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  We got shown this film the other day at school – Stand By Me, it was called. It’s about these boys who find a dead body and then they’re all talking

  about whether Goofy was a dog or not.




  Saint kicked me under the desk and whispered, ‘Realistic, d’you know wha’mean?’




  ‘About as realistic as your black accent!’ I whispered back. She gouged my upper right thigh and I yelped and got sent out. I had to buy her a packet of Marlboro Lights to make her

  talk to me on the way home.




  ‘’Sides, I am black. You should’na said that.’




  ‘Saint. You’re black like Samantha Mumba’s black. No one’s ever got on your case about it and you’re too pretty for anyone to see anything but that when they look

  at you. You picked up that voice off Jerry Springer and it just sounds weird.’




  ‘Look, I’m black, you effing stupid white girl. You don’t know a thing.’




  She grabbed the fags and walked on ahead. I looked around for someone else to walk home with; I was just crossing the road to give Chloe Feinstein the pleasure of my company, when Saint yelled

  out, ‘Oi, white trash! Lewis! Get your sad ass over here!’




  I shrugged sorry at Chloe, who didn’t look in the least surprised. What Saint wants, Saint gets, and that’s just a fact – like the world being flat or double physics being

  boring. I was back across Surrendon Road in a flash, but Saint still made mean, narrow eyes at poor Chloe.




  ‘What you want to hang around with that thing for? Always smells of last month’s period, know wha’mean?’




  I tried not to laugh, but Saint put her tongue in my ear and I couldn’t help it




  ‘Lesbos!’ shouted a boy from Varndean Comp, whizzing by on a bike.




  ‘In your dreams, trailer trash!’ she yelled back. She stopped to light up, signalling to me to hold her books, and somehow forgetting to ask for them back as we continued into

  deepest, darkest Preston Park.




  Preston Park is this suburb of Brighton where I live. You think of Brighton and you immediately think of all sorts of skanky, sleazy stuff: gay bars, all-night clubbing, people having sex on the

  shingle. But for all the caring parents who brought us down here from the smoke, the dream was so different. Sheltered from London – Sin City – by the rolling Downs, they believed that

  here their little darlings would be able to grow up in their own time, at their own pace, and never embarrass Mom and Pop in front of the neighbours by running into the house one shining

  summer’s day waving a blown-up, lividly red and ridged condom and crying gleefully, ‘Look at my balloon!’




  Of course, Brighton wrote the book on sex – and the rude bits were on every single page. But Preston Park, and the other places inside the city limits that try to be like it, is, like, in

  denial. The wide, tree-lined streets, the manicured lawns behind the low walls – the low walls themselves a boast of affluent confidence, since it goes unwritten that nobody who walks these

  clean streets could ever have criminal motives – and in summer the shimmering effect of the sprinkler systems, so that life seems to be seen in soft-focus slo-mo, murmur smugly that this is a

  proper, proper suburb, landlocked and solid. Not the tacked-on annexe of some fly-by-night seaport. Oh no, never!




  To me, Saint is like Brighton. She’s the beauty and the beast. We call her Saint because it’s sarky – she’s been smoking twenty Marlboro Lights a day ever since we can

  all remember, she has sex twice a week and, though she’s basically kind, she can be mean to the hangers. But on the other hand, she’s Saint because she’s got it all sorted,

  she’s the shining example our parents hold out to us when we annoy them: ‘Why can’t you be like Zoe Clements? She never gives her parents a moment’s worry!’

  (‘Saint’ Clements, geddit?) Well, Dad, that’s probably because she’s extremely clever and devious and lives a double life, even more than most teenagers; even though she

  smokes a pack a day she runs so fast and trains so hard she’s in with a chance for the next Olympics, and even though she spends her evenings talking on the phone or screwing in the park

  she’s a shoo-in for Oxford.




  Even the sex thing is typical Saint. She’s been doing it since she was twelve and three-quarters, but always with the same boy, and always using the Pill and condoms. (With a future that

  bright and a major aversion to abortion, you’d be phobic about pregnancy too.) With sickeningly symmetrical perfection, the boy she’s doing the nasty with is half-black, half-white,

  like her, except he’s got a black mum, white dad. And yes, he’s really smart and nice and he looks like Craig David. And he’s called Ben. Like, ahhh. (Which somewhere along the

  line becomes ughhh.)




