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For Ursula Freewoman and all my friends.


Live True.
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One


Mackerel fishermen found Ti’s things on a rock at Durgan Beach early Saturday morning. Black jeans, her beloved long-sleeved dolphin top, grey duffle coat, purse and, round the neck of an empty Bells bottle, the seahorse necklace I bought for her birthday, with its chain broken. Her twin sister’s things were there too, though I don’t remember what they were exactly.


Ti De Furia was my best friend in the world; Ophelia De Furia was something else completely.


News that the twins were missing tore through Flushing’s high street the next day, and the De Furia café shutters stayed down for the first time since they’d opened five years ago. Regulars milled about outside, despondent.


‘Beautiful girls, they were.’


‘So spirited!’


‘No match for Durgan rip tides in a storm.’


Charlie Fielding said she’d seen Ti with a bottle of whisky the night before when she was running to the Drama block for a forgotten prop. It was show night, so school was busy, and soon others were claiming to have seen Ti stumbling at the edges of the playing field or crying in the car park. Rumours spread fast in Flushing, and after everything that had happened theories developed.


Some kids said the twins had drowned themselves on purpose, to escape all the trouble they’d caused. Others guessed they’d been skinny-dipping drunk and got into danger by mistake. People claimed to have seen the girls hours, minutes, seconds before they disappeared.


It was an accident. A double suicide. A tragedy.


The fact that never changed was that both girls were dead.


I wouldn’t believe it, and neither would my little brother Joey. He refused to accept Ti was dead until her body turned up, which made perfect sense to me. We didn’t discuss Ophelia – she was unknowable, and capable of anything – but it was nice talking about Ti in the present and future tense.


‘She’s just hiding out,’ Joey told me, lying on my bed waving his feet in the air. He was wearing his dinosaur socks, and I watched the tiny T. rex swaying. ‘Waiting for all this to die down, and then – pow!’ He slammed his heels down suddenly.


‘Pow,’ I repeated, and he turned to me so I could see the freckle flecks on his nose.


‘She’ll emerge like a falcon from the ashes!’


‘Phoenix.’


‘What?’


‘Like a phoenix from the ashes.’


‘I think they changed it to falcon.’


‘They didn’t change it to falcon, Joe.’


‘They did, Rose, actually. Actually, they did.’


‘She’s punishing her parents, that’s what it is. Her dad’s the one that should have drowned.’


‘Nobody drowned, Rose. They didn’t!’


‘I know.’


‘And nobody should. Ever!’


‘No. I know.’


I put my arm out, and he burrowed into it. They were comforting, these conversations with my brother, even if he was only eight years old, and half convinced he had super powers.


Mum and Dad didn’t like it. They whispered to each other about denial and responsibility, and the importance of facing up to the truth, but I no longer listened to what they said.


Joey was the only one who had never given up on Ti, and I loved him for it.


Because if Ti was dead (which she wasn’t) it was all of our faults.




Two


It all started with a poo in a flower bed. A small act of revenge from Ti, towards our Drama teacher, Ms Chase, for the recent expulsion of Ophelia.


It was dark, with a quarter moon and lots of cloud cover as Ti dashed up the drive of a large semi-detached house, and I followed, adrenalin making the night seem to bounce. It was her turn to wear the purple balaclava we’d found in British Heart Foundation, and I felt strangely conspicuous with my face out in the breeze. A security light clicked on, turning the colours up for a second, and we kept running, past the house and into the depths of the garden. We knew the drill by now: aim for shadows.


Round here, the gardens were huge: five times the size of mine, ten times the size of Ti’s. We were on Castle Road where all the rich kids lived, as well as some of the teachers. Lawns and rockeries and netted ponds holding koi carp. Sheds and garages with cars, plural, and conservatories. Lots of trampolines.


The security light clicked off, and we stepped out from a hedge, half blind and clutching each other. Nerves made me need to wee, left laughter right at the top of my throat, and I was already giggling helplessly as Ti led the way across the first garden.


