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  For Evie

  


  

  When I was eleven, my English teacher told me that fire is like a tiger. He was teaching us about similes, I suppose. He said a tiger is orange and fierce and leaps forward, and it can be beautiful but also deadly.

  Mr Watson was wrong. Fire is a thousand times more deadly than a tiger. It can’t be stopped with a bullet, or a fence. It destroys everything in its path.

  A single tiny spark gobbles up oxygen and burns hotter and hotter, growing bigger and bigger. Everything it feeds on becomes part of it, like a monster that bloats and swells as it devours its prey.

  But fire isn’t evil. It isn’t good. It just is.

  I’m not saying I know better than Mr Watson or anything, but in my opinion it would have made a lot more sense if he had said that fire was like a rumour.

  Because fire is sneaky. You might think you’ve extinguished it, but one creeping red tendril, one single wisp of smoke is enough to let it leap back to life again. Especially if someone is watching, waiting to fan the flames.

  


  CHAPTER 1

  Hairbrush. Tampons. Toothbrush. Toothpaste.

  The front door opens with a shudder and an ominous creak. Dark blue paint cracks and peels above a tarnished brass knocker.

  Deodorant. Watch. Shoes.

  ‘Come on,’ Mum pants, heaving two bulging suitcases over the threshold and into the dark hallway.

  I’m a list-maker. Lists give me grip. You can hold onto a list. Doesn’t matter what’s on it. Today it’s everything I had to remember to pack at the last minute. The things I couldn’t put in the car last night because I’d need them this morning.

  The list has been helping me to breathe. Like a spell to ward off evil. I’ve been chanting it under my breath since I woke up and I haven’t been able to stop. Because, as long as I keep repeating the things I need to remember, somehow I can distract myself. Pretend that I’m not really walking out of my bedroom for the last time. Not really stepping into a car loaded with everything we own. Not really driving past the park where I fell off my bike for the first time. Not watching the swimming pool where I trained three nights a week disappear in the rear-view mirror.

  Hairbrush.

  Passing the chippy.

  Tampons.

  The library.

  Toothbrush.

  The pet shop where I bought my ill-fated iguana. RIP, Iggy Poppet.

  Toothpaste.

  But now we’re here. And even the list isn’t powerful enough to blot out the new house in front of me.

  I hesitate. Somehow, stepping through the door will make it real. I look back to the car, parked a little way down the street, its doors standing open, more luggage and overstuffed bin bags threatening to spill out. Through the back window, I can see a tatty box labelled ANNA’S ROOM: DIARIES, PHOTOGRAPHS, DAD’S BOOKS.

  Nothing left to go back to anyway. I take a deep breath, adjust the bulky cat carrier under my arm and step inside.

  The hallway has a musty smell, its whitewashed walls and wooden ceiling beams lit by one naked bulb. The removal van which whisked away most of our earthly belongings the night before we left has arrived before us and piles of labelled boxes teeter precariously on all sides. Mum’s already bustling through into the big, airy kitchen, which also serves as the living room. There’s one of those big Aga cookers radiating warmth and our new brick-red sofa, still covered in protective plastic sheets.

  A massive old fireplace dominates the room, empty but framed by a handsome wooden mantelpiece. I empty my pockets, shoving my journey rubbish on top of it. Soggy Costa cup. Crumpled crisp packet. Half a Mars bar. It looks a bit less imposing now.

  Gently, I set down the cat carrier and one very grumpy black cat unfurls out of it like a puff of smoke, letting out an indignant yowl to tell me exactly what he thinks of being cooped up in the car for so long.

  ‘Sorry, Cosmo,’ I whisper. I bend down to ruffle his soft fur with my fingertips, craving the comfort of his familiar warmth, but he turns tail with an angry hiss and disappears through the kitchen window into the back garden. I sort of wish I could follow him.

  I shrug off my jacket and half slump onto the crackling, plastic-covered sofa. ‘Don’t even think about it!’ Mum warns. ‘We’ve got hours of unpacking ahead of us and the car’s not even empty yet.’

  Suddenly the trees outside shake with a gust of wind, causing an eerie, shrieking moan that sounds like it came from the bones of the house itself.

  I try to sound sarcastic instead of freaked out. ‘Are you sure this place is fit for human habitation?’