  Don’t mind me, I’m just jealous – not about the boyfriend, just about the sortedness of it all. It seems that one moment I was this little kid only caring about animals and

  flowers and stuff, and then the next minute I was this raging stew of hormones. I don’t know if you’ve ever been a raging stew of anything, but I wouldn’t particularly recommend

  it. Being blonde, pop-eyed and pouty doesn’t help an awful lot either – think Reese Witherspoon sawn off at the knees with her mush pressed against a window-pane – and throw in

  the fact that I’m the last fifteen-year-old virgin left in captivity and you’ve got a recipe for, if not disaster then certainly dismay and a fair amount of confusion.




  And the dreams! Sometimes I swear I wake up blushing.




  But, curiously, I’m not jealous about Ben. I’d like a boyfriend – so long as I didn’t have to have sex, spend time with him or be seen with him. I’d like a

  boyfriend because then that side of my life would be sorted and it would be one less hurdle to be worrying about when I wake up in the morning. Sometimes this last year, it seems like I spend my

  life with my heart in my mouth and my stomach somewhere around my ankles, always waiting to take some high jump, be it to do with school, home, my future, sex, whatever. Except they’re all

  invisible, and you don’t hear the clatter of failure. It just comes back to haunt you much, much later, when it’s too late to do anything about it.




  Saint’s so not like that. She approaches her life like the brilliant little ice skater she used to be – chin up, eyes straight ahead, always sure of gliding to a perfect-ten finish.

  Whereas I feel I’m trying to get this really crap car going, and it just keeps stalling on me. And then other times I feel like my life’s a train thundering towards me, and I’m in

  a car stuck on the crossroads and can’t get out. Isn’t it great being young!




  We came up level with a bunch of twelve-year-olds from Varndean Comp; they were playing with a skipping rope and looked really sweet. Then, as we passed, I realized that they were singing some

  Eminem song about rape and murder as a skipping rhyme! I raised my eyebrows at Saint, and she chuckled and said, as she peered into a box of Fetherlite to see how many were left, ‘Kids today,

  eh?’




  ‘So what was the message?’ I asked her as we came up to her gate. ‘About the film.’ They never show you films or play you pop records at school without there being a

  message in it. That kills me. Some trendy teacher’ll play ‘Zombie Nation’ – that trance track with no words. But they haven’t bothered to listen to it! Then

  they’ll say, ‘That’s about Prozac. Now can you tell me, any one of you guys, why Prozac is a symptom rather than a cure?’ Sir – hello? It’s not about Prozac.

  It’s about dancing.




  Saint snorted. ‘Said it was a – something. What was it? Oh. “Right of passage.”’




  I sniggered. ‘Sounds dirty!’




  ‘Rite, R-I-T-E. It’s like this one important thing that has to happen to you, and then –’ Saint made her voice all deep and growly like an American newsreader’s

  ‘– you are no longer a child.’




  ‘What – losing it?’




  ‘No – you’re not meant to lose it in America until you’re eighteen. They’re all virgins, innit? “True Love Waits” an’ all that. Na, it’s

  like when you finally find out what a blow job is, or see a dead body. Something important that you never forget. And you’re meant to be about fifteen.’




  I thought about this as we stopped outside her gate and I handed her books back. She handed me her fag and I had a crafty drag before treading it out. I don’t know about dead bodies, but

  it’s weird that American kids don’t have sex until they’re, like, grown-ups. I don’t think we have rites of passage over here any more; kids are born knowing everything, I

  think. I don’t know whether that’s good or bad.




  I must have been doing some sort of cheesy frowning thing, because Saint looked at me hard, put her hand on my arm and said, ‘Listen. You wanna come in?’




  I looked at her house, big and brash and detached – a house that looked you square in the eye and had nothing to hide. No curtains, not even nets, just modern blinds pulled right up

  revealing the cool yet cosy interior. I could see the TV on and the back of Clio’s head, Saint’s little sister, as she watched some boy band prancing around swearing that she was the

  only one for them. Saint had her own portable up in her room; we’d go to the kitchen, grab Diet Cokes and low-fat crisps and – after Saint had said hi to her little sister and made her

  cry by casually confiding that her latest heart-throb was gay – just kick back upstairs, her sprawling on the bed and me tucked up on the huge window seat. The smell of hair gel and Hard

  Candy nail varnish, the blur of pop-star posters and kids’ TV, the taste of saccharin and salt would lull me into a half-trance like so many times before. GirlWorld: abandon all daily grind

  and greyness, you who enter here. It was very tempting.




