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  Chapter One




  BEL




  Shit. It’s happening again. Why is it happening again? It’s been ages since I did this, why is it starting again? I’ve put the film in the side pocket of

  my suitcase, I’ve seen my fingers zip it shut, I know it’s in there, safe. But I have to check it again, I have to make sure, I have to feel the shape of the hard black canister as it

  bulges against the pocket.




  At least I’m alone; at least there’s no one in the house but me. The silence is startling. When I go into Ashley’s room I can’t even hear the sound of my own bare feet on

  the tiled floor. Ashley’s got the best bedroom, but then she would; it’s white and cool and uncluttered and smells of vanilla, just like her. The cover on her bed is so smooth

  it’s like she never even slept here last night. There’s a small wooden table with a mirror on top and she’s arranged all her creams and potions in a row. She’s left her

  bracelets here as well, in a pile of silver and gold.




  I walk through the room and step onto the balcony. Outside, down in the garden, the fig trees aren’t moving. The almond trees are still. All around the trees are square little stones like

  crumbly biscuits. In the mornings I water the trees with a hosepipe like a white snake, but it’s late afternoon now and they are thirsty. I can hear the air buzzing. Down by the cliffs the

  dragonflies are mating.




  Did I shut the door downstairs? If I shut it then I’ll be able to hear Ashley coming back. Why isn’t she back yet? The others will be back soon too; it’ll only take them twenty

  minutes to get up the cliff. I stood there, on the top of the cliff, just ten minutes ago and I felt on top of the world.




  I’m sure I shut the door; I can see myself closing it tight, see the way the handle went down in my hand. But what if I didn’t? What if I didn’t shut it properly enough? And

  what if the film’s not there, safe in the side pocket of my suitcase? Sometimes I don’t know how to know whether I know something or not.




  I go back into my room and put my suitcase, my brother Joe’s cast-off, on the bed and unzip the side pocket. It’s like a bag, this pocket, like Mum’s old string shopping bag. I

  check the film again, feel the canister. I zip the pocket shut and pat it. Then I pat it twice more to make it three. Three used to be one of my numbers. Three still feels safe.




  I wish I’d never taken the picture. I just came up to finish the film because I was bored of taking pictures on the beach: Loreen holding half a watermelon on her head so the pips got

  caught in her hair, Karen pulling that face where she sucks in half her mouth. And Ashley had gone; she’d disappeared with the German boys from the bar. It’s always the same when we

  meet boys. Loreen sees them first, decides in an instant which one she fancies, which one she’ll marry and have kids with, but the boys always radiate to Ashley, even though out of all of us

  she’s already got a boyfriend. And she’s slept with him, Loreen told me.




  ‘Why are you going back?’ Loreen asked. ‘Why don’t you stay with us?’ She was sitting on a towel in her new Top Shop bikini, peeling back the wrapper on a Cornetto,

  licking at the swirly jam topping. We were in the same spot we’d been going down to every morning. The beach is long and wide and at one end it weaves around a little peninsula, the sand

  disappearing between hunks of jagged rock and then sprinkling out again. The spot we like is up against the cliff which has pitted holes like open mouths; it’s where the rocks form a pool and

  the water is warmer.




  ‘I’m just going back to the house,’ I told Loreen, ‘that’s all.’ But Loreen can never understand why I would want to be alone, because she doesn’t even

  like going to the loo on her own. At school she still moves her desk so it’s next to mine. When we walk down the street she links arms. When I stay the night she squishes the beds together so

  we can talk without raising our voices and waking her mum.




  ‘Can’t you wait for us?’ Karen asked, and she looked at me as if I was up to something. She was sitting in front of Loreen, cross-legged on the sand. She put down her book.

  Everywhere she goes she reads; it doesn’t matter what’s going on around her she can still read. Only she doesn’t read a book, she eats it. She opens it up and she holds it right

  up near her face and she stays like that, turning the pages, until she’s full and the book eaten. That’s why she’s so good at school. That’s why I get her to do my English

  homework.




  ‘No,’ I told Karen. ‘I’m going to go up and finish my film. I’ll see you back at the house.’ Sometimes even when I’m settled, even when I’m happy

  with what I’m doing, then I just have the urge to move on. I picked up my rucksack, my brother Joe’s old rucksack, and I thought I was putting it on carefully but Karen heard the clang

  as I lifted it onto my back.




  ‘You took that bottle!’




  ‘What bottle?’ asked Loreen, scrunching up the wrapper of her Cornetto.




  ‘The one at the bar,’ said Karen. ‘The one that was on the table where the German boys were.’




  I laughed, caught out.




  ‘Did you pay for it?’ Karen asked.




  I shrugged. If someone was stupid enough to leave a bottle of vodka on a table then what was I going to do?




  ‘They’ll have seen you,’ warned Karen, putting her book face-down on the sand. Her hair was matted; she’d only just been swimming, going far out as she always does until

  Loreen worries she won’t get back.




  ‘What’s it about?’ I asked, nodding at the book, distracting her from the fact I stole the bottle because I knew she was going to tell me off.




  ‘Well,’ said Karen, ‘it’s about this American bloke, Nick, who rents a house in Long Island where all these really rich people live. His neighbour is called Gatsby . .

  .’




  ‘I’ve heard of him,’ said Loreen. ‘Didn’t we do that book in English?’




  ‘No,’ said Karen. ‘We were going to but we never did.’ Her eyes were bright now and she was holding the book in both hands because Karen wants to go and live in America,

  that’s why she’s always reading American books, even when we don’t have to. ‘Anyway,’ she said, ‘Gatsby lives in this mansion and has these wild parties with all

  these celebrated people . . .’




  ‘What does that mean?’ asked Loreen.




  ‘That’s what he calls them,’ said Karen. ‘Celebrated people, you know, famous. And everyone gossips about Gatsby because they don’t know who he really is or how he

  made all his money. Nick, his neighbour, has this cousin, Daisy, who’s married. One day Nick, he’s the one telling the story, gets an invitation to one of the parties and it turns out

  Gatsby knew Daisy before and has never stopped loving her and all these parties are really just a way to impress her . . .’




  ‘Aah,’ said Loreen, because she’s soppy.




  ‘So he wants Nick to help arrange a reunion with Daisy. And that’s as far as I’ve got.’




  ‘Sounds boring,’ I said. I don’t like the books Karen likes, I like detective books. I like books where you have to find out who did it.




  ‘Not really,’ said Karen. ‘Because it’s about how messed up these rich people are and how everyone wants to know about Gatsby because he’s such a mystery

  figure.’




  ‘It still sounds boring.’




  ‘Well it’s not.’ Karen put the book down again but she was smiling because she doesn’t care whether or not someone likes something she likes. ‘And I still think you

  should take the bottle back.’ She said it like it was the right thing to do and that she knew I knew it was the right thing to do and once I thought about it I would admit this too.

  It’s the same way Mum talks. But it isn’t the way Loreen’s mum talks. If I could choose one of our mums I wouldn’t choose Karen’s because her mum never listens to her,

  and I wouldn’t choose Ashley’s because her mum is always in a panic. I would choose Loreen’s. I would swap my mum for Loreen’s mum Dudu any day. Loreen’s mum is always

  smiling and saying, ‘yes my dear’. Even when she’s telling Loreen off, she’s smiling. Loreen’s mum talks about ‘where I come from in Africa’ and

  ‘people back home’ and she makes me feel there is a bigger world than the one we’re in.




  But if I had to choose one of our fathers I don’t know who I’d choose. Loreen’s father died when she was a baby, Karen’s father is too grumpy, and Ashley’s father

  gives me the creeps.




  I stood there, still with the rucksack on my back, while Loreen got a magazine out of her beach bag. ‘Stay with us and let’s read this,’ she said, and I could see she had a

  copy of My Guy. Loreen still likes that crap. She and Karen like answering all the questionnaires and reading the problem pages, like they’ve been doing since they were thirteen.

  ‘Listen to this!’ laughed Loreen. ‘I used to masturbate when I was younger and now the lips around my vagina are very swollen and stick out. I’m worried I’ll never be

  able to have sex properly.’




  ‘Go on,’ said Karen, frowning.




  ‘OK, at a disco I met this fella and we had a great evening together and I didn’t let him go any further than putting his arm around me. But next day I heard some other boys saying

  he was only after what he could get. Should I see him again?’ Loreen looked up, to see what me and Karen thought about this, and then she saw Ashley. ‘Look, she’s with the

  dark-haired one.’