  We only looked round the house once on a rushed, blustery weekend at the end of March, driving up from home and haring round Scotland in a whirl, viewing five or six different properties a day, each less inspiring than the last. At the last minute, we squeezed in an extra stop in a tiny fishing village called St Monans, where Mum instantly fell in love with the quaint, crooked streets and peaceful old harbour lined with pastel-coloured cottages.

  The cottage was one of those looking right out over the water, a neat, cream, square front snuggled cosily among the blues and yellows and pinks. Four sturdy wooden windows gave it a welcoming, symmetrical expression and a bright red roof peeped down from above, a few of the tiles higgledy-piggledy as if they’d been knocked awry by clumsy seagulls. I could tell Mum was smitten before we’d even stepped inside, but Linda, the estate agent, clearly still thought she had to convince us.

  ‘It’s historical!’ she said brightly, through a lipstick smile, as she struggled to force open the sticking front door.

  Upstairs we had to duck under sloping ceilings and I practically twisted an ankle tripping over the uneven floorboards.

  ‘Imperfections add such a sense of personality to a house, don’t they?’ Linda trilled, rushing onto the next room without waiting for an answer while I rubbed my ankle crossly. I’d happily have traded a bit less ‘personality’ for a bit more health and safety, thank you very much.

  I shiver and look up the winding staircase, remembering how I traipsed upstairs after Mum that day, bored and fed up.

  We whizzed through three bedrooms, one looking out over a jungly back garden and the other two tucked under the front eaves of the house, with views across the street and down towards the harbour, where a few brightly painted fishing boats bobbed on the tide. The bathroom offered a dripping tap and a green stain around the plughole. The ceiling beams were riddled with tiny woodworm holes and even the large stones around the doorways were scattered with deep, uneven scratches. (‘Witches’ marks! Don’t they add a lovely touch of character?’)

  The house was chilly and several of the walls were flecked with mildew. (Still there, I notice, casting a critical eye over the paintwork in the hall.)

  We didn’t have time to look in the attic, which Linda airily assured us was both ‘spacious’ and ‘cosy’. Call me cynical, but this made me suspect it might be neither. (‘The last owners never touched it and it was used for storage before they arrived, so it might need just a teensy bit of a tidy out, but rest assured there’s plenty of room up there.’)

  We’d been in a mad rush to move in two weeks, though, and, as Mum had pointed out over a plate of limp chips in the service station on the drive home, beggars can’t be choosers. ‘Got to get you settled in time for the start of the new school term,’ she said, with a smile that was just a little too wide. ‘It’ll only be a half-hour drive into St Andrews for school and I can drop you off on my way to work.’

  Two weeks later, here we are.

  The front door bangs in the wind and I hurry out to help unload the car. As we heave the last few boxes into the hall, the sky begins to rumble and the first drops of rain splatter on the pavement. Mum slams the door shut and puts an arm round my shoulders. She smells of Daz and vanilla essence. I breathe in her smell as deeply as I can, clinging to its familiarity. ‘It’ll soon feel like home, love,’ she says with a reassuring squeeze.

  I make an mmm-hmm noise and wriggle away to escape up the creaking staircase, muttering something about unpacking my room.

  Upstairs, I shove the box of diaries and photographs as far as possible under my new bed without looking at it. I sling my backpack on the duvet, letting the contents slither out: hairbrush. Tampons. Toothbrush. Toothpaste. Deodorant.

  I try to breathe.

  My laptop slides out on top of them, the green power light winking at me. My stomach does a weird sort of wriggle. I turn my back on it and tug the heavy sash window open with a complaining squeal and a cloud of dust. Outside the wind rustles the too-long grass and ivy sweeps like a tidal wave over the crumbling garden wall. In the far corner of the garden, a squat shed crouches like a toad in the gathering dusk. Rain is drumming steadily down now and the evening air smells wet and earthy. The hair on my arms lifts as a cold gust blows in. I pull a baggy black jumper out of the nearest bag and shrug it over my head, then pull my hair out of its ponytail so it falls round my shoulders, warming my neck.

  Mum has already hung my new school uniform over the door of the wardrobe. I frown at the bottle-green blazer and kilt and picture myself arriving at St Margaret’s Academy, a flat grey building I’ve only seen pictures of online, standing awkwardly on my own while gaggles of students push past me, chattering excitedly.

  ‘Anna! Dinner!’