  ‘No, I’m OK.’




  Saint laughed. ‘Yeah, right.’ She opened the gate, stepped inside and stood facing me. ‘Well, you need me, call me, OK?’




  I didn’t even need to answer, just made a two-fingers-down-throat gesture.




  She laughed and I turned back to the scenic route to hell.




  If I get to the next red car in ten steps, Stella will have come home. Done it. If I can get to the next break in the grass verge in eight, she’ll stay.




  Screw it!




  Stella is my mum. I suppose I should have known she was weird from the start, getting me to call her Stella instead of Mum, but I just thought she was just being friendly. I didn’t know

  she was getting me used to thinking of her as a friend or a sister or whatever so that one day she could just leave home and I wouldn’t miss her that much, not like you would someone you

  called Mum. This is how dumb she is! I couldn’t believe it when my eyes filled with tears yet again and I muttered under my breath, ‘Oh, Stella, you stupid bitch!’




  As I opened the gate, I looked at our house and, though it was big and lush like Saint’s, I didn’t get the same vibe from it at all. The windows were blank, like eyes dull from a

  hangover; the front door seemed to frown, sending out vibes which would discourage the casual caller. I’d noticed that, since Stella left, even the Jehovah’s Witnesses were giving us a

  wide berth, and if that doesn’t make you feel like a social pariah nothing does. We didn’t even seem to get junk mail any more; supermarket special offers narrowed their eyes at our

  diminished unit and denied us their family-size products, while pizza-delivery flyers got up and walked next door, wondering how on earth they were meant to deliver us a slice of family life when

  we were such a shadow of our former selves.




  I let myself in. You’d think that your mum going would mean the housework started to slide, but it was the opposite with us. The house was spotless, flawless – soulless. Like a

  beautifully embalmed corpse. Stella had been slapdash, but her domestic shortcomings were part of what had made the house a home. Yellow lilies swooning in a vase, oranges a day too ripe in the

  dish on the coffee table, the TV always on low in the background – the smell and sound of a household all too human muddling along and doing its best. Now the flowers had been replaced by

  plants, the fruit stayed in the fridge and the TV was kept mute until there was ‘something worth watching’ on. We would sit there dutifully watching David Attenborough and, after the

  credits, off would go the set.




  Suddenly we were this whole other family, behaving as though someone were watching us. Saying please and thank you and, ‘Oh look, a documentary about molluscs!’ Weird.




  ‘A place for everything and everything in its place’ – Dad’s always liked that saying. He used to get so mad at Stella for not washing the dishes up properly or leaving

  toothpaste smears in the basin. He used to go around like a demented robot maid, tidying up, shouting about order and efficiency. And, in the end, he tidied himself right out of a marriage, when

  Stella decided her place was somewhere where a lipsticked coffee cup wasn’t a matter for the Crown Prosecution Service.




  My brother’s blazer was on the banister, so I figured he was up in his room doing his bed act. Every day when Matt gets in, he goes straight upstairs, takes off his uniform and then piles

  everything in his bedroom that’s not fragile or electrical on to the bed. Then, in his underwear, he gets under the covers and under the pile of stuff, trying not to dislodge one thing on to

  the floor. If one thing falls, he’s got to get out of bed, turn around three times clockwise, return the fallen object to where it was and get back in! When he finally makes it, he puts on

  his Walkman and listens over and over again to this Alan Bennett tape of The Wind in the Willows that Stella gave him years ago. This goes on for two hours, till he hears Dad’s key

  in the door. Then he’s Mr Normal!




  He’s only ten. I so, so don’t know what to do.