  We all looked down the beach, past the bar where we’d been sitting earlier. The bar is like a shack, its walls are wooden and painted green. Half is built over the beach; the rest is built

  on stone. Inside there are octopuses turned inside out hanging from the ceiling, and Loreen says that’s why she’s going to become a vegetarian.




  Along the beach I saw the man who comes every day to sell doughnuts from a wicker basket. I saw him stop and bend down on the sand by a family with three small children, and I could see him open

  the basket and take out the doughnuts, all filled with cream. And I could see Ashley in her cut-off jeans and red and white bikini top walking slowly past the doughnut man, along the shoreline with

  three boys. Two were behind her and the third, the dark-haired boy wearing blue and white Bermuda shorts, was right next to her. Ashley’s legs, against the bleached denim of her jeans, shone.

  She waved; she could see us watching her. Her yellow hair was wet and slick and reached her shoulders.




  ‘She looks like the girl in the Tampax advert,’ said Loreen, enviously.




  The tide was coming in. In the morning I’d walked around the rock pools and got some great reflections. Now the pools were submerged and gone. A Portuguese family next to us started to

  pack up: a yellow umbrella with white frills round the edge, a hamper, a big red Thermos, towels with pictures of leaping dolphins, two inflatable rings, one with the head of a duck. Along the

  shoreline people’s bodies were becoming shadows in the afternoon light, almost as black as the hunk of rock that stood alone in the water, separate from the cliff and the beach and everything

  else.




  I watched Ashley and I watched the sudden explosions of silver over the sea and saw it was sparkling. The night before I’d come down when the sand was grey and cold and smooth like a

  London pavement after rain, and the sea was dark like metal, and I’d watched the fishing boats go out. I’d watched until the swinging lights of the boats became almost too small to

  see.




  ‘Has she got a love bite?’ Loreen said, putting on a t-shirt before the boys reached us. ‘Oh my God, I think she’s got a love bite!’




  ‘Gross,’ said Karen. ‘How can you see from here?’




  ‘What if Steve sees it?’ Loreen asked excitedly. ‘Oh my God, what would he say if Ashley came back from Portugal with a love bite? Would we tell him?’




  Karen and me looked at each other; we couldn’t believe Ashley was serious about Steve anyway. She only likes him because he’s eighteen and in a band. She met him outside the school

  gates; he’s got black spiky hair and skinny legs and plays the drums. His band is crap.




  Loreen stood up and started putting on her shorts. ‘He’s got very close-together eyes,’ she said, watching the dark-haired boy. ‘And very thin lips.’




  ‘And that’s bad?’ asked Karen.




  ‘Eyes that are close together aren’t good,’ said Loreen, and I knew she’d got this from one of her magazines. ‘It means he’s mean and you can’t trust

  him.’ But I knew she was only saying this about the dark-haired boy because that was the one she’d fancied. He was the one I had liked as well, even though I knew there was no

  point.




  ‘I’m going to the bar,’ Karen said. She pulled a dress over her head and got up.




  ‘Why?’ I asked.




  ‘That’s for me to know and you to find out.’




  Loreen sighed and settled herself on her towel with My Guy.




  ‘Where did you go with them?’ I asked Ashley when she’d come back and the boys had gone.




  She looked up; she was busy spreading sun cream along her legs, smoothing it in from her ankles up to her thighs. ‘Just having a walk,’ she said, and she threw down the sun cream,

  lay back on the sand, put on her sunglasses, and just like that she looked glamorous.




  ‘Just having a walk, oh yeah!’ said Loreen.




  ‘What, with all three of them?’ I asked.




  ‘You could have come,’ Ashley said.




  I couldn’t see her face. I was sitting down by her legs and I could just see the skin of her stomach golden from the sun.




  ‘What?’ She put her head up; she could tell Loreen and me were staring at her. ‘What? You think I got off with one of them?’ Ashley did that thing where her cheeks

  tighten and her eyes go narrow and she looks beautiful and scary at the same time. ‘Oh come on! Are you saying I got off with one of them?’




  ‘Maybe,’ Loreen giggled. She took a battered white paper bag of sweets out of her beach bag and offered them around. ‘Mmm, lemon bon bons,’ she said, ‘mmm mmmm

  mmmm. Who wants the pear drops?’




  ‘So you think I’m going to cheat on Steve?’ asked Ashley. ‘Is that what you think?’




  I looked at Ashley. I couldn’t see any sign of a love bite; Loreen was making it up.




  ‘Because I wouldn’t,’ said Ashley. ‘I wouldn’t cheat on Steve because it would be morally wrong.’




  I laughed. Only Ashley would use a word like morally. If Ashley says something is wrong then we don’t do it, and if Ashley agrees to something, we do it, even if other people would say it

  was wrong, like nicking earrings from Top Shop. Like putting a pair of Top Shop trousers over our own and running off with them. That was what we’d done the Saturday before we left, the four

  of us standing on the escalator into Top Shop on Oxford Street and seeing ourselves all glittery in the mirrors.




  ‘Would you cheat on someone? Would you?’ Ashley sat up properly now, brushing sand off her legs. ‘So are you saying you think it’s OK to cheat on someone?’




  I was going to answer, when Loreen nudged me with her foot. Then I remembered about Ashley’s father. So now Ashley’s going to know what it’s like not to have a dad around, just

  like me and Loreen.




  ‘Anyway,’ said Ashley, ‘he fancies Loreen.’




  ‘Who does?’ asked Karen, coming back to where we sat.




  ‘You know the German boys?’ asked Ashley. ‘The dark-haired one fancies Loreen.’




  ‘Really?’ Loreen beamed and put a lemon bon bon in her mouth. ‘What did he say?’




  ‘He said,’ Ashley started picking sand out from between her toes. ‘He said, “mine’s the tall one”.’




  ‘How do you know he said that?’ asked Karen, sitting down.




  ‘I’ve been doing German for three years, haven’t I?’




  ‘But you’re taller than me,’ said Loreen.




  ‘Yes, but he didn’t mean me,’ said Ashley.




  I looked at her. She was lying.




  ‘Are you sure?’ asked Loreen, and she started picking at the skin round her fingers, all excited. ‘Did he really say that? Oh my God, it’s the last day of the holiday! Do

  you know where they’re staying?’




  It was good to leave the beach and get away and be alone. I spent ages on the way up the cliff trying to photograph two dragonflies. They were stuck together, mating, their

  green and yellow bodies trembling, wings spinning. I waited a long time to get them; I stood so still I could have been frozen. Then I kept on going up the cliff, staying as near the edge as I

  could get because I like the feeling that I could fall. I could see the sand down at the shore and the ripple of the crashing waves like the end of a long tiered skirt.




  I went up, past purple flowers and huge cactuses, their pale green arms lined with little white spikes. The cactuses had faded brown markings where someone had written on them, slashes and lines

  like the hieroglyphics we did in history. Some of the cactuses had shot out trees of their own, long hard stems with little rigid clumps at the end. They were not pretty like the almond trees I

  could see further up at the top of the cliff. The almond trees looked as if they were dancing, their thin stems stretched out in crazy patterns heavy with nuts in soft green casings.




  I went further and stopped under a fig tree, big like a bush with wide hairy leaves sheltering purple fruits as fat as little balloons, as if the tree had been busy blowing them up. I stopped to

  take a picture and to finish the film. I wanted to fill the viewfinder with the purple figs, to zoom in and focus right on the white sap that would spill out when I pulled a fig down from the

  branch. This is my very first SLR, it’s a grown-up camera. Dad gave it to me for my birthday. He likes to give me something I can’t say no to.




  I turned away from the tree for a moment because I could see two people coming up from the beach, walking up the cliff path from the green-roofed bar. I swung the camera round, using it as a

  telescope, refocusing so I could see what they were doing. The girl was laughing. I couldn’t hear her but I could see she was laughing from the way she moved her head. The boy put his arm

  round her shoulders. They disappeared for a moment, behind a wall of cliff, and when they appeared again they were much nearer. I could see the boy’s black hair was wet and I could see the

  blue and white pattern on his Bermuda shorts. They stopped, leaning their bodies against the sandy wall of the cliff as if they were hiding from someone. Then all of a sudden the boy moved in front

  of the girl and slid a hand into the top of her bikini and I could see how white her skin was beneath. I watched, riveted, as the boy pushed his other hand between the girl’s thighs and the

  girl put her head back and I saw it was Ashley.