  I sigh and head downstairs, leaving the window open.

  In the kitchen, Mum has already unearthed a few lamps and a tablecloth, giving the room an air of familiarity. A pan of hot water and spaghetti is bubbling away on the stove. Spaghetti wasn’t on my list of last-minute things, but Mum shoved it in the glovebox, realizing we wouldn’t have anything else to eat on the first night. The modern cutlery with brightly coloured handles and the tall highball glasses look out of place in this creaky museum of a house, which Linda proudly assured us originally dates back almost four centuries. It’s like the cottage has dressed up in our old house’s clothes, but the trousers are too short, revealing a weird patch of bare ankle.

  ‘It doesn’t look like much yet.’ Mum shrugs apologetically, and I feel my heart constrict. Mum has uprooted her entire life – job, friends, everything – and here she is apologizing to me. I don’t know what to say, so I shrug too, in a way that I hope looks like ‘I don’t mind, Mum, I love you’ but I’m afraid actually looks like ‘whatever’.

  ‘We’ll get there,’ she smiles. ‘It’s a fresh start and that’s what matters.’

  


  CHAPTER 2

  Sunlight glows on the other side of my eyelids. I lie looking at the rosy haze, disorientated. My hand shoots out automatically to grope for my phone on the bedside table. The phone isn’t there. Nor is the bedside table. My knuckles graze the chalky whitewashed wall instead. I startle, eyes flying open, reeling at the unfamiliarity of the room. And I remember. You don’t have a phone any more, Anna. Not after what happened. I close my eyes again and collapse back into my pillow, letting the pink engulf me.

  There’s the strangest noise. It panics me. The sound of quiet. No low, permanent thrum of traffic. No sudden scream of sirens, stopping as abruptly as they started. No clattering of bins being unloaded into the lorry. No screaming of next-door’s baby through paper-thin walls.

  The shock of the change hits me all over again.

  There’s something heavy on my legs. Cosmo must have forgiven me at some point during the night because he’s curled up like a pool of liquid fur on top of the duvet. I slip one foot out and stroke his silky head with my toes.

  ‘Toto,’ I whisper. ‘We’re not in Kansas any more.’

  I let the sound of my own heartbeat thud in my ears. As I lie there, other sounds creep in, so much softer than the morning chorus I’m used to. A trill of birdsong, repeated a few moments later in a deeper key. The gentle whispering of the wind around the eaves. And something faint, rhythmic, as reassuring as the tick of a clock. Like someone catching their breath and then blowing out gently through their nose, over and over again. It awakens something in the back of my mind, but I can’t pin it down. I lie there, listening.

  Huh-aaah. Huh-aaah.

  It’s water. Slapping against the wooden-boarded harbourside and slipping back with the tide. I breathe in time with the water. In. Out. In. Out. Fresh. Start. Fresh. Start. Fresh start.

  I throw on an oversized plaid shirt and a pair of leggings and head downstairs, running my hand along the unfamiliar, smooth wood of the bannister. Mum is already busy in the kitchen, pulling mugs out of cardboard boxes, digging in the bottom of a suitcase for spoons.

  ‘I popped out to see if I could get any fresh milk, but shops don’t seem to open here on a Sunday before eleven,’ she says apologetically.

  Sunday. Only one day before school starts. We haven’t exactly left a lot of time for settling in. The thought of school makes my heart flutter in my chest and I try to ignore it.

  ‘Yes!’ Mum triumphantly produces a box of cornflakes and a carton of UHT milk from a box labelled store cupboard.

  ‘Knew it was in there somewhere!’

  The table has been covered with a garish plastic cloth that must have been sitting in the bottom of a drawer at our old house since my sixth or seventh birthday party. On it is perched a rinsed-out baked-bean can full of yellow dandelions and blue forget-me-nots, some with roots still attached. A scattering of earth surrounds the base of the tin and the paper label has been roughly ripped off, but I can still see the top of the word Heinz.

  Mum watches nervously and follows my raised eyebrows as I take it all in.

  ‘Just thought I’d cheer the place up a bit,’ she says.

  ‘It’s nice.’ The bowls haven’t been unpacked yet so I pour cornflakes into a mug and try not to pull a face at the cardboard taste of the milk.