  I went into the kitchen and took a Diet Coke from the fridge. I could remember that only a couple of years ago I’d really looked down on people who drank diet softies – it seemed so

  weird and over-cautious, like wearing your seat belt in the back seat, or actually watching the stewardess pointing out where the emergency exits were. Then suddenly you’re fifteen and

  apparently every girl in your class is studying to become a supermodel, even the ones that say they want to be lawyers or war correspondents, and the exact calorific content of everything, from

  sugar-free gum to a whole roasted pig, is common knowledge in a way that times tables will never be. When teachers complain that they can’t get girls interested in maths, it’s just so

  obvious what they should do: ‘Kate has ingested 200 calories every day for a week, while Naomi has taken in 750. If Kate brings up her breakfast twice but eats a bag of Cheesy Wotsits midweek

  and Naomi has a vodka and slimline on Monday night, what will be the difference in their respective weight losses?’ Substitute fruit and nut for fractions, and make the pie charts about real

  pies, and you’ll have straight As all round.




  Even if you’re really thin, you’ve got to be on a diet at my school. It’s considered babyish to treat food as a source of pleasure – quite rude and crude somehow.

  What’s meant to be normal is treating food like a cross between a time bomb that’s about to explode and an outlandishly time-consuming indulgence that you’re far too busy to

  bother with. To hear the girls in my class talk, you’d think there was a law stating, on pain of death if transgressed, that every morsel which passes people’s lips in the twenty-first

  century has to be personally stalked, trapped, butchered and prepared by the individual who’s going to eat it. They go into an anti-feeding frenzy: ‘Ohmigosh, I’ve got to be at my

  Suzuki violin class by five – I haven’t got time to eat!’ You wouldn’t think there were sandwich shops and burger bars. To hear them talk, you’d think they live on

  air. And then of course they go home and lock themselves in the bathroom and eat a fun-size bag of Snickers. Which is then promptly brought back up in a rather less fun-size form, to the thundering

  accompaniment of every tap turned on full.




  I’ve never been able to get into the bulimia thing, which makes me so much not one of the in-crowd. I think it’s probably because I’ve got quite a well-developed sense of

  humour, and if you think about it logically the idea that vomiting is the thing which decides whether you’re cool or not is hilarious. It’s like thinking that messing yourself is cool.

  Also, because Stella wasn’t ever a conventional mother, and was always buzzing about working or doing her voluntary thing or drinking blue cocktails with her friends in hotel bars, we hardly

  ever ate together as a family. Now I know that this is meant to be a bad thing, and that my generation are all in danger of becoming serial killers because we don’t get meat and two veg slap

  bang on the dot of seven every night all sitting up straight around the table with Dad carving and Mum looking on admiringly. But from what I’ve seen and heard at school, it’s the girls

  who come from this sort of set-up who tend to go in big-time for bulimia. If you grow up having to eat when your parents say so, even when you’re not hungry, it’s bound to become a

  control issue later on. Stands to reason.




  Dad would’ve liked us to be like that though. ‘They’ll eat when they’re hungry, Nathan!’ Stella had yelled so many times. ‘They’re not livestock,

  they’re bloody individuals! You’re not going to milk them or collect their eggs! Do you see either of them wasting away?’ Since she’d been gone he’d tried to do the

  old-fashioned family Sunday lunch thing a couple of times, but the atmosphere had been so sad, in both meanings of the word, that he’d given up.




  I know I should have felt sorry for Dad, but I couldn’t. Because at the back of my mind I had this horrible nagging suspicion, which was so weird I hadn’t even told Saint. No matter

  how much I told myself to look at the evidence – that he’d been madly in love with Stella, that he’d never have kept on with the nagging if he’d had a clue that it would

  drive her out, that he’d been left beached and bleached-out by her departure – I kept coming up with the same surreal conclusion.




  Which was that Dad was actually secretly pleased she was gone. Because at last he had an excuse to be as miserable, as downbeat, as pessimistic as he’d always wanted to be. He’d done

  his best to be sad when Stella was there, but her bouncy, almost manic cheerfulness always swooped down and rescued him from the quicksand at the last minute. Now he could wallow as luxuriously as

  he wanted; now no one could tell him that he should cheer up because it might never happen again. Because it had happened, once and for all, and now he really did have something to whine about.




  Downstairs I heard a key in the door. He was home. Whatever home means.
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  I stood stock-still by my open bedroom door, listening to Dad listen to the absence of Stella. That was always the worst bit, the moment you opened the door and forgot for a

  minute she wasn’t there. The silence was deafening.