‘This way,’ she said, tearing over the neat grass. A stepladder helped us over the first fence, an apple tree the second, and the third had only a hedge, which we scrambled through no problem. Black windows loomed over us as we ran, and my guts squirmed because anybody could be looking out – murderers, paedophiles. With my thumping heart, even ghosts seemed possible.


Nightwandering was a hobby of ours, but usually it was aimless. Stealthily dressed we crept from our houses after midnight to explore the town in peace. We lay on the coast path to watch the stars; peed in the long jump sandpit. At night the hierarchies of school ceased to exist, and we were the queens of Flushing.


Nightwandering, my courage almost matched Ti’s. But she took risks needlessly.


Using a trampoline to mount a particularly high fence, for instance, when I’d found a perfectly quiet and safe alternative. I winced at the racket she made: creaking springs and stretching canvas, then crash! She bellyflopped on top, the whole fence wobbling, her feet scrabbling at the slats of wood as she hauled herself over, shaking with laughter.


I looked around with pathological frequency, pressed into the shadows, expecting lights to come on and our captors to emerge, and then finally Ti landed in the garden with a shaking thud, swearing because she’d bitten her tongue.


‘Careful how you go,’ she lisped. ‘The ground’th wonky.’


A little closer towards the house one of the fence panels was loose, a nail missing from the bottom, and pushing it aside now, I squeezed through, wood scraping the soft skin of my stomach.


‘I tried to tell you,’ I said, when Ti called me a show-off, and it was true. But Ti had an uncanny ability to turn her ears off when receiving instructions.


‘Just hurry up, okay,’ I said. ‘In, out, remember?’


Ti clutched my wrists, and pressed her forehead to mine. This was our power move, though she used it more often than me.


‘This is it,’ she whispered, and the wool of her balaclava was itchy against my skin. Her curly dark hair sprang out of the bottom, instantly recognizable to all who knew her. ‘Ms Chase’s abode.’


I felt like I was going to collapse. Ms Chase was the kind of teacher who prided herself on not giving second chances. I should have tried harder to talk Ti out of this, but she convinced me that surviving the escapade would make us brave and exciting, and I wanted to be those things so much.


A light came on in a frosted window upstairs, and my blood pumped so hard it made me dizzy.


‘Careful,’ I pleaded, as Ti crept towards the house, unshaken by the proof that Chase was inside. There was no way I was going any closer if I could help it. Upstairs, the light went out, and my stomach fizzed with nerves as Ti looked around for the perfect place to take her revenge. Stepping into a flower bed, she whipped down her black jeans, and I was confronted with a full view of her bum.


‘Don’t look,’ she said at the same time as I said, ‘Jesus!’


‘You say “don’t look” before you pull your pants down, Ti. Like a second or two before, not after.’


Ti farted in response. I couldn’t believe it when she did things like this; it was like she didn’t care what anyone thought of her, and that impressed me more than anything. She and Ophelia were exactly the same in this respect, though they showed it in different ways. They’d inherited it from their dad, Fabio, who shouted instead of talking, and swore like an angry chef (which he was).


‘I don’t know if I can go,’ Ti whispered. ‘I don’t know if I’ve got anything.’


‘You can do it, Ti. I believe in you.’


‘I’m not sure,’ she said, ‘the cupboards might be bare,’ and her voice as she strained was gross, but it only made us laugh harder. I’d told her to bring toilet roll, but she’d insisted she didn’t need it on account of her gift for doing what she referred to as ‘ghost poos’.


My shoulders shook, and the urge to pee was strong, but I daren’t go here, in spite of Ti’s encouragement. ‘It’s the most natural thing in the world!’ she said. ‘Don’t be such a prude.’ All the same, I couldn’t do it. Not in a teacher’s garden.


We were having fun again now, but still I counted down the seconds until we could leave. I pictured us safely on the coast path, sharing out the tea in Ti’s rucksack.


‘What are you doing? Stop!’ I hissed, because she’d promised to leave as soon as she’d delivered her present. Downstairs the lamps were dim, floral blinds down. The faintest glow escaped, lighting up Ti who had crept forwards and now was metres from the window, trying to look in.