  After breakfast, I wander into the village. It’s a cold day, but braving the icy breeze outside is better than watching Mum pretend to unpack while she anxiously watches my every move. It’s like she’s already looking for the ‘new me’, as if moving into the new house will flip some kind of switch and suddenly I’ll be the new girl with the happy face and the squeaky-clean slate that she’s come all the way to Scotland to find. My cheeks ache with forced smiles. Being in a different place doesn’t mean it never happened. Why doesn’t she understand that? It doesn’t mean I’m not still hurting.

  The sky is like metal and the surface of the harbour bristles with choppy little waves. I walk down ‘West Shore’, the long road next to the water, passing a series of little wooden boats nestling like birds under the shelter of the harbour wall. In the distance, a great concrete pier zigzags out into the water like a solid lightning bolt. I make a sharp left away from the shoreline and follow a narrow street that twists and turns into the heart of the village, through snug rows of ice-cream-coloured houses with white net curtains fluttering at the windows. A little wooden noticeboard opposite the cafe proudly announces local news and events, with fliers for a pub quiz night, a community picnic and a talk on gardening at the town hall.

  I come across sudden, unexpected smells of coffee and freshly baking bread that are as alien to me as the morning birdsong. It’s a far cry from the exhaust fumes and cigarette smoke of my old neighbourhood.

  In a small playground, three girls who are really too big for it are whizzing around on the roundabout. They take it in turns to run wildly round the edge, pushing it until it screeches in protest, then jumping on and shrieking, hands clasped in the centre, heads thrown back, hair streaming in the wind as they twirl round and round.

  And suddenly I’m watching three other little girls, in a bigger playground far away, like a flickering home movie I didn’t choose to play and can’t look away from. One with straight blonde hair whipping round her face. One with a long, shiny black plait bouncing on her back. One with light brown curls tangling wildly in the wind. I can’t look away from her face. She’s smiling so widely.

  A car flashes past, interrupting my view of the playground and snapping me out of my reverie. I put my hand to my cheek and find to my surprise that it’s wet.

  ‘No use crying over spilled milkshake,’ I mutter to myself. That’s what Dad would say. Then he’d laugh uproariously, slapping his thigh like it was the most hilarious joke in the world. I’d roll my eyes, but his laugh was so infectious I’d end up giggling in spite of myself.

  It hits me like someone’s stuck their hand right through my belly button, grabbed my stomach hard and twisted. I slump onto a bench, wondering vaguely if I’m going to be sick.

  I never imagined what it’d be like to lose my dad. Of course I didn’t. No normal teenager does. You don’t think it could ever happen to you. It’s something for sob stories and sad movies. And, even if you did, you would never imagine the actual details. The weird sensation that he’s leaving a little bit each day, not just in one big, dramatic go. The way he’s so tired towards the end that the pain takes him somewhere else and it’s an effort for him even to remember that you’re in the room with him. The way you never really get the chance to say goodbye because, by the time you do, it’s not quite him any more.

  But, if I had thought about my dad dying, I’d have bet every pound of the money I earned babysitting Mrs Reed’s nightmare baby next door that I wouldn’t have been going through it alone.

  If I’d ever pictured that moment, I wouldn’t have imagined myself sitting, lost, on a peeling bench in a playground in a tiny fishing village in the middle of nowhere. I’d probably have seen myself on a different bench, in the garden of our old house, somewhere safe and familiar. There’d have been two hands holding mine and a head resting on each of my shoulders. Straight blonde hair and a long black plait.

  I guess things don’t always turn out the way you think they will.

  I round a corner into a narrow alleyway that runs between two rows of small back gardens. There are low garden walls on both sides, some with little wooden doors or gates set into them, some with bushes and fruit trees growing on the other side to shield the houses from view. There’s a small, yappy dog running in circles on one lawn, its owner standing in the back doorway with her hands cupped round a steaming mug, waiting for it to do its business. A couple of the gardens are overgrown with straggling weeds and moss-covered, mouldering patio furniture, but most are cheerful and well cared for, in keeping with the bright, seaside feel of the rest of the village.

  I walk past one particularly neat garden, with pretty flowers in perfect straight lines and a rusting basketball hoop screwed into the back wall of the house. There’s a man sitting in a deckchair in a corner of the lawn, a tin of lager by his side. I check my watch. It’s 9.45. He looks like he might once have been very handsome, but someone has taken a rubber and blurred his edges. His stomach protrudes over the top of his waistband and his cheeks sag slightly, as if the flesh is too heavy for his face to support.