  I know it sounds a bit weird, but if Stella hadn’t been such a noisy bitch I don’t think we’d miss her quite as much. But we were so used to coming home from school and hearing

  the TV blaring Jerry or Trisha from the living room, switched on by Stella in an idle moment and then abandoned, the radio blasting dance music from the kitchen – Stella loved the local

  station, Juice FM, despite the fact that they only seem to have five records and three of them are by Anastacia. Competing with it all would be the roar of her state-of-the-art blender as it

  whizzed up yet another undrinkable health drink, while Stella herself could be heard shrieking on the phone upstairs to one of her numerous blonde girlfriends.




  I’m blonde, Matt’s blond, Dad’s blond – Stella doesn’t seem to know any brunettes. Dad used to say half-jokingly that she was such a control freak that she even had

  to make the state of blondness, which is usually thought to be something special, into a humdrum backdrop for her own glossy darkness, and I think on balance he probably had something. I mean,

  we’re talking about a woman so shallow and vain that she used to lie about her star sign; didn’t like being an Aries, said it sounded nasty, so pretended she was a Leo. Leading to the

  ridiculous situation of her having two birthdays, like the Queen; one for the family in April, one for the outside world in August. But expected presents from me, Matt and Dad for both of

  course!




  I’d always found the racket comforting, but Dad hated it. In his tidy mind, where there was a place for everything and everything in its place, random noise offended him as much as a vase

  of blowsy flowers dropping petals or a pair of muddy shoes abandoned on the stairs. He’d go through the house turning stuff off, and then go and stand glowering at Stella as she shrieked away

  on the blower, until she got the message and hung up. I guess he must have done it once too often, because one day he came home from work and the house was silent apart from the sound of Matt and

  me crying over a piece of paper we’d found on the kitchen table. She’d gone.




  I went downstairs; Dad was hanging up his coat. I swear as he turned round he was smiling – not in a normal smiley way, but in a sort of ‘bittersweet’ way. That had always been

  one of his favourite words, bittersweet, and I couldn’t help thinking that part of the reason he used it so much was because it always annoyed the hell out of Stella. ‘Look, Nathan,

  things are either nice or they’re nasty. They can’t be both,’ she’d snarl. I was always inclined to agree with her.




  When he saw me he stopped smiling. He came over and kissed me on top of the head. ‘Kimmy. How’s it going?’




  ‘Fine.’ I just knew he had something to tell me. And I also knew that whatever it was wasn’t going to make me jump in the air and shout, ‘Whoop-de-doo!’




  ‘Come and talk to me while I get supper on.’ Supper. Stella stubbornly called it ‘tea’, having once been working class and finding supper too up itself. Of course this

  led to numerous avoidable misunderstandings, when she invited my schoolmates to tea and found that they were there at four o’clock expecting cake and dinky sandwiches with the crusts cut off

  instead of sticking around till seven and eating with us. And of course at four she wouldn’t be home. She’d breeze in at six and refuse to understand why my ‘stuck-up little

  chum’ had gone home. Saint was the only one who got it – who got Stella generally; I would often catch them sneaking a quick fag in the kitchen early in the morning after she’d

  slept over. They’d laugh at me fondly but condescendingly when I stumbled in, still bleary from sleep in my Snoopy nightshirt, and staggered round opening all the windows to let the smoke

  out.




  ‘Oh, Kim!’ Stella would squeal. ‘Spare us the great outdoors, darling! It’s Arctic out there!




  ‘Chill, Kimbo,’ Saint would tut-tut. ‘It’s too early to get down with the elements.’




  ‘It wouldn’t hurt you to be a bit more like Zoe, sweetheart,’ Stella would say when I was winding myself up over GCSEs and stuff. ‘Don’t let these things get on top

  of you. Education’s about a lot more than passing exams.’




  ‘You’re not much like your mum, are you?’ Saint would say glumly when I’d gone over to study at her house and she suggested we break for half an hour’s malicious

  texting. ‘She’s always up for it.’




  So up for it, in fact, that she’d run off with a twenty-eight-year-old whose house she was decorating in Kemp Town. Only now they’d hoofed it to his other house. In the Bahamas.

  He’d made millions from the Internet.




  ‘Jammy!’ said Saint when she found out. ‘Think we can go out and stay with her?’ She’d had the grace to look guilty when she saw the look on my face, but it was

  definitely the closest I ever came to gouging her eyes out and shoving them up her nostrils.




  I followed Dad into the kitchen and sat down at the table. He’d always had a bee in his bonnet about the kitchen and tried to make it ‘the heart of the home’, like in Europe.