  I took a picture. I had the camera right there; it was what I was doing.




  I thought about three weeks ago at school. Mr Jefferies had shown us a film of a man filming his own murder. The man was a cameraman; he was in a war zone, filming a war. But

  because he was behind a camera he thought he was protected. Until he filmed the bullet that shot him in the head.




  

     

  




  Chapter Two




  I stood on the patio of the house, out of breath. Had she seen me? She couldn’t have or she would have said something, shouted out. Why did I feel I had done something

  wrong? Why did Ashley always make me feel like I’d done something wrong when it was Ashley who had done something wrong? From the edge of the patio I could just see the sea below the garden,

  beyond the cliff, glistening like it was burning up.




  Behind me was the house; the white walls bright against the blue of the sky, the tiles on the roof as orange as fruit. The house is joined to three others; it has a little turret on the top and

  long, thin windows. Across the back is a bougainvillea tree; the shadows of its pink flowers splattered against the wall.




  I crossed the patio, passed the two plastic loungers with shiny blue covers, and quickly slid open the glass door. In the living room the air was still and smelt of coffee and new plastic shower

  curtains. Loreen and Karen had left their things all over the floor: nail varnish, custard cakes, a jar of Nutella, another of Loreen’s girly magazines, open to a picture of Bros. Someone has

  drawn a willy on Matt Goss. Loreen loves Bros, but not as much as she used to love Simon Le Bon. At home she still has a poster of Simon Le Bon on the inside of her bedroom door. Sometimes she

  talks to him, tells him her problems and asks for advice. But I’d rather be Simon Le Bon than talk to him.




  I went up the stairs to the kitchen, my camera still tight in my hand. The kitchen is on a floor of its own. When we’d first arrived it looked as if it had never been used before, although

  there must have been people before us, and people before them. It’s full of empty cupboards and there’s a big gas bottle chained to the floor. I opened the fridge and looked inside,

  pretending that I wasn’t clutching and unclutching my camera. I had to get rid of the film. I was wasting time.




  I opened a bottle of Sumol, twisting off the metal cap with my teeth, and I drank it and pretended Ashley’s parents’ holiday home was mine. I pretended that I owned it, that I was an

  adult, a famous photographer with an array of funny friends and my own drinks cabinet. Ashley doesn’t know how lucky she is.




  I went up the stairs, past the toilet that’s also on a floor of its own. The walls are covered with big white tiles and next to the toilet is a bidet which Ashley uses to wash the sand off

  her feet. There is a square light switch on the wall and I like the way it flips so easily off and on, and I like the way the toilet has a flush on the top not a chain to pull. I went up the rest

  of the stairs to my room. I got the smallest room, the one at the top of the house, the one without a balcony. From my window I can see the front of the house and the door we never use, big and

  thick and wooden like a prison. Attached to the door are two ceramic tiles with the house number painted in blue.




  If Ashley had had a choice she maybe wouldn’t have invited me to Portugal at all. Her dad said she could have three friends, so she chose Loreen and Karen. But I know Loreen would have

  said I had to come too. And then Ashley gave me the money, because otherwise I couldn’t have come. Now I owe her, and she knows that. If she hadn’t given me the money I wouldn’t

  be here.




  I walked up the stairs, brushing against the white wall that is bumpy to the touch as if it is a face with spots. I like the feeling when it grazes my skin. My bedroom doesn’t look like it

  did when we arrived. Then my bed was all newly made with matching cover and headboard and pillow so it looked like a tightly wrapped Quality Street. Now it looks like a gerbil’s nest, like

  the gerbil we had at primary school that had seven babies and ate them all.




  ‘Bel!’ I can hear Loreen calling from downstairs. ‘Bel!’ She always calls me like this, like she thinks I’ve gone missing.




  I’m on my bed. I’ve rewound the film. I’ve snapped it out of the camera and I’ve put it in the canister and I’ve stuffed it into the side pocket of my suitcase. If

  Ashley did see me taking the picture, she’ll kill me. She said the dark-haired boy in the Bermuda shorts fancied Loreen and she was lying. I knew that and now I have proof. She said

  she’d never cheat on Steve and now she has.




  When I come down they are all in the living room. There is no sign of any boy. I can’t tell if anything has happened, if they’ve all come up together or not. I don’t go all the

  way down, I go into the kitchen first and fill a glass with water and it comes out of the tap in a frothy spurt. I turn the tap off with my right hand, then check it with my left, and then do it

  again with my right to make it three. This is it, it’s happening again.




  ‘What are you doing?’ Karen is next to me; I didn’t hear her come up.




  ‘How do you mean?’ I turn my back against the sink.




  ‘Is there something wrong with the tap?’




  ‘No.’ I drink my water and go down into the living room.




  Karen is making spaghetti sauce. She pierces a giant red tomato with a fork and holds it over the gas flame. Nothing happens, but then the skin starts to split and it shrinks

  apart and there’s soft wet flesh underneath. It’s like watching a cine film and the film gets stuck and starts burning up the screen. Karen holds six tomatoes over the flame one after

  another and then she peels them and makes a sauce. She puts the sauce and the spaghetti in a thick brown earthenware pot that smells like nail varnish. It’s so heavy she has to carry it with

  two hands.




  We eat outside, insects flying around the paraffin lamp on the table which is covered with tiles of yellow and blue flowers. Karen brings out bread rolls that look like conch shells bursting out

  of themselves. Then she brings out more green bottles of beer and a plate of chocolate umbrellas, cold and from the fridge, with curved little plastic handles at the end, small enough to hang on a

  finger.




  I don’t care about anything else now; I don’t care about Ashley lying or if the film is safe in my suitcase. I want to stay here, in the foreignness, in the night that is still warm,

  and wait until the sun comes up and never go to bed and never get on the plane tomorrow and never go back to England.




  ‘I can’t believe this is our last night,’ says Karen. ‘This could be the last time we’re all on holiday together.’




  ‘Will it?’ Loreen is peeling flakes of skin off Karen’s back and she stops and looks worried. ‘We should have gone to find those German boys, shouldn’t we, Ashley?

  It’s our last night, why did we have to meet them on our last night?’




  Ashley puts her head down and doesn’t answer. She’s painting her nails.




  ‘It won’t be the last time we’re together anyway, will it?’ Loreen asks. ‘We can come again next year, can’t we?’




  ‘We’ll be doing A-levels then, and then we’ll go to uni,’ says Karen.




  ‘But we’ll all go to the same uni, won’t we?’ asks Loreen, because she wants us all to stay together.




  ‘I’m not,’ I say. ‘I’m not going to uni.’




  Loreen goes into the house and comes out with the bottle of vodka and a razor. ‘Where did that come from?’ asks Ashley when Loreen puts the vodka bottle down on the tile-covered

  table.




  ‘Bel took it from the bar,’ Karen says.




  I glare at her.




  ‘What, you nicked it?’ says Ashley. ‘When did you nick it?’




  ‘Oh, I think you were busy,’ I smile. ‘With the boys. Although not the dark-haired one, obviously.’ I drink back a glass of vodka. Then I push the glass across the table,

  waiting to hear Ashley’s response.




  ‘Your neck is really red,’ she says.




  I touch it, annoyed at Ashley bringing attention to my sunburn. Ashley never burns.




  ‘Anyway,’ she says, ‘I thought you went off to take photos . . . not steal something from the bar.’




  I ignore her. She’s got it wrong anyway. I took the bottle way before I took the pictures, she just didn’t notice, that’s all.




  ‘Come on, girls!’ says Loreen, because she doesn’t like it when we argue. She picks up the razor and shows it to us.




  ‘What?’ I ask. ‘What’s that for? You just did your legs this morning.’




  ‘I’ve got this idea . . .’ Loreen holds the razor between her fingers, slides out the blade. ‘What we do is, we can be blood sisters. Come on! Ashley? Karen?

  Bel?’




  ‘Fuck off,’ I say, but quietly because I love Loreen.




  ‘What do you want us to do?’ asks Ashley, and Loreen looks pleased. If Ashley agrees, we’ll all do it.




  ‘We each cut ourselves, just a little bit on the thumb, just enough to get some blood, then we put our thumbs together and . . .’




  ‘Gross,’ says Karen.




  ‘No,’ says Loreen insistently. ‘It’s like a pact or something, that will keep us all together.’




  I look at her; she must have got this from one of her magazines, but I put my thumb out straight away. We’ve known each other since the first day of primary school but we won’t stay

  together, and it doesn’t matter whether we do.