  As I watch, a boy of about fifteen or sixteen comes out of the back door and into the garden, not seeing the man sitting in the corner. He’s tall, with sandy hair and a crooked nose beneath sea-green eyes. He strolls over to the little flower bed, bends down and turns on a small sprinkler, which starts gently spraying droplets of water over the flowers.

  ‘Done it, Mum!’ he calls over his shoulder, up towards the house, and, as he walks back to the door, he picks up the ball that’s lying near the doormat and quickly dribbles it towards the hoop.

  ‘He shoots . . . he scores,’ he mutters under his breath, looping the ball up through the air with one hand and watching it bounce off the wall of the house, missing the hoop by a good metre, and roll back down the lawn.

  There’s a snort from the deckchair and the boy whirls round, looking panicked.

  ‘You always did throw like a girl,’ spits the man, taking a long pull on his lager.

  I suddenly feel embarrassed to be eavesdropping and want to walk away, but I’m partially screened from view by a gnarly apple tree and I’m afraid that moving will just draw attention. I stand there, frozen.

  ‘Dad.’ The boy’s face falls. He takes a few uncertain steps towards the chair and his eyes twitch nervously back towards the house. ‘It’s a bit early – Mum’s . . .’

  ‘Don’t you tell me what to do, you little bitch.’ The man half heaves himself out of the chair, his fist swiping towards the boy as if to box him round the ears, and just missing as the boy steps smartly backwards out of reach.

  ‘Sorry, Dad.’ The boy keeps his eyes down, not meeting the man’s gaze, and he settles back into his chair with a grunt, closing his eyes.

  As the boy heads back into the house and moves towards the door, the tree no longer protects me from view. His eyes lock onto mine and I see surprise ripple across his face, before it quickly hardens into embarrassment and then anger.

  I want to explain that I’m just exploring the village, that I’m new here, that I didn’t mean to pry, but the situation is so awkward, and I’m so worried about waking his dad, that I panic and very quickly walk away instead.

  My heartbeat slows as I make my way to the other end of the alleyway, the rest of the gardens in the row deserted, their owners probably enjoying a weekend lie-in.

  The village is so tiny that I’ve thoroughly explored it within half an hour. Apart from the boy in the garden, the only other person even close to my age is a heavily freckled paper boy who looks so shocked to see me that he practically falls off his bike, before flushing and whizzing off.

  In Birmingham, if I wanted to kill time, I’d buy the cheapest ticket for a kids’ film showing at the multiplex, then sneak into one of the other screens halfway through the movie and sit in the back row, knees pulled up to my chest, slowly sucking an entire packet of Skittles one by one so they’d last as long as possible. It was a technique I’d honed to a fine art in the last few weeks before we left. If you hopped from screen to screen, you could spend the whole day there in the dark, hiding, dipping in and out of other people’s fairy-tale endings.

  The closest thing to a Cineworld in St Monans appears to be a monthly projection night at the community centre: next up, The Emoji Movie on May 2nd. I look critically at the large cartoon poop on the poster. Somehow I don’t think that’ll offer quite the same opportunity for escape.

  It’s starting to spit with rain by the time I leave the cobbled streets behind and find my way back to the cottage. I turn up my jacket collar, but the chill seems to creep in anyway.

  

By late afternoon, we’re unpacking in companionable silence, carefully unwinding each individual plate from metres of bubble wrap. Mum takes out all the knick-knacks first, carefully displaying candles and vases and wicker hearts around the kitchen. She whistles cheerfully as she lights a few tea lights, their flickering flames bright against the gathering gloom outside. I don’t think she even realizes she’s whistling Dad’s favourite song.

  Even though there are still tons of boxes sitting untouched, Mum’s unpacked the TV and the DVD player and laid out a selection of films. Family movie night always used to mean the same old classics: Jurassic Park, Labyrinth, E.T. Dad used to do stupid voices and talk through all the boring bits and Mum and I would have to throw a blanket over him to stop him ruining the romantic moments with stupid, slurpy kissing noises. But none of the movies she’s put out are ones we’d ever watched with Dad.