‘Sexy music!’ Ti hissed back. ‘She’s got someone in there!’


Her voice shook with delight, and I knew from experience there was no getting through to her now. For the first time in the history of nightwandering I wished to be tucked up in bed, with a nice sensible friend who liked to sleep at night after watching a film with a face mask or maybe plaiting each other’s hair, and then Ti took another step.


The tin clatter was deafening against the moon-quiet night. The metal dog bowl she’d stood in spinning round and round.


Click! The garden flooded with electric light.


All in the same second Ti stopped laughing, I sprang for the loose fence panel, and Chase appeared at the patio doors in a lilac satin dressing gown.


Ti backed away, but it was too late. Chase had stepped on to the decking outside her house. She clutched her gown at the neck, red feathered hair loose around her narrow shoulders, and it was so private seeing her like that I almost closed my eyes.


‘Titania?’ Chase said, disbelieving. She insisted on using Ti’s full name, and pronouncing it in this fancy way – Tih-tahn-yuh – completely different to Fab’s version – Tie-tan-yuh – and it drove Ti doolally, though perhaps she wasn’t thinking too hard about that right then.


I was outside the pool of light, the palm trees beside the house providing cover, but I could hardly breathe. Any second Chase could walk from her spotlit patio and catch me.


She couldn’t finish sentences. ‘What . . . ? How . . . ? I don’t . . .’


I inched forward, the grass crunching ear-splittingly with every step.


‘What in god’s name are you doing in my garden?’ Chase said, getting herself together at last. ‘This isn’t funny, Titania. Don’t think this can be shrugged off as a prank. I’ve called the police!’


At the mention of police I pushed the loose plank aside, and squeezed back through the gap into the garden with the trampoline. Before I’d even thought about my decision, I’d sprinted into the road and was crouching behind a car, panting.


With my fingers crossed, I waited for Ti to emerge with the defiant look she wore at school, the closest she got to a uniform, but she never came out. Finally, a police car arrived, and if I’d dared to look up as it left, I would have seen Ti, ashen, in the back seat.




Three


Whenever I heard the word kindred, I thought of me and Ti. It was a rainy Monday in Year Six when she turned up in my classroom. She was big-boned and fearless-looking, with short dark curly hair that stood out all around her face. She’d moved from Italy, Mrs Gamble said, and so at break the kids made fun of her accent, and tasselled leather shoes, and the extra vowels she put after words when she talked.


She didn’t run shrieking to the veranda like the rest of us girls when it started raining, but stood face to the sky, and let herself get drenched. After dinner, when Mrs Gamble paired us together, I was secretly pleased. I could be trusted to be helpful and kind, Mrs Gamble said, but the intense look she gave made me wonder if she knew how I longed for someone who thought I was brilliant all the time. Unlike Charlie Fielding who laughed with Mia Lewis whenever I got upset.


My nerves sparked with excitement as Titania and Charlie swapped seats. Ti was still damp from her soaking, dark hair tamed into ringlets, and her toffee-coloured eyes were open and amused. She wrote questions on a piece of paper that we passed back and forth, demanding to know why everyone stared at her, and wore the same shoes, and followed Charlie Fielding with a frightened expression.


Do you follow CF? she wrote, and my answer covered the whole reverse side of A4: NO.


Charlie cursed our alliance. She banned us from sitting at the good table at dinner, and made sure we were picked last for teams in PE. She invented lies about why Ti had moved here, and called me a traitor for leaving her gang, but I didn’t mind.


I’d never had a true friend before, and I knew it. Charlie had always made me feel less than I was, whereas Ti made me feel like more. She didn’t say it was disgusting if I had gravy on my school tie or sleep in my eye, and she didn’t want to talk all day about the clothes everyone was wearing. Best of all she loved school dinners just as much as me.


Ti and me were outcasts, and I’d never been happier.


She was used to it, she said, because her dad got people’s backs up wherever he went.


