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For Hannah




Chapter One


She was the very first person I met on my very first day at Dale Road Secondary School. We bumped into each other at the door of the hall where we’d been sent to wait for our class teachers.


‘Oh, sorry,’ she said.


‘Me too,’ I said.


She was much taller than me and quite thin. She had a bush of brown curly hair and pale brown skin which was dotted all over with freckles. But what you noticed straight away was her ears. They were large and stuck out away from her head. Like bats’ ears.


‘My name’s Lucy,’ I said.


‘I’m Rafaella,’ she said.


I don’t know what got into me. Perhaps it was the nervousness of starting a new school. Perhaps it was the way she looked down at me, a little aloof, as if I was an interesting insect miles below her.


‘I can’t call you that,’ I said bursting into loud laughter. ‘I’m going to call you Earwig. Eerie-Eerie-Earwig.’


She flushed up to the roots of her hair and turned away.


I could tell that tears had sprouted behind her eyelids, but she wasn’t going to let me see them.


‘Sorry,’ I said awkwardly. ‘Rafaella’s a nice name actually. Sort of unusual, but so what?’


It was too late. Other people, standing silently nearby, not yet knowing how to talk to each other, had overheard us.


I saw one boy nudge another and look up at Rafaella’s closed pale face.


‘Earwig,’ he whispered, and they both giggled.
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I’ve often thought I could have stopped it then and there, stood up for her, got things back on to the right track, but I didn’t. I just waited, standing and fiddling with the pleats of my new navy uniform skirt, letting the laughs and the sideways glances go on round the hall.


I’m going to regret that moment till the day I die.




Chapter Two


It’s crazy starting at a new school. For days you feel so new and lost it’s as if you’ve wandered into a foreign country where you can’t speak the language. Then, all of a sudden, everything falls into place and you feel you’ve been there for ever.


The people fall into place too. It doesn’t take long to work out who’s going to be popular and who’s going to be out of it, who’s going to get into trouble and who’s going to be a teacher’s pet.


It was obvious, from that very first day, that Rafaella was going to be an outsider, on the edge of everything, not liked. No one actually hurt her or even teased her much. They just ignored her and left her out of things.


‘What do you want, Earwig?’ a group of girls would say, as Rafaella approached them.


They would stop their conversation to turn and look at her coldly, and she would blush, as she always did, mumble ‘Nothing,’ and turn away.


I was in those groups sometimes, trying to talk to Kate and Sophie, the two super-popular girls in the class. And I’d watch Rafaella and think, Not like that, you idiot. Smile. Say something cool. Don’t show you care.


But after school it was different. Rafaella’s house was quite near mine and we both had to get off at the same bus stop and walk down the same long road. For the first three weeks of term, we walked one behind the other and neither of us showed by a word or a look that we knew the other was there.


Then, one afternoon, she suddenly ran up behind me and said very quickly, ‘Come round to my house for tea.’


And I was so taken by surprise that I said, ‘Yes.’


I regretted it at once, of course, and I started talking in a stiff, short way so as not to appear too friendly while she led me down a side road towards a small old house behind a high wooden fence. She didn’t seem to notice that I was being so distant. She was as excited as a puppy who’s just unearthed a bone.


I felt even more uncomfortable when she opened the front door and I followed her inside.


The house was unlike any I’d been in before. Strange, beautiful pictures hung on the walls and old rugs covered the floors. From the front room I could hear the sound of sad music and I smelled spicy food.
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I wanted to turn and go home at once, but Rafaella said, ‘Come in here,’ and pushed me into the front room.


Although it was sunny outside, the curtains were half drawn. A red shaded table lamp was on and by its light I saw nothing but books. They were stacked on shelves up to the ceiling, balanced on the old piano, piled up on the floor.


Then I saw the man. He had a white beard and was sitting in the window, a rug over his knees, his glasses slipping down over his nose. He must have been eighty years old at least.


‘So,’ he said, and I could tell at once that he had a foreign accent. ‘Rafaella has brought home a friend.’


He smiled and stretched out a long thin hand, so I had to cross the room and go up to him and shake it though I didn’t want to.


‘Her name’s Lucy, Dad,’ said Rafaella.


The old man’s hand was surprisingly firm and strong.


‘You think I’m too old to be the father of this little girl?’ he said smiling at me and reading my thoughts so accurately that I blushed.
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‘No, no, of course not,’ I stammered, and in fact, now that he was looking up at me, I could see that he had Rafaella’s deep set eyes, though his were pale blue, not brown, and that the ears under his bushy white hair were huge.


‘Look,’ he said, as if he was carrying on a conversation that had been interrupted. ‘This picture, so beautiful, so extraordinary, you think so?’


He pointed at the open book on his lap, and I looked down and saw whirling suns and flaming clouds, horsemen trailing banners and tigers leaping.

OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/pg10.jpg





OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/pg16.jpg





OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/pg19.jpg





OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/cover.jpg
]
a humane and honest story
o v Seotsman ¥ G i

S

b,

From the prize-winning author

zapethlaird





OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/titlepage.jpg
LA
7 il
(|||||N

pethla

MACMILLAN CHILDREN’S BOOKS