  Still, it’s comfortingly familiar to snuggle up next to her on the new red sofa, cross-legged under the duvet I’ve hauled down from upstairs, sharing a massive bowl of popcorn and sipping hot chocolate. Mum picks all the pink marshmallows out of her cup and puts them in mine and I exchange them for my white ones without a word.

  

In the middle of the night, I wake up and lie with my eyes wide open, staring into the darkness, listening to the strange quiet. The wind must have picked up because I can hear the dull wooden bumps of the little boats in the harbour bobbing against each other.

  At home, there was always some light creeping round the edges of my curtains. The dull flickering of the sign above the off-licence on the corner. The amber glow of the lamp post outside my bedroom window finding its way in like a trusty night light. Here the dark presses in around me like velvet, making me feel suffocated. Against the black, I start seeing that grey, low school building again, and feel the familiar nerves rising up the back of my throat. Tomorrow I have to start all over again.

  My bare feet feel their way along the unfamiliar, uneven wooden floor towards the bathroom. As I come back, a glass of water in my hand, I see a crack of light along the side of Mum’s bedroom door. I push it open a few centimetres, enough to see her curved back as she sits on the bare mattress of her bed, face buried in one of Dad’s work shirts. Her shoulders are shaking.

  And I want to run in and press my face into it too, tell her I miss him as well and that moving into this house feels like a betrayal, as if we’re pretending he never existed at all. But she’s worked every second since we got here to make everything okay. Happy. Normal. And, if I go in, it’ll mean admitting that it’s not. So I push the door closed with my fingertips and pad back to my own bedroom in the dark.

  


  CHAPTER 3

  The weather isn’t exactly encouraging when I wake the next morning. Through the gap in the curtains I can see a slate-grey sky with thick low clouds. Mum obviously hasn’t managed to get the central heating working yet because my cheeks, nose and the one foot poking out of the duvet are freezing cold.

  I start to drag myself reluctantly out of bed, but the cold squeezes me like a fist and moving slowly isn’t an option. I gasp out loud and scurry into the bathroom. I jump in the shower and shriek at the top of my lungs as drops of freezing water dance down my back like tiny blades of ice.

  ‘MUUUM!’ I scream. ‘The hot water’s still not working!’

  ‘Hang on!’ comes the muffled reply from downstairs. ‘Linda said it might take ten minutes for the water heater to kick in.’

  It’s probably a good thing that the choice words I’d like to offer Linda are lost in the rushing sound of the shower.

  Pencil case. Notebook. Diary. Mascara. Compact. Hair tie. Sports bag.

  Half an hour later, I stomp downstairs with a towel round my head, one arm in a blazer sleeve, shoving my pencil case into my schoolbag. I’ve wasted fifteen minutes searching for a hairdryer while the shower warmed up, leaving a trail of half-opened boxes spilling their guts out behind me, with no luck.

  ‘Great, I’m going to be the new girl who arrives late, walks in after everyone else and has stupid wet hair,’ I complain, grabbing a cereal bar from a box on the kitchen table and heading for the car.

  ‘Well, at least you’ll make an impression,’ Mum grins, ignoring my eye-roll as she starts the engine. ‘I couldn’t find any clean socks this morning, but you don’t hear me complaining about facing my first day at work with smelly feet.’

  ‘Ugh, Mum, gross. It’s not like your first day will be anywhere near as embarrassing as mine,’ I say, brushing a few stray crumbs of Mars bar off my seat belt as I plug it in. ‘The NHS is basically the same everywhere. And administrators in Scotland probably do exactly the same boring paperwork as they do in England. You’ll fit right in.’

  ‘Gee, thanks,’ Mum replies drily. She puts the car into gear and screeches backwards out of the driveway.

  ‘You won’t be the new girl for long – there’s always something else coming along for people to gossip about.’ She catches my eye in the rear-view mirror and trails off awkwardly. I notice there are dark yellowish circles under her eyes.

  I swallow and look out of the window. In heavy silence, I watch the higgledy-piggledy cottages whizz past, some standing out from the whitewashed ranks in bright blues and pinks, their red and grey roofs nestled closely together as if they’re gossiping over old secrets. Mum turns on the radio and the familiar strains of ‘Don’t Look Back in Anger’ fill the car. ‘Have they not heard it’s 2017?’ I mutter, trying to ignore the fluttering of nerves in my stomach.