‘We’re a family of outcasts,’ she said. ‘You’ll see.’


And I did. Within weeks Fab had annoyed the Flushingites by feeding leftover ciabattas from the café to the seagulls in the square. The first time he didn’t know it was an offence, but after he was prosecuted it became a regular act of pure De Furia rebellion.


‘Look at them!’ he said fondly, when a small colony hopped towards us on the pier. ‘The way they jerk their necks, just like little Mafiosi – who could resist you, eh? Little brutes! Landed in the wrong place!’


Checking the coast was clear in an exaggerated fashion, he scattered a handful of chips, while Ti’s shy mum, June, first waved her arms at the birds, then collected the chips he’d thrown and put them in the bin.


Everyone felt sorry for June. Fab strode around the town like he’d always been there, with his bright checked trousers and loud remarks, and June scurried behind him, sending out apologetic looks and wincing. They were an odd match, people said.


Which were my sentiments exactly about Ti and her sister. I didn’t even know she was an identical twin until Ophelia turned up in Mr Burgoine’s class a week later.


‘Nobody notices me when Ophelia’s around,’ Ti confessed when I called her out on how weird it was, and though I’d never admit it she wasn’t exaggerating. Ti was pretty if you stopped to look, but Ophelia’s beauty made you stop and look. Both girls had wide cheeks and full mouths and thick eyebrows over melty brown eyes, but every time Ophelia’s features arranged themselves in the slightly more attractive way: her eyes slanted upwards where Ti’s were more square, her front teeth had a gap where Ti’s were close together, plus she was skinny (because she rarely ate), and like me Ti still had what Mum insisted was only puppy fat.


Seeing she was destined to be popular, Charlie immediately tried to take Ophelia under her wing, but Ophelia was too powerful. She burst straight through the feathers, and the two of them began their drama-filled friendship. I hated it when they fell out because Ophelia came to hang around with us; she spoke Italian to exclude me, and Ti stopped laughing at my silliest jokes, pretending to be mature and nonchalant like her sister.


They both despised being referred to as the twins or being asked if they felt each other’s pain, but they had a strange power over each other, and almost psychic ways of communicating, and I was painfully jealous of their bond.


Still, I never would have thought it would make us lose touch.




Four


Ti was in the middle of explaining what had happened in Chase’s garden to a disbelieving gaggle of classmates, when a smug-looking prefect called Ethan Crisp came for her. It was the end of Registration and Charlie Fielding and her horrible boyfriend Alex Riviere were thrilled, grinning and wiggling their eyebrows as she packed up her stuff.


After abandoning Ti on Saturday night, all I wanted was a chance to explain, but she hadn’t let me. She’d talked on and on, and I couldn’t get a word in, so I knew her feelings were hurt. I hadn’t even been able to tell her I’d called her house first thing Sunday morning, before they all started work at the café, she was gabbing so much.


Fab had hung up on me without saying anything, and when I called back Ophelia had said one word before doing the same.


Coward.


I hated to think what poison she’d have been spitting in Ti’s ears about me since then.


Alisha Patel and Kiaru Aki gave me sympathetic looks as I blinked back tears, puzzling it over. Alisha was chubby, with a film-star-pretty face, and Kiaru was the only boy in our year with long hair that wasn’t to do with surfing; the only Japanese kid too. I’d started out in the same sets as them, but I couldn’t keep up, and though they rarely talked to me (too wrapped up in each other) I got the impression they were sympathetic.


Walking alone down the drive after school, I begged the universe for Ti to be all right. To have been sent home for the day or, at worst, suspended, and for her dad to have gone easy on her. I walked slowly so I wouldn’t have to overtake Charlie and Alex and the Drama lot up ahead, but when they stopped to practise the cheesiest dance routine of all time I had no choice. Joey would be coming out of Fairfields Juniors any minute, and since that horrible Monday when Mum couldn’t make it, he got scared if nobody was there to pick him up.


‘Oh, wifey!’ Alex called as soon as he noticed me, his Nike rucksack slung over one of his broad shoulders. ‘Where’s your little wifey?’