  ‘What does the pact mean anyway?’ asks Karen.




  ‘It means we never tell,’ says Ashley, and she is the first to draw blood and my thumb is the first she goes to touch.
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  Chapter Three




  DUDU




  I am sitting in my kitchen on this lovely Sunday morning and I am thinking of when the girls were little and the very first day they started infants’ school. That is

  a day I can see in my mind as clear as anything, and I can turn it like a fortune-teller’s ball, seeing it from different sides. I can see the girls in their short dresses and ribbed white

  socks pulled up past the knees, see their smooth young faces all washed and ready. At least my little Loreen’s face was all washed and ready, I wasn’t so sure about some of the others,

  for the English are not exactly known for their cleanliness. It was an autumn day, a time of year when the seasons change in this part of the world, and we were outside the open double wooden gates

  of the school. There was no CCTV in those days and no intercom. Parents and visitors were free to come and go as they pleased, not like today when I collect my grandson, my little Dwaine, and I am

  made to feel I have to prove he is mine. I remember a warm smell coming from the school kitchen, a soft, hot smell of mashed potato and a sweet, thick smell of custard, and from where I stood I

  could see inside: the cooks with their white hats, the fridge as large as a wardrobe, the giant pans upon a row of metal trolleys. In those days school kitchens were busy places, now they are

  simply where they warm up ready-made meals.




  Further along from the kitchen I could see into a classroom and I hoped that this would be where my little Loreen would be for then, as it was positioned so near to the road, I would be able to

  peep in and see her as I came home from work. Inside the classroom were radiators on either side, like sheets of white corrugated iron, in the middle were tables with cartons of crayons, and on the

  back wall was a row of blue, paint-splattered aprons hanging by their string necks on child-sized pegs. Above the aprons was a display about the weather, little paper symbols showing what it had

  been yesterday, what it was expected to be today, what it could be tomorrow. For in England the weather is always something to talk about and children are educated about this from an early age. It

  is not that the English are interested in the weather as such, although it can change violently from day to day, but a discussion about the weather enables people to talk to each other. The English

  consider themselves to be very private people and the weather provides them with the opportunity to share opinions and most of all to agree. Isn’t it cold? Lovely and sunny, isn’t it?

  Oh I hope it isn’t going to rain again, don’t you?




  That day the girls started infants’ school, we parents were shown into the playground where boys with their pudding-bowl haircuts and cardigans were throwing themselves down a metal slide.

  A man was sweeping up red and yellow leaves into a plastic container, but by then I had grown used to seeing white people doing menial work and I didn’t pay him too much attention. All over

  the concrete playground were groups of children, two girls attempting a cartwheel, others with a skipping rope calling out the names of colours and making wiggly patterns on the ground, some just

  standing up against the wall next to two wooden buckets of red geraniums. And as I stood there with the other parents I wondered that the children weren’t afraid, for the school around them

  was so large, the thick brick buildings towering over them where they ran around like stick figures in the playground. But if the children in the playground were not afraid, I certainly was, and I

  held my little Loreen’s hand a little too hard at first. I didn’t know what we were to do, I didn’t know what the procedure would be and what part I would play. I felt

  Loreen’s little hand in mine and I worried that she would feel my worry, that I would infect her with it at the very moment when she needed to think her mother knew what she was doing. What I

  knew was that this was the day when I was supposed to let my child go.




  After we were shown into the playground a lady came out and rang a bell and the older children, the children who had already started school, lined up, none of them able to keep still, heads

  turned this way, feet the other. That is why I love watching children, they don’t keep still. Even when a child is sitting down, he can still be moving, like my little grandson Dwaine who

  will suddenly put a leg up in the air while in the middle of reading a book.




  I looked around at the other mothers in the playground, at their very short dresses and their platform shoes. Some of the mothers held a child in their arms, others stood protectively behind

  them, some stood a little apart. And then the headmistress came into the playground, a tall lady with a sharp nose and very straight hair which she repeatedly wrapped back around her ears like a

  fastidious housewife adjusting a troublesome curtain. On her face she wore a pair of black-rimmed glasses, around her neck was a single string of pearls, and as she came closer I could see her red

  lipstick had bled slightly into the lines around her mouth. She smiled at us and told us to leave our children without a fuss, explaining that it would be better that way.




  So I nudged Loreen forward so she would join the line; I had to show her that it was OK for her to leave me. Only I didn’t think it was OK for her to leave me and I wondered why people in

  England sent their children to school so young. In Africa a child plays, that is what I did during my childhood in my home village of Manyana. I played with sticks and stones and sand, I played

  singing games and clapping games with my sisters and with the other children, I played by the river and I played with the goats at the cattlepost. And while we played, all around us the adults

  worked. I can see my mother even now, digging earth in the rocky bush, bent straight from the waist hacking at the ground with a metal tool, or kneeling on the floor of the compound applying cow

  dung in sweeping lines, or fashioning a pot out of clay to store water in. My mother would work round and round the pot, pulling it up as if it were skin, until she reached the lip and the clay

  became thin. Sometimes I was allowed to help shape the mouth of a clay pot and I took my work seriously, just as she did, although when I was finished my mother had to make the mouth all over

  again. Then I would take a small amount of clay and a small container of water and build myself my own miniature house and pots while my mother continued with her work.




  Some days we children ran through the bush to the rock paintings, for our home village Manyana was already well known for these paintings, which were to be found at the base of Kolobeng Hill in

  an area of overhanging rock. We children knew these paintings well: the three giraffe, yellow against the ochre of the rock, the spindly brown antelope, the squat black rhinoceros, the single

  delicate gemsbok. It was not only the rock paintings that fascinated us, it was the stories the elders told us, like the cave where Kgosi Sechele’s first wife Mma Sechele had been hidden from

  the invading Boers. Other days we children clambered up Dimawe Hill, and if my father were with us then he would sit on a rock and play his penny whistle and tell us of the fighting days.




  That was my childhood, but I was in England now and things would be different for my child. I was beginning my nurse’s training and my little Loreen had to go to school and I had to get

  used to the way people did things in England. I had been in England for some years by then, but I still hadn’t got used to the way people treated their children, always encouraging them

  towards this thing they called independence, pushing them away as soon as they could. Yet who is to say that independence should be so sought after, that people wouldn’t be better off

  teaching their children to think of community and family and how we link together rather than how to stand independently apart.




  I stood in the playground and again I looked around at the other parents so I could see how I should be behaving. I saw a father making a great deal of fuss over his child, bending down to

  stroke her hair, informing her about something they would do later in the day. There were not many fathers in the playground – he may have been the only father in the playground –

  because in those days it was mainly the women who took and collected their children from school. His hair was brown and curly, something like a sheep, and he wore jeans that were wide at the bottom

  and very tight up at the top around his private parts. But although the father was making a fuss, his little girl wasn’t concerned at all; she joined the line, a bright white Alice band in

  her hair, without which she would have been an unremarkable-looking child, except for her eyes that were too large for her face so that she had the look of a baby animal about her. That was how

  Ashley looked back then.




  Although I had nudged Loreen into the queue, she wouldn’t look ahead; her neck kept on turning, looking back at me. She wouldn’t say anything, she wouldn’t leave the line. She

  was the only black child in the line; she didn’t want any more attention brought her way.




  Behind my little Loreen and Ashley in her white Alice band were two other girls I noticed that day. The first had black hair cut straight across her forehead and a serious little face, and I

  could see her staring at something just behind me and I turned a little to see the girl’s mother and another child. The child was smaller than her sister, I could see they had to be sisters,

  and she was crying. She was standing in front of her mother and running her arms up her mother’s dress, dragging on it, clawing on it. And she was screaming, ‘I want to go with Karen! I

  want to go with Karen!’ I looked at Karen standing there in the line with my little Loreen and I saw her clench a book against her belly, her face staring determinedly in front of her as if

  afraid she would be called out of the line, that her little sister would ruin her first day.




  Behind Karen there was another girl I noticed and that was Bel. She was such a small girl and there was something a little ruffled about her, and I could see even from a distance there were

  crusts of sleep in the corners of her eyes and a stain, perhaps of egg yolk, on her dungarees. She was standing with a woman whom I took to be her mother and they were arguing about something, I

  could see.




  ‘My hair’s not right,’ I heard Bel say.




  ‘What do you mean, not right?’ asked her mother, bending down.




