming. She wrote, Having a lovely time, it’s very hot and I got burnt and am peeling. Vonnie’s going out with a Spanish waiter called Pedro and they took me to a disco, wish you

  were here, love Kim, xxx, and she’d done a circle over the ‘i’ in her name instead of a dot. I decided I would do that with my name too.




  I tried to sunbathe next to the vegetable plot at the back of our house, but I was embarrassed to put my swimming costume on so I only got my face, neck, arms and legs up to my knees in the sun.

  I got a line round where my T-shirt was, but my legs didn’t seem to change colour at all, even though I smeared them with Trex. I thought maybe it was because they were too hairy. They did

  seem terribly hairy to me and I wondered if there was something wrong with me. It was all right for Kim; her hairs wouldn’t show so much when she had a tan, and anyway, she always had Vonnie

  to lend her razors and show her how to do stuff like that properly. Vonnie didn’t seem to have any hair on her body at all. She had skin like frankfurters; it was beautiful. My mum

  didn’t have all the things Kim and Vonnie and their mum had in their bathroom. She had a pink Yardley lipstick and that was it – I know because she said it was what she wanted for her

  birthday every two years or so.




  I didn’t want to ask my mum because I knew she’d say, ‘Don’t be silly, there’s nothing wrong with you – everyone has hairs on their legs. And anyway,’

  she’d go on, ‘you’re too young to worry about your appearance. You should be worrying about your schoolwork so you can go to university.’ I couldn’t go into a shop and

  buy anything as embarrassing as razors. So I decided to borrow Mr Grundy’s. He had his own sink in his room, so I snuck in when my mum was at the shops to pinch it. His room smelt of BO and

  my mum’s furniture polish. His yesterday’s vest and Y-fronts were still hanging over a chair. They were horrifying. The pants especially. That awful pouch bit at the front with the gap

  for his thing to poke through. Gross.




  I got his razor off the sink, and his Hi Karate shaving foam. On the way back out I thought I’d take a quick look in his bedside cabinet, just in case. You never knew what you’d find

  out that you might need to know one day. Inside were a loo roll and a stack of magazines of nude ladies with their bits out. I’d seen these things before, of course, but not in connection

  with anybody I knew looking at them and certainly not Mr Grundy. I hadn’t had the chance to really study them before either, just a quick glance at the top shelf at the newsagent’s. So

  I borrowed one of those too, to read while I was locked in the bathroom.




  The razor was really sharp, so sharp you didn’t notice it cut you until you saw a thin line of red begin to ooze through the foam. It happened quite a few times, especially round any

  knobbly bits like my ankles and knees. The trouble was, when I’d done up to my knees and washed away the blood and foam, the bareness of the leg below my knees made the tiny hairs above my

  knee show up when I hadn’t even noticed them before. I studied the ladies in the pictures but they didn’t seem to have any hair at all, except for on their you-know-whats. Some of them

  didn’t even have that. I didn’t know which looked worse. The hair gave me the creeps, but at least it covered things up a bit. Without it, it all just looked like giblets to me.
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