Flamethrowers lit up my cheeks, and I pretended to search in my bag for something to keep my face hidden, praying they wouldn’t notice my blush; that it wasn’t as dramatic-looking as it felt. Alex had been obsessed with Ophelia for years, before he got together with Charlie, and now he made a point of being awful to me and Ti, as though to prove his loyalty.


Charlie laughed too loud when he did it, and the whole thing made me queasy. She flicked her blonde hair now, and covered her face to hide how hard she was faking.


The main reason we had been friends in the first place was because our mums knew each other from university. They had played hockey together every Tuesday until September last year when Mum had cancelled because of what we thought then was flu. Sophie Fielding was the only one from the team who still called occasionally to ask if Mum was well enough for a game, and I loved her for it. Last week, Charlie had written a message in the get-well-soon card her mum sent, and my mum had almost cried she was so touched.


‘Aw, she’s blushing. It must be love!’ Charlie said now, and I gave her a baffled look because her behaviour made absolutely no sense to me.


‘She’s Rosie Bloooooooom,’ Alex said, and Mia Lewis and all the other Drama dimwits fell about laughing.


The joke never got old because my cheeks never stopped providing the punchline. I’d googled how to change my name by deed poll, but couldn’t follow through because my parents thought it was perfect. They talked about nominative determinism and Dickens, and other academic stuff that went over my head, and I just didn’t have the stomach to break it to them, that since puberty they’d basically been in cahoots with my biggest detractors.


I caught Charlie’s eye as I passed, hoping her grin might slip, and it did. Mum was always trying to convince me that she was insecure, and I should feel sorry for her, and it was difficult because she was so pretty and rich, but in that second, for the first time, I almost managed it.




Five


Joey belted out of the classroom with the hood of his blue coat draped over his head and my mood lifted completely. He knocked other kids out of the way, making machine-gun noises, and I felt the tangle of humiliation and anxiety in my stomach unravelling.


Girls and boys smiled as he passed, calling out to him as though they liked using his name. A skinny ginger girl called Lara couldn’t take her eyes off him. She called bye repeatedly in a soft, eager little voice that he didn’t seem to notice.


‘Rosie!’ he shouted, launching himself at my belly for a hug.


His head bobbed at my waist as he grinned up at me, purple ink on one cheek, beginning a monologue about the games he’d played at break time and how Lara wrote in his spelling book by mistake, which was really annoying because he was hoping to finish Year Four without any writing in it at all.


‘You know what, Joe?’ I told him sincerely. ‘You’re already cooler than me.’


At home I made him a cucumber sandwich, and took Mum’s tea and toast up in record speed so that I could ring Ti. Fab answered again, and I begged him not to hang up.


‘She doesn’t talk on the phone any more,’ he said in his booming Italian-tinged way. Ti and Ophelia had lost their accents, but for Fab almost every word still ended with a vowel. ‘Or go out. Or have friends. So you’d better just forget her.’


He hung up, and my stomach turned with nerves. Fab got angry fast, but it passed quickly too, like a jet: big noise then nothing. Was it that bad what had happened? I couldn’t cope with Ti being mad at me for long.


Watching telly in the living room, I couldn’t follow the show. Sometimes Ti could sneak a call, if her parents were busy with washing tablecloths or preparing dishes for the café the next day. If not she had to wait until they had gone to bed, and then Dad got mad about her ringing late and waking Mum, which was completely unfair because what else could she do? A queasy feeling told me she didn’t want to call at all.


Dad got home around ten, out of breath and gasping for a drink of water. He had biro notes scribbled all over his hands, and a smudge of ink on his nose, and he hugged me when I opened the oven and took out a jacket potato for him. His hair was completely grey, but he still wore it long and in a side parting, like his and Mum’s music heroes.