  Bel pulled quite violently at her two plaits, she really pulled at them, several times on one plait and then several times on the other, and inbetween tugging on her plaits she was rubbing on

  her nose like there was something in there she needed to get out.




  ‘Stop it!’ hissed her mother.




  But little Bel wouldn’t stop, she had taken the bands out of her hair now and it was all loose upon her shoulders and still she was tugging at it, saying, ‘It’s not

  right!’




  ‘Stop it!’ hissed her mother again. ‘People are looking!’




  Bel did stop then, and her mother seemed to see an opportunity and she hugged her daughter quickly, then she waved and went on her way.




  With her mother gone, Bel seemed happier and she began chattering with the other children in the line, chattering with any child who would answer her back. She wasn’t actually standing in

  the line herself; she was near the front standing parallel to the others and every now and again she made a move as if to work her way into the line. I could see she was aiming for something, that

  there appeared to be a particular position she wanted to reach but was unable to. I saw a lady teacher watching the line; I saw that she was considering telling Bel to stop all her chattering and

  get into place, because the English like their lines to remain orderly. They do not like it if someone pushes in, although they will not say so, they will just look at you and perhaps murmur

  something low enough that you can feel their disapproval but not hear their words. Bel saw the lady teacher approach, but I could see she couldn’t have cared less and that made me want to

  laugh and to give her a good hard squeeze. I always wanted to give Bel a good hard squeeze; she looked like she needed one.




  And then suddenly Ashley, standing at the front of the line, her white Alice band all clean and shining in her hair, began to shout out. ‘Miss!’ she called. ‘She’s

  pushing in! That girl there.’ And Ashley stopped and turned and inspected the queue behind her and pointed at Bel. ‘Miss! She pushed in. It isn’t fair.’




  I watched, surprised at this little girl who cared so much about the orderliness of the line and who displayed such a noisy conviction that she knew what was and was not fair. The headmistress

  came over then, and she looked at Bel and after a minute or two Bel gave in and walked away towards the back of the line. I saw my little Loreen and Karen watching this and I wondered what they

  were thinking, and if they thought it was wrong of Ashley to pick on Bel when there were plenty of other children trying to push in. And that was when Bel began to bleed. She stood there at the

  back of the line with blood drip drip dripping down from her nose until Ashley saw and shouted, ‘Ugh! Miss! Now she’s bleeding!’ The blood fell in perfect circles onto the

  grey cement of the playground, darkening as it fell, and Bel stood there motionless watching it, and it struck me as quite remarkable, the way she stood there not asking for help.




  

     

  




  Chapter Four




  It is getting warm today and still I am sitting in my kitchen on this lovely Sunday morning, when my clever little kitty cat comes in. I put out some milk for her and she

  drinks it in a delicate fashion as I sit down to listen to the radio. They are talking about the man they call Piano Man, a young man who was found some few months ago wandering a seaside town in a

  soaking wet suit who refused to say where he came from. I remember this story, for when the hospital people gave the man some paper and asked him to write where he was from, all he did was draw a

  big grand piano. When I first heard this I couldn’t understand, because how would you not want to say where you come from and why would you want to forget?




  I certainly cannot forget where I come from and I have always been careful to teach my little Loreen about where she comes from, for while England might be her home, her heritage is Africa.




  I put the kettle on for my tea and I think of the day I arrived in England and how my husband and I walked along the Thames Embankment early in the morning, peacefully arm in arm. He wanted to

  show me London, for although he had never been to the city before he knew all about it from his studies at Fort Hare. He knew its history and its buildings, its churches and its monuments, and he

  was excited to see the things that he had read about for so long. He looked so handsome in his white shirt and black suit jacket, his closely shorn hair, his lopsided way of smiling so that he

  rested his chin a little to one side and drew up his cheeks and smiled at me next to him, my arm in his. He was so happy that he had come to a place where he had wanted to come for so many years,

  for right from that first day I met him, at the family wedding in South Africa, he had told me his ambition was to study theology in England. But before we even spoke I had noticed him, because the

  way he sat across the aisle from me in that old stone church, with his face upturned and his eyes closed, made me think I had never before seen such a peaceful man.




  My husband had a very particular way of speaking, which came from his studies at Fort Hare, and that was how he managed to rent the bed-sitter where we lived when my little Loreen was born. The

  landlady had thought he was a white from the way he spoke on the telephone – it was a way of speaking that used to be called proper English – and she had given him the room, then and

  there on the telephone, and then when she met us in person she had seemed unable to withdraw her offer, even though she clearly wanted to. She had a very funny habit of taking a duster and wiping

  the knob of the front door each time my husband or I had touched it. My husband behaved as if he was above noticing such things. ‘Rise above it,’ he would say to me. ‘Rise above

  it.’ But it made me furious, especially when she would mutter just under her breath, ‘I know my rights!’




  It was a small, dull room that we rented, with dusty curtains and a spitting gas stove. It was not particularly clean either; the only clean thing about that house was the toilet, and the

  landlady kept that toilet locked and kept the key around her neck so that we were to behave like children and request permission to use it. But still, we were happy there, with our little baby

  Loreen, until the morning came when my husband boarded the tube to Moorgate. And there he was on February 28, 1975, on the 8.37am tube train from Drayton Park that failed to stop. At the moment it

  happened I was doing something inconsequential, dusting his books in our room perhaps, soaking tea leaves in the pot, rinsing my little Loreen’s clothes. I should have known before I was

  told, I should have felt something, a thunderbolt should have struck me down in that room, the heavens should have exploded, God should have called down to me, I should have felt it in my very

  flesh and bones. And yet I didn’t, I had no forewarning, I was just doing whatever inconsequential thing I was doing.




  It was my landlady who first told me the news, for that was the day she chose to invite me, quite unexpectedly, into her rooms to watch her television. I suppose she was so horrified by what she

  was seeing on the television that she wanted someone to share the horror with her, and so I stood there, my little Loreen on my hip, watching as well. I had wondered, of course, why my husband had

  not yet come home, why he hadn’t rung as he would normally do if he were delayed, and yet I had not been alarmed at all until I saw the news. And there on the television I watched as a young

  man with long black hair explained what he had witnessed down in the underground that was as hot as a mine that day. I can see that man’s face even now, he was so very normal-looking except

  for one thing: a long gash that ran across his forehead like a bolt of lightning, and it was clear by the look on his face that he had no idea it was even there. He had been standing on the

  Moorgate platform, he explained, when the tube train arrived, and he could see that it wasn’t slowing down, and that was it, smash. Those were his words: ‘that was it, smash’. At

  first the television people said a dozen or so people had been injured, but then the first of the dead were brought to the surface and the police carried the bodies covered with red cloths into the

  waiting ambulances. I continued to stand there in my landlady’s room, watching the television, as a policeman walked around shouting through a red megaphone, asking people to donate blood to

  the injured, as firemen in their sparkly silver buttons went back underground to help, and as reporters surrounded eyewitnesses and politely held out their long, thin microphones. And as I watched

  the television news I felt my blood turn to ice and I knew at last what had happened.




  And then later the police came to my bed-sit room, for they had found some papers in my husband’s jacket that had indicated where he lived. And what I wanted to know was why had my husband

  been in one of the three front carriages that had been crushed together as the tube train hit the tunnel, and not in one of the back three carriages that had remained intact on the Moorgate

  platform? What had he heard and what had he seen? What had he felt on the moment of impact? That last question was the one that haunted me most of all, for although the police said he died

  instantly, I couldn’t believe that it was possible for any living being to die instantly, within a single instant. So I made up a little story for myself: my husband was tired when he got on

  the tube train, I decided, for the night before he hadn’t slept well, and so he had got on a little wearily, settled on his seat, a newspaper under one arm, a packet of biscuits in his pocket

  that he had bought on the way, the kind he liked that came in packets of three with hard little crystals of sugar on top, and then as the tube train set off he had he sat back and closed his eyes,

  the way I had seen him do that first time I saw him at the small stone church in South Africa, to rest a little before his final stop.




  Forty-three people died on that tube and one of them was my husband. I waited so many years to be able to say that my husband died in a tube train crash. To say it like it is a fact, like

  ‘today is the coldest day since records began’ or ‘now it is eleven am and I am having my tea’, and not something that tore my world apart. And however hard I tried I could

  find no reason for it, there was no reason for his sudden death, there was not even a reason for the crash. There was nothing wrong with the train, nor with the signalling equipment or the track,

  the driver was sober, experienced and conscientious, and yet for some reason the brakes had not been applied.