  He bought a big rustic table and on the shelves there were jars with French words on and lots of glazed pottery mugs hanging up. But to Stella there was one thing missing – a telly! That was

  just like her. Like the time we went on safari in Kenya and she moaned because there weren’t any shops. She said this while our jeep was about three yards away from a family of elephants

  taking a dust bath! Elephants, and she’s going on about running out of facial scrub! So lots of nights Dad had his supper in the kitchen, and Stella had her tea in the front room watching

  EastEnders. We’d want to join her, but the thought of our dad sitting there eating his pasta alone in this room he’d tried to make so cosy, among the French jars and friendly

  mugs, was just too tragic.




  ‘Shall I do something?’ I asked him now. He was standing at the sink, filling a big saucepan with water.




  ‘No, babe, it’s OK.’ He put it on the cooker and came to sit down across the table from me. ‘Kimmy. You like school, don’t you?’




  ‘It’s OK.’ What a weird question. Where was this going?




  ‘How would you feel about – if you had to change schools. Go to school somewhere else.’




  For one wild minute I thought he was going to send me to the Bahamas. I had this vision of myself, barefoot and golden brown and wearing a blue pinafore, walking along a silver beach to school

  with a beautiful boy who looked like a young Lenny Kravitz. ‘You mean in the Bahamas?’




  He looked annoyed. ‘No, not in the Bahamas! Believe it or not, not all roads lead to your mother. Here. In Brighton.’




  ‘But why?’ I wasn’t upset, just curious.




  He sighed deeply, if somewhat theatrically. ‘Money, Kim. I’m afraid I just can’t afford to keep you at the High any longer. Without two incomes coming in.’




  Come on! I couldn’t believe Stella’s money was either here or there; she only decorated about one house every six months and spent most of her earnings on clothes and cocktails, from

  what I’d seen. ‘So what do you want me to do?’




  ‘Sweetheart, I’m afraid you’re going to have to leave the High and go to Ravendene Comp.’




  ‘Ravendene . . .’




  Every city’s got a school like Ravendene; the source and inspiration for 5,000 urban myths and horror stories. The pupils – the Ravers – were undoubtedly feared, allegedly

  loathed and secretly envied by the remainder of the adolescent population of Brighton. All the girls were on the Pill at eleven; all the boys skilled thieves and fraudsters by the age of

  twelve.




  And oh, their beauty and grace! No one I knew personally actually knew a Raver. In Preston Park? Come on! But I’d seen a few from afar and they looked like they’d come from some

  Planet Melting Pot where the Italians took care of the skin, the Swedes saw to the height, and the Caribbeans had run the infant dancing classes.




  The Ravers it was, past and present, who had caused West Street on a Friday and Saturday night – from dusk till dawn, from the clock tower at the top to the very edge of the sea – to

  be known by the locals, police included, as ‘Little Beirut’, and as such totally out of bounds to nice girls like me. And now my own father was planning to drop me into the belly of the

  beast.




  ‘. . . a reputation, and I wouldn’t normally consider it, but they’ve just got this new head, from a private girls’ school no less, and she’s determined to put it

  into turn-around,’ he was saying. He was staring me hard in the face. Staring me down, I suddenly thought. Waiting for me to cry. Waiting for me to say, ‘Please, please, don’t

  make me go!’ Waiting for me to blame Stella. Waiting for me to write her a hateful letter saying it was all her fault. Waiting for the guilt-ridden cheque inside the registered letter with

  the Bahamian stamp. Well, he’d wait a long time.




  I stared back and smiled. He couldn’t hide his shock. ‘That’s great, Dad. When do I start?’




  ‘You can’t leave. You can’t!’ Saint slammed herself down on her bed. She banged her fists on the duvet and actually kicked her heels. I couldn’t

  help smiling. You could tell she still had two parents at home; she was such a kid.




  I sat down beside her and put my hand on her back. ‘Zo –’




  ‘Don’t CALL me that!’ She jumped up on to her knees and glared at me. ‘See? It’s already happening –’




  ‘It’s your name –’




  ‘But it’s not ME, Kim! It’s a bloody white girl’s name! Not ME! Only YOU know ME! And now you’re going away from me!’