‘I’ve been on the phone all day,’ he said, chugging from the tap before going into one of his speeches about the indignity of begging for money at his age. I wasn’t entirely sure what his current campaign was, something about greedy landlords and second homes, but I hoped he might notice something was the matter with me and ask if I wanted to talk, like he did when Joey was quiet, but he just set about buttering his potato, unloading the dryer between mouthfuls, and then making up Mum’s night-time tray, and I couldn’t bring myself to interrupt.


It had been six months now without a diagnosis. An invisible disease that meant headaches and sleep that didn’t refresh and, for me and Joe, endlessly being told to shhhhh. Mum used to teach Psychology at the university and make salsa verde and tuna steak, and go for runs around the castle. Now she rarely got out of bed. Dad and me shared the chores we couldn’t avoid between us, while Joey simply made more for us to do.


Mum had loads of visitors at first, but people stopped coming round when it didn’t seem like she was getting better. She said she didn’t mind, that she was worn out with everybody joking how they could do with a few weeks in bed, or saying how their colleague claimed to have the same thing, except they were just lazy.


‘I bet they say the same about me,’ she would say after they’d gone. ‘Stupid invisible illness!’


She would roll over then, exhausted by the interaction and fall into a deep and sudden sleep, as if to prove she for one wasn’t faking. Her eyes looked bruised with shadow, and I couldn’t imagine her laughing, and I missed her. Dad was great, but he didn’t know what being a teenage girl was like. When I finally got my period over Christmas, he sent me in to the Co-op to buy my first box of tampons for myself, even though Charlie’s handsome older brother Will was working the till, and would know for certain I had a vagina.


‘There’s absolutely nothing to be embarrassed about,’ Dad had said, his ears bright red, as I jumped in the car with the offending article and ordered him to drive, for god’s sake, drive. Mum didn’t get embarrassed about anything. The flamethrowers were definitely a gift from Dad.


Mum’s illness was the main reason that on Sunday morning, after nightmares about crashing in a police car Ti was driving, I’d woken in a blind panic. The illness fed on effort and stress. It was sinister and unpredictable, and it liked to punish Mum when she tried to defeat it. Like on my birthday, when she’d seemed better, and asked if I wanted to go into town to choose a gift.


It was like old times – walking down the high street together, breathing out mist as we talked about what to get Dad and Joey for Christmas. Her hair was the colour of horse chestnuts, same as mine, and it looked so pretty against her cream woolly hat that I decided to grow my hair super long too. It had just passed my shoulders for the first time since I was a little kid.


We drank mochas at The Jam because the music’s always good there, and everything was fine until Mum fainted at WHSmith while I was choosing a new album. Dad had to come home from university to pick us up, and when she was safely back in bed he told me I should have known better.


‘We can’t be selfish, Rosie; we’ve got to be a team. I need you on my side, because at the moment, I’m afraid your mum doesn’t know what’s best for her.’


The whole fortnight after, she didn’t make it out of bed once. What if I’d been brought home by the police? I had to be more careful. No more silly risk-taking. I picked flowers from the garden, then dug out my art box so Joey could make a get-well card. She mustn’t think we’d given up on her too.


At half past ten Dad insisted I go up to bed as usual, because it was a school night, he said, but really it was so he could use the internet uninterrupted. He was addicted to ranting in forums, though he claimed it was an important part of his activism.


‘Can I stay up a bit longer?’ I said. ‘Ti’s going to call.’


‘What can you possibly have left to say to each other? You’ve been together all day.’


This was his usual grumble, and I wanted to tell him he was wrong, that we hadn’t been together all day – that was the problem – but I wasn’t keen to let on that Ti was in trouble again if I didn’t have to. Mum and Dad already had their doubts about our friendship.


‘Bed,’ he snapped, running out of patience without warning, like he did sometimes lately, but there was no way I would get to sleep if I didn’t know how Ti was, so I lay on the landing instead, looking up at the paper moon lightshade, willing the phone to ring.


‘Swings, midnight,’ Ti’s voice whispered when it finally did, and I was so relieved to hear her and know she wasn’t mad with me that I forgot all about my promise to be more careful, and after setting my alarm for fifty-five minutes’ time, I fell into a deep and peaceful sleep.