  Afterwards, although I could have returned to Botswana and to my home village of Manyana, I felt that I owed it to my husband to stay. It was a question of pride; my husband had only been in

  England some few years, he had not finished his studies, indeed he had just signed up for some more, and he had always wanted to come to England. So even though he was gone, dead and buried in a

  strange country, I decided that my baby and me would stay.




  After Loreen’s father died, I found a better landlady, a German lady named Adelaide who had come to England as a refugee and who had a better understanding and a better sympathy for other

  people. Her name, she told me, meant noble and serene, and she was both. A tall woman with a back so straight it was as if her backbone were made of iron, she had a cheerful face and a ready smile.

  One evening I was sitting in Adelaide’s front room having bathed my little Loreen and put her in her pyjamas. This was the time when Adelaide liked to bring out the newspaper that one of her

  other lodgers would bring her each evening, and lay it on the table to read. And while she read the paper she often invited me in to sit with her. I recall the news that day, for that was the day

  Buckingham Palace announced that Princess Margaret was to separate from her husband Lord Snowdon after sixteen years of marriage. The newspaper said Lord Snowdon was desperately sad, that the Queen

  was also very sad, and I even felt a little sad myself too as I looked at the pictures of the formerly happy couple and their children. There was something strangely soothing about looking at the

  photographs and reading about the news and wondering about another person’s life, because it meant that, for those few moments at least, I wasn’t worried and saddened about my own.




  ‘See here, Dudu,’ said Adelaide, speaking in the direct way that she had. ‘Are you still planning to take that bus journey tomorrow?’




  ‘Yes,’ I said, for I was planning a journey to the countryside the next day.




  ‘You’re a Taurus, aren’t you? It says here, “If travelling, do follow all safety precautions.” That doesn’t sound good, does it?’




  I sat up then. ‘Who says that?’




  ‘Here,’ said Adelaide. ‘It’s your stars for the weekend,’ and she pointed to the page before her. ‘Katina and the stars. Your birthday is May, yes? So then

  your star sign is Taurus.’ Adelaide could see I didn’t know what she was talking about and she got out a pen and began to draw all over the newspaper. ‘There are twelve signs of

  the Zodiac, yes? Each sign is like a sector of the sky ruled by different stars. So, astrologers look at the interaction of the planets and at your star sign and they can tell you about

  yourself.’




  ‘You mean I shouldn’t travel tomorrow, is that what it says?’




  ‘No, no,’ Adelaide laughed. ‘The stars don’t tell you what to do, they just help you to think before you act.’




  ‘Oh.’ I thought what my husband would have said, how he had always said the English were a crazily superstitious people, and this star sign business sounded like superstition to me.

  Who was it that was looking at the planets and the stars and putting advice in the newspaper like this? But I was also intrigued and I thought I understood now why my kindly landlady, a refugee

  from her homeland, read her newspaper so carefully every evening: she was wanting to see what would happen next.




  ‘I would have guessed you were a Taurus even before you told me your birthday was May,’ said Adelaide. ‘It’s an earth sign, yes? And the symbol is a bull. A typical

  Taurean doesn’t let other people get too close and they are able to switch off to the world around them, just as you do. A Taurean is a seeker of stability.’




  I sat down opposite her; stunned at the way she had described my character and outlook on life.




  ‘So according to the weekend forecast for Taurus,’ continued Adelaide, ‘there are some exciting undercurrents which keep you very much on tiptoe. However, if travelling, do

  follow all safety precautions, this is not the time for bold gambits.’




  The moment I saw that horoscope, the moment Adelaide read it out to me, I knew it was a sign that I shouldn’t go. And I cancelled my journey and I never did go into the countryside that

  weekend with my little Loreen, and I felt great relief that there was something I could read every day that would tell me whether or not I should do something.




  At once I got Adelaide to work out my little Loreen’s star sign, which was Pisces. Those born under the sign of Pisces, Adelaide explained to me, were imaginative and sensitive,

  compassionate and kind. A Pisces person would help you when you were down, and the symbol for this sign, as Adelaide drew it on the newspaper for me, was two little fish swimming in opposite

  directions. This meant, said Adelaide, that a person born under the sign of Pisces could also be weak-willed and easily led.




  It was then that I started to read our horoscopes on a daily basis, because while I couldn’t protect Loreen from the past, while I couldn’t protect her from losing her father, I

  could try and protect her from what might come. And the horoscopes then were full of warnings, warnings that once I had read I felt I could not afford to ignore. Avoid hasty action or you

  will have cause for repentance. Keep your temper under control and do not make unreasonable demands on other people. Aim at getting the necessary jobs done today. This is a day for planning rather

  than action, cut down the gadding about.




  How I read those horoscopes then, how I believed they could warn me of bad things to come. And I will never forget how I had read my little Loreen’s horoscope the evening before her first

  day of infants’ school, when she stood in the playground with Ashley and Karen and Bel, the girl who bled all over the playground, and this is what it had said: Your future is uncertain

  but the friends you meet tomorrow will be friends for life.




  

     

  




  Chapter Five




  LOREEN




  Hi Simon, ha! It’s been a long time since I talked to you. Mr Simon Le Bon, just look at you with that spiky hairdo! Those are some highlights you have there, Simon.

  Very nice. That must have taken ages to get right. And oh, your blue eyes! How I used to love your blue eyes. This poster I’ve just found is really old, but those eyes of yours are still so

  blue and those lips of yours are still so red, and they’re all pursed up like a little boy’s.




  That’s some jacket you’re wearing, Simon, white and thigh-length over a black t-shirt and baggy trousers, and a scarf tossed so casually round your neck. God, what a poser you were,

  you and the rest of the Fab Five, but I loved you anyway. We would have been good together, Simon, a Pisces and a Scorpio, that’s what I thought. Two little fishes and a scorpion. Quite a

  sexy sign, Scorpio. Exciting, powerful, passionate . . . I knew everything about you, Simon. I knew your birthday, I knew you’d once been a milkman’s assistant, I knew you got your legs

  from your gran, I knew you never got the girls when you were a boy because you were too shy, and of course I knew you were married to Yasmin. But that didn’t matter; I thought there was still

  hope for me.




  Remember how you used to run around the stage in your shiny plastic trousers, Simon, tossing back your hair – that was when you had longer hair – and shaking that tambourine? And

  remember when you used to wear that thick white scarf in your hair, tied tight around your head and the rest hanging down one side? Oh my God, that was on the ‘Girls on Film’ video, the

  one they banned on the BBC, the one that started with John Taylor having his makeup done, when you wore all white except for black boots and you did that little shoulder wiggle you used to do. I

  loved that. There was a woman in a black negligee and I think they cut the bit where she mounted a long white pole and began to pull her crotch along it, so that in the end they could show it on

  the BBC. That’s a bit sad, Simon, isn’t it? I really thought you were being controversial because you made a video with a load of women in negligees.




  Anyway, just look at you in this poster here. Why oh why are you standing like that, with your right hip raised, your left hand sliding down your leg? Are you supposed to be dancing? No wonder

  the others laughed at me. I was a Durannie and I had you on the inside of my bedroom door, didn’t I, Simon? I would shut the door and look into your blue eyes. I would tell you if someone was

  bitching about me, if the girls had left me out, if I didn’t feel clever enough, good enough, if I was worried about exams or homework, if I hadn’t been picked for the swimming team and

  Karen had.




  It’s pretty funny that Mum’s kept you all these years. The moment I told her I was moving, that I’d got the three-bedroom flat in Holly Lodge, then out she came with all these

  boxes she’s been keeping. I love this flat. I love the way the outside of these mansion blocks have beams so there is a cottage feel about the place, even though it’s so huge; in my

  block alone there are at least sixty flats. My neighbour told me this used to be private land and then they built the mansions as bed-sits for single women working in the City. It still has a

  bed-sit feel about it, even though most of it has been converted into family flats. The kitchen is tiny and the front room is pretty small, but there’s a balcony which I’m going to

  start growing things on because I’ve always wanted to do that.




  The walk is a killer; going downhill in the mornings is fine, but coming back up after a day’s work with the boys and with my marking isn’t fun. But it’s good we’ve moved

  in July because there’s less than two weeks before school breaks for the summer. I can’t believe someone would swap this flat for my place, and most of all I can’t believe the

  boys get a bedroom each. So we’re in Highgate now, Simon. Very posh. But I know what Mum thinks, she thinks there’s room enough for her in here as well.