  ‘I’m not going anywhere.’ I grabbed at her hand. She looked about twelve, with tears on her lips. ‘I’ll still live two streets away. We’ll see each other

  every night, and nothing will have changed –’




  ‘God, will you listen to yourself! You’re talking like a parent who’s about to walk out! The same LIES!’




  I took my hand away. This remark was somewhat lacking in tact and sensitivity, to say the least. ‘Well, if you weren’t acting like such a silly little kid, I might not be acting like

  a parent.’




  ‘Go on then!’ She came off the bed like a gymnast, and made a perfect landing on my feelings. ‘Piss off, like your mum did!’




  I ran down the stairs, and as I grabbed my schoolbag from the coat rack I could hear Saint banging on an upstairs door. There was a click, a thump and a wail, so I figured it had been

  Clio’s bedroom.




  I’m better off without her, I told myself as I walked home, my legs wobbly and my breathing rapid. Who wants a best friend who thinks it’s perfectly OK to take out her temper on her

  eleven-year-old sister? She’s just a bully.




  And there wouldn’t be any of them where I was going of course. Amongst the Ravers of Ravendene Comp, I would at last find a best friend worthy of me. If I lived past registration.
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  From the first time I ever saw Sugar – Maria Sweet – sitting on that wall in the schoolyard, she seemed to me to be moving in slow motion, which is strange because

  she wasn’t in any way sluggish or even sexily languid. Looking back, I can see that she tended to sit stock-still and then, her mind made up, dart suddenly and somewhat clumsily in pursuit of

  whatever chosen aim or target took her fancy, for good or ill. She was tall, long-limbed, but had exceptionally small feet, which gave her a teetering walk, even in flat school shoes. It was

  something to do with the length of her eyes, the slowness of her smile and the swoosh of her lovely, almost waist-length long hair, as dark as hair can be without being black, which gave the

  impression of soft-focus, shimmering slo-mo.




  She certainly stood out. As I hung around in the playground – what an innocent, childlike word to describe such an arena of torment! – trying not to look as if my uniform (scarlet

  sweater, black skirt/trousers – not half bad if legend didn’t have it that the Ravers uniform was chosen so the top half wouldn’t show the bloodstains and the bottom

  wouldn’t show the dirt as none of their mums had washing machines) was new, I couldn’t help thinking that the girl sitting smoking ostentatiously on the wall, surrounded by acolytes,

  had been the main beneficiary of the fabled Italian skin and Swedish height. (You could tell by her arm movements and the way she swayed as she spoke that she was a good dancer too.) For the rest,

  the allegedly beauteous Raver girls seemed only slightly better looking than my old gang at the High, and that only because they wore more make-up and had proper haircuts. And they were so much

  shorter, which was cheering. The girls at the High had been giants, but here I could pass for normal . . .




  Then the boys arrived.




  A swarming, seething mass of testosterone, a symphony of savagery in scarlet and black. I gasped at the sight of so many teenage boys at once. They were tall and short, fat and thin, pale and

  swarthy, but they all seemed to move with a feral, swerving grace, looking out from under lowered eyelids at their surroundings as though seeing them for the first time yet trying to hide the fact,

  like thieves casing a jackable joint. They looked, above all, guilty as hell.




  Then the pack faded into soft-focus backdrop and all I could see was The One. He was every teenage dream rebel cliché made flesh and made new. His dark, silky quiff, his razor-sharp

  cheekbones, his hooded eyes, his mouth like the very first kiss God created. His tall and slender state of grace. Suddenly, all at once, every vile sex-ed lesson made perfect sense. It made perfect

  sense too when he swerved in my direction. I was in an actual swoon, which is probably a good thing, because I’m sure what happened next would have been even more humiliating if I’d

  been fully conscious.




  Not breaking his stride, not raising his eyes, The One put his right hand lightly on my left breast – ohmigod, with a real actual NIPPLE sticking out! – squeezed twice in rapid

  succession and husked, ‘Beep beep!’




  His cronies fell about, but they all kept moving. I stood there, my face rapidly turning as red as my sweater – all the better, please, for me to disappear. I think I would have turned and

  walked out forever, just kept walking until I turned sixteen and could get a job in a far county – Dorset perhaps? – where the story of my shaming might not have spread, had not the

  beautiful smoking girl uttered a deafening cry of such guttural rage that I felt a mad instinctive impulse to throw myself in front of my molester and protect him.
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