Six


The Beacon was at the top of a hill precisely between my terrace and Ti’s estate, and we often met there at midnight. Ti’s parents were unconscious then, which meant she had more freedom. Her family were even more demanding than mine, and when she wasn’t at school they had her polishing cutlery or straining tomato sauce or laminating new menus for the café.


Ti was there already, sitting on top of the slide, in her black jeans and dolphin top, looking out at the view. She’d taken her make-up off, and let her hair down from the teddy-bear buns it had been in when I’d seen her briefly at school, and she looked younger without the usual trimmings.


Seeing me, she bowed her head, and my stomach churned. I scrambled up the red climbing net to where she sat, cross-legged, picking at what was left of her nail varnish.


‘Hey,’ she said, but she didn’t smile or hug me as usual, and she seemed to be in her own world more than mine. She shoved a chunk of her thick curly hair behind an ear, and stared at the little black spots of varnish on her fingernails, and I waited.


From the top of the slide at the Beacon, you had the best view in town. You could see where the river met the sea, and the boats swayed in the harbour, as well as the cranes in the docks just round the headland. I had more pictures of this view at sunset than I knew what to do with, but I couldn’t stop taking them.


Mum had made me sign four before she had them framed and hung them on the stairs to their bedroom in the attic. Walking up there I felt proud, like I was already a famous photographer.


‘What happened?’ I managed eventually, and Ti shook her head, and took a breath.


‘I’m out. Chase told Kes that I threatened her.’


‘No!’


‘The police gave me a warning, and Dad’s not talking to me.’


‘Oh, Ti.’


‘I feel so stupid. I was so mad about them getting rid of Ophelia, and now I’ve gone and got myself chucked out too.’


Ti breathed out her nose in a disheartened way, and I held her hand, and picked at the black speck of nail varnish at the centre of her thumbnail because I didn’t know what to say.


‘So what happened? Exactly.’


‘Chase was in Kes’s office when I got there, sitting on a seat behind his desk with him – in case I didn’t already know it was two against one – and he started talking about how seriously Fairfields takes the safety of its teachers and students, and how there’s zero tolerance to violence or the threat of violence at this school . . .’


‘And what was Chase doing?’


‘I don’t know. I daren’t look at her. It was so embarrassing. I thought they might have found the poo, and that I was going to have to explain it. I didn’t dare look at anyone, I just stared at my lap the whole time.


‘And then Kes brought up the police, and the seriousness of trespassing on people’s private property, and I felt like a really creepy stalker, but I couldn’t think of anything to say that wouldn’t make things worse. I couldn’t think of anything that would explain it, because how could I explain about nightwandering?’


I squeezed her hand, wanting to make her feel better, and like I definitely wasn’t thinking I told you so because I’d warned her not to go near the house, and she hadn’t listened to me, and now here we were.


‘The way Kes told it, I was in Chase’s garden to intimidate her. That’s why I went there. But we were just messing around! I was laughing the whole time, wasn’t I?’


‘And she said you threatened her? What did she say you said?’


Ti nodded sadly, watching my hands as I turned hers over, looking for more varnish to pick. ‘I can’t remember. It was like having an out-of-body experience. Like, all this time I’ve been determined to make it through to the end of school, but underneath I’d known really that I wouldn’t, that there’d be something, and it was so weird. I felt like I was watching myself on telly.’


I was just holding her hand now, and our palms were sweating, but I didn’t want to let go.


‘It’s because of Ophelia. They think I’m the same as her. I wish she wasn’t my sister sometimes, I really do. She ruins everything.’


I kept my mouth firmly shut.


Ophelia had been expelled a week ago after a culmination of things, but the first big one was an incident last month at the Grease rehearsals when Charlie ended up with a split lip. Ophelia said it was an accident, that she’d lost her footing in the dance they were learning, and that she hadn’t meant to knock anyone off the stage, but Charlie was having none of it, and, in the end, the tension got so bad that Chase told Ophelia she didn’t have the right attitude required to put on a production.
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