  Oh God, what am I doing, Simon, going through these boxes and talking to you on a Monday morning? I’m not ready and nor are the boys. Anthony’s probably gone back to sleep.

  It’s PE today and I bet he doesn’t have his stuff ready. Dwaine is ready, I think. But he’s such a dreamer. ‘Brush your teeth,’ I’ll tell him. Then I come into

  the front room and he’s still there with his cereal. ‘Dwaine! Brush your teeth.’ ‘Yes, Mum,’ he says, ‘sorry, Mum.’ Then I hustle him into the bathroom.

  Half an hour later I find him running a toy car up and down the bottom of the bath. ‘Brush your teeth, Dwaine, remember?’ ‘Yes, Mum, sorry, Mum.’ Last night it took me an

  hour to get him away from the TV because he was watching his favourite pop star, Donny Green. I don’t think much of Donny Green myself; he’s not half as seductive as you were,

  Simon.




  I was going to think about what to wear on Thursday; if it stays hot like this then it will have to be something light. That’s why I opened this wardrobe, that’s when I started going

  through the boxes and found you, Simon, rolled up with a map of the world Mum gave me. Mum was always giving me maps of the world. ‘And this,’ she would say, pointing down to the bottom

  of Africa, the fat bit just before the tip, ‘is where you come from, Loreen.’ There was a time when that excited me, and a time when it bored me to tears.




  Mum’s going to baby-sit on Thursday and I’ll have to clean the place up before she comes otherwise she’ll start on the kitchen and work her way through the entire flat. I hope

  the boys will be good. What do you reckon, Simon? Will they play up and will Mum say, ‘In Africa a child would never be allowed to behave like that . . .’




  Mum’s probably right. Would an African child demand a mobile phone like Anthony did last week? Would an African child draw a big willy on a piece of paper and give it to his teacher?

  Because that’s what Dwaine has done, apparently, so his teacher tells me. And would an African child come snuggling up to me on the sofa and say, like Dwaine did yesterday, ‘Mum, can we

  talk about s-e-x?’ He spells it out like that because he thinks it’s too rude a word to actually say.




  I thought of cancelling Thursday night. I haven’t slept properly for weeks worrying about the Ofsted inspection, even though it’s not until after the summer. It’s not the best

  time, with a new headmaster as well. He’s given us a ‘briefing paper’ on how he sees the school moving forward. I’ve got it right here on my bedside table. I fell asleep

  reading it last night. Then I picked it up and tried to start reading it again this morning. Then I gave up. Our new headmaster has spent the entire opening paragraph talking about the need for

  successfully embedded change. He wants to know if the core values he sets out resonate with our views. The briefing paper is twenty-four pages long. So I’ll put it in my bag to read later.

  I’ll need to show him I’ve read it, we all will.




  The new headmaster doesn’t seem too bothered about the Ofsted, but then he doesn’t actually teach, does he? He’s not the head of the history department; he doesn’t know

  what it’s like to get the jitters because after nearly ten years of teaching some Ofsted inspector is sitting at the back of my class scribbling down notes. I’m just glad I’ve got

  Barbara as a deputy. ‘Right. Let’s kick some ass!’ she says every morning, then she punches the air with her fist and off she goes.




  But while I thought about cancelling Thursday because I’m just so tired, I can’t wait to see Bel and Ashley because I haven’t seen them together for ages. It’s taken

  forever to find an evening when they’re both free. Ashley is really hard to pin down at the moment. I bet she has a new boyfriend because she’s always hard to pin down when she has a

  new boyfriend. You know what, Simon, when Karen comes over from California then we’ll all be together again, all four of us, and I can’t wait because it’s been so long since we

  were all together.




  I bet Ashley’s not wondering what to wear on Thursday. I bet Bel’s not fussing either, she’ll just wear what she always wears, jeans and a t-shirt. But I can’t make up my

  mind; it’s a big thing for me, going out. Do you think Ashley is with anyone at the moment, Simon? Maybe I should do what Barbara suggested and join a dating site so I could be going out with

  someone too. I haven’t been on my computer for ages, not since I joined Friends Reunited. OK, Simon, I’ll tell you everything that happens on Thursday, but right now I’m rolling

  you up and putting you back in here.




  

     

  




  Chapter Six




  BEL




  Shit, the computer’s down. It’s Tuesday lunchtime and I’m the only one in the office. Does everyone arrange their lunch break so they won’t have to

  take it with me? I have to find a middle way, between the girls who think a job like this will get them somewhere and the girls who don’t give a shit but are likely to move on. Right now I

  just hate this job and if I have to listen to one more what-I-did-last-night story I’ll scream. This morning Jodie told us all about her date. That’s what she called him, My Date. Like

  he was a day in a month she’d picked out at random. My Date this, and My Date that. And I thought, how long since I had sex? Last New Year’s Eve, for fuck’s sake. And I’m

  stuck in an office with Jodie the serial dater.




  My mobile rings and I can’t find it. Unlike Jodie, I don’t have a handbag that I can keep on diving into and pulling things out like an endlessly replenished magician’s bag of

  tricks. Need a pen? She has one in her bag. Lippy? A tissue? She has one in her bag. A tampon? Some multivitamins? A hairbrush? A mini bottle of Coke? A sports bra? She has them all in her bag.




  I find my mobile on the chair, answer it. ‘Hi hon, it’s Loreen!’ Loreen always starts conversations like this. She always says ‘hi hon’ and then she says her name

  with a giggle like she’s surprised by herself. She’s been doing the same things for nearly twenty years. But today I’m annoyed that Loreen always has to sound so cheerful. I

  don’t know how she got to be head of department when she’s so nice to everyone.




  ‘Hi Loreen.’ It’s a good job no one else is in the office; we’re not supposed to take private calls.




  ‘Are we still meeting on Thursday?’ Loreen asks. She always likes to double check things. She likes making an arrangement and then checking several times that it’s still in

  place.




  ‘Yup,’ I say, looking down at the credit card bills and the notebook I’ve been laying out on my office desk. My desk’s in a mess. I pick up a picture of Dwaine that

  Loreen gave me, which has fallen face-down, and I prop it up. He had it done at school and it makes me think of when we were kids, because although Dwaine doesn’t really look much like

  Loreen, they still take school photos the way they used to, posing the kid at a table, hands awkwardly holding a book. Then they sell it to you in a grey hardback frame with two bands of gilt

  around the edge. I told Loreen not to pay for it; I told her I’d take a better picture myself.




  ‘Guess what?’ asks Loreen.




  ‘What?’




  ‘Karen’s coming back! I just got a letter from her. She won’t be able to come on Thursday because she’s coming back first thing that morning, but isn’t it

  exciting?’




  ‘Yeah, that’s great,’ I say. I can’t get quite as excited as Loreen. I never can. It’s like she can do enough excitement for both of us. It will be good to see

  Karen, but I’m not going to lose sleep over it. I’ve seen her twice since she went to California and I’m quite happy to be out of touch for a year and then hook back together

  again. But Loreen wants more, she wants us all together; she has always been the one who holds us all together.




  ‘Ashley still coming on Thursday?’ I ask.




  ‘She said she was,’ says Loreen.




  ‘Great,’ I say. I stop myself from saying that Ashley hardly ever does what she says she’s going to do. If I say that, Loreen will only defend her. Still, Loreen’s happy

  we’re meeting up. I just wish she’d choose where we’re going and not leave it to Ashley.




  I put the phone down and stand up. I can’t stand this feeling of confinement, of being in the same place day after day, hour after hour, except when Clive sends me out on the sort of

  errand a work placement kid could do. The one good thing about this office is the window opposite my desk. If I stand up I can see the park in the middle of the square, or at least I can see the

  tips of the trees in the park. This is not the pretty side of the square, the side where pigeons sit on the balconies with their heads tucked in like grey stones, where the buildings look old and

  quietly grand even if they’re just offices inside. When I walk along the square in the morning I like to look inside, at the 80s furniture, shelves of old-fashioned hardbacked files, little

  desk fans, clocks on the wall that never seem to be working. Every morning I read the sign for the Institute for the Study of the Americas and the plaque that says a founder of Pakistan once lived

  here. And Dickens lived in this square as well; Karen wrote to tell me that when I first started. I’ve been here two years. It’s too long. I don’t know how I ended up in an office

  job anyway.




  I go over to the window and look out. I like to go into the park on extremes. Days that are the hottest ever, or days when the trees have all turned red, or days when the snow suddenly falls and

  stays. Every time I open a newspaper I see a picture like this. If it’s hot then there’s a picture of people at the seaside, if it’s snowing then there’s a sentimental

  picture of a kid on a toboggan. I could easily take pictures like this, I just don’t know who to sell them to.




  I’ve seen the park in every season now. I’ve been inside and inspected the monuments and trees, the memorial to conscientious objectors made of a grey rock so perfectly wrinkled it

  looks like cloth, the tiny little sweetgum tree planted by some Camden mayor, and the cherry tree that was placed in memory of the victims of Hiroshima. I like that Hiroshima tree; it’s

  thirty years old and very simple. A single trunk and five sturdy branches. I like to stand and look at it before I leave by the sign that says it is prohibited to sell or exhibit any written

  material in the park. What sort of rule is that?




  ‘Hiya!’ says Jodie. She comes into the office, chucks her handbag down, throws her cardigan over the back of her chair. It’s too hot to have a cardigan on today. Jodie must

  have had Mr Kipling’s for lunch, she looks very perky. She looks about twenty years old, which she is. I can’t remember being twenty years old.




  ‘Did I miss anything?’ asks Jodie.




  I look at her. Like what? What could she possibly have missed? I go back to my notebook. I’m trying to list my direct debits. Then what I spend on food. Then rent. Then what I get paid.

  Then the fact we’ve only just started the month. I need to find somewhere else to live, but where? At least a housing association is cheap, relatively speaking. But then they couldn’t

  charge much for the place I’m in, considering the back of the house is propped up with bits of wood the size of railway sleepers, that when it rains my bedroom walls are wet to the touch,

  that the front wall is going to fall down any day soon. The house is going to be sold, we keep on being told this, we’re ready to be rehoused, but it never happens. Shit. Clive will be back

  soon too. And he will stand there, crotch forward, hands on his hips, and ask to see what I’ve been doing all morning. It’s not my fault the computer’s down.




  Jodie clip clops across the office floor in her high heels to the water cooler, gets herself a glass and goes back to her desk. Lunch hour is over and I’m supposed to be getting back to

  work as well but office life makes me feel like a kid; I’m told when to come and when to leave, I don’t even have a choice who I sit next to, and so I do all the time-wasting exercises

  I used to do at school. I go to the toilet. I have a wee when I don’t really need one, when I can happily go the entire day without one. I look in the mirror. I pick a spot. Why am I still

  getting spots at my age? Aren’t spots supposed to be a teenage thing? I’m thirty-two, for fuck’s sake. I check the lily plant for dead leaves. There was a time when I would have

  checked the lily plant quite a few times. I would have checked the window lock as well, closed, opened and reclosed the cabinet on the wall, stroked the blue hand towel three times with one hand

  and three times with another. But that hasn’t happened for years.




  I go to the toilet. Three minutes wasted and I’m back in my chair. I’ll give myself half an hour and then go make tea. That should take up ten minutes, longer if there’s anyone

  else in the kitchen area.




  ‘Hi!’ Jodie is on the phone. She sounds excited. ‘It’s Jason,’ she says to me, her hand over the receiver.




  I nod, trying to summon enthusiasm. Jason is one of the directors. He’s doing a youth programme on an estate in south London. Why am I still researching programmes like these? I’m

  not impressed by people like Jason, especially when they’re up their own arses. He thinks he’s avant-garde when really he’s just establishment. And I don’t like

  establishment.




  ‘She’s so gorgeous, isn’t she?’ sighs Jodie. She’s put down the phone; she’s looking at a paper now. ‘I actually love her hair like

  that.’




  I walk reluctantly across the office, which is all open plan so you can’t get away with doing anything without someone seeing. ‘Who?’ I ask. ‘Who’s so

  gorgeous?’ I don’t care, but even stupid conversations can waste time.




  ‘Kate Moss,’ says Jodie, like I should know. I look over Jodie’s shoulder. She’s staring at a red top Sunday paper. It’s the Sunday Post. My dad used to read

  the Sunday Post. He said he got it for the sports results, but Mum used to call it the Sunday Poke. There’s a photo of a woman in a white bra on the top right-hand corner of the

  front cover. Right the way across her breasts it says: Moss a mess? Jodie starts humming to herself as she opens up the paper. She pauses at two photos of blonde women in golden dresses, so

  big they’re almost life-sized. Then she stops at a double-page spread. The paper says Kate Moss has been spotted looking pale, gaunt and stumbling. I wait while Jodie reads the story. The

  paragraphs are tiny, there’re no long words, but it takes her a while. At last Jodie turns the page and stares at a series of grainy photos of some bloke in a clinch with a half-naked

  woman.




  ‘Who’s that?’ I ask.




  Jodie groans. ‘From Coronation Street,’ she says. ‘That’s his ex.’ She points at a photo of the man and his ex, which the paper has imaginatively torn in

  two. Jodie turns the page and I read another headline: Her non-stop lust wore me out.




  ‘Who’s that?’ I ask.




  Jodie groans again. I’m really starting to annoy her. ‘Makosi,’ she says. ‘From Big Brother.’




  ‘Oh right,’ I say. I’ve heard of Big Brother but I’ve never watched it because I don’t have a TV. My housemates do, both of them have one in their bedrooms,

  but when the TV in our front room broke down no one replaced it. I’ve told Jodie this. The first time I told her she looked at me as if I’d said I always go out without my knickers on.

  She just can’t understand why I wouldn’t want a TV. How, said Jodie, can you work for a TV production company and not own a TV?




  I bend a little further over Jodie’s shoulder, start reading about the curvy cardiac nurse who lives in an exotic world of threesomes, lipstick lesbianism and quickies round the back of

  the local takeaway. ‘She had it coming to her really, didn’t she?’ says Jodie. ‘She never should have said she was a virgin. Fuck me!’ She’s turned the page

  again and she’s looking at a picture of a young man with messy blond hair. He looks like he’s on holiday, the background isn’t in focus but it could be a beach. He’s only

  wearing trunks and he’s got a small tattoo on his naked shoulder, perhaps a bird. He’s got sunglasses on so it’s hard to see what his expression is or where he’s looking,

  but he’s definitely not paying much attention to the bare-breasted woman on his left who is wearing nothing but a red thong. Jodie smoothes down the page with both hands, her fingers

  flattening the creases. ‘Fuck me,’ she says again, ‘I’ve never seen Donny Green like this.’




  ‘And who’s she?’ I ask, pointing at the woman.




  ‘Just some bimbo,’ Jodie says nastily. ‘He could do better than that. He could have anyone he wanted, but she looks like a right tart, doesn’t she? It says here

  he’s bought a new house. Where’s that? Notting Hill? It looks nice, doesn’t it?’ I straighten up, bored by the people in the paper just like I get bored watching people on

  TV.




  ‘Doing anything nice over the weekend?’ I ask. Jodie doesn’t need any encouragement, she tells me which pub she’s going to, how many drinks she’ll have there, where

  she’ll move on next, what club she’s going to, how she’s on the guest list, how she’s going shopping to Wood Green on Sunday . . .




  ‘What about you?’ she asks at last. ‘Doing anything good this week?’




  ‘I’m seeing some old friends on Thursday,’ I say.




  Jodie yawns, inspects her nails. ‘Good for you,’ she says, and I realise with a bit of a shock that I’m being patronised by a twenty-year-old. ‘Oh I love this

  song,’ says Jodie, and she turns up the volume on the radio that is always on the shelf above her desk. She wriggles her shoulders. ‘I just love Jay B,’ she says.




  I look at her in disbelief. Jay B is the prick Ashley went out with for ten minutes all those years ago. I think about telling her this, but Jodie’s back on the phone to Jason again. I

  think about this evening, how I’m going to Mum’s. She says she’s got an old friend coming round. She sounded guilty on the phone, so I assume it’s a man. She never calls my

  brothers to meet them, only me. I go back to my desk and look at my accounts again. I’m maxed on five credit cards. I won’t be able to buy another camera for a very long time. I thought

  the pub taking two of my prints would help, but they still owe me. That was a month ago when I got one of those urges to do something with my life. I went around the area, taking black and white

  pictures on a misty early morning: dog walkers in the park, a queue outside the Church of Living God, a man stacking oranges outside a greengrocer. Then I printed them out, framed them and went

  from pub to pub with them in my hands. The Canbury Arms took two, but when I went in there last week they hadn’t even put them up. Perhaps they don’t like them after all. Shit.
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