  We leave the tiny village behind and whizz past bleak, flat fields punctuated with miserable huddles of farm animals. As we reach the outskirts of St Andrews, with its beautiful old buildings, I can’t help thinking how different it is from my usual journey to school, stuck in jam-packed traffic among crawling buses and towering high-rise flats. No. Not usual. My old journey to school.

  That thought is a mistake. Allowing myself to remember the journey to school is a gateway, letting other thoughts rush in before I can block them. School. The first day of a new term. My friends – I catch myself painfully – ex-friends, will be jumping off the bus, waving rowdily, shouting hello.

  Suzanne is probably flicking through holiday photos on her phone while Prav looks over her shoulder and evaluates her fashion choices. Carrying on as usual like every year. As if I was never there. At least that’s the best-case scenario. Worst case, they’re gathered in groups, discussing me. Going over the gory details like vultures picking a skeleton bare, passing juicy titbits along, even though, by now, surely everyone has already had their fill. Tearing more strips off me. Wondering where I am now . . .

  No. Don’t think about it.

  Pencil case. Notebook. Year planner. Mascara. Compact. Hair tie. Sports bag.

  I clench my fists until my nails dig into my palms. It doesn’t matter. A fresh start.

  Before I’m ready, we’ve pulled up in front of St Margaret’s Academy and I find myself confronted with the real-life version of the boxy building I’ve googled, set back from the road across a large tarmac playground. I let myself feel ever so slightly comforted by the fact that it looks a bit friendlier in real life, with green-blazered teenagers buzzing around, greeting each other excitedly and streaming into the main building.

  ‘I don’t know what time I’ll finish tonight, but the ninety-five bus stops just outside the front of school and it runs all the way to St Monans,’ Mum says, handing me a bunch of house keys and giving me a rough kiss on the cheek before I can dodge it.

  ‘Good luck, love,’ she calls as I slide out of the car and hoist my bag onto my shoulder. I glance back and see her quickly replace her worried frown with an encouraging wave as she pulls away. Busted.

  Moments later, I find myself swept indoors on the green tide as a bell jangles and students rush for their classrooms. I look down at the crumpled timetable and map that arrived in the post two weeks ago. It seems like a lifetime since I stared blankly at that Scottish postmark. Now here I am. Ready to start afresh. As if you can just leave yourself behind and pretend to be a completely new person. Step out of your skin and shrug it off like a snake. Anna Clark: ordinary teenager. Totally normal. Nothing to see here.

  I picture a long, crackly snakeskin trailing dustily behind me along the corridor, down the school steps, between the brown fields, through the twisting streets of St Monans and all the way back to Birmingham. My hands twitch involuntarily towards the back of my jacket, as if I could brush it away.

  

The first thing on my timetable is a ‘welcome’ session with my form tutor, a man in his early thirties whose relatively smart suit and tie are undermined by a tuft of hair sticking up at the back of his head and brown laces in black shoes.

  ‘Welcome, Anna,’ he says warmly, balancing a massive pile of books and papers in one arm so he can stick out a sweaty hand to shake mine. ‘I’m Mr Phelps. We’re all so glad to have you here at St Margaret’s.’ He glances surreptitiously at his watch. ‘Now I know you’ve recently been through a very difficult time.’ I hold my breath. I can hear the snakeskin crackling in my ears.

  ‘With the death of your father,’ he adds awkwardly, and my stomach relaxes so suddenly it feels floppy and warm. I make a non-committal mmm noise and stare at my shoes. The crackling fades a little. Mum kept her promise. Nobody here needs to know. Not the teachers, not the students, not the milkman. Nobody.

  Mr Phelps offers to do a grand introduction to the class, but I beg him not to and I must be pretty convincing because he glances at his watch again with a relieved expression and quickly agrees. ‘We’ll let you get to know your classmates individually then, Anna. But please know that I’m always here if you should need anything at all, or have any problems. My door is always open.’ And, with that, he’s gone.

  


  CHAPTER 4

  Entering the chemistry lab is like walking into an X-ray machine.

  The teacher gives me a nod and a mercifully brief, ‘Welcome, Anna.’ Thirty pairs of laser eyes sweep from my scuffed shoes to my still-damp hair. At the last minute, I hastily shoved it into a ponytail. Now I wish I hadn’t. I want to let it fall over my face and hide behind it. Silently cursing the missing hairdryer, I walk stiffly to an empty bench near the back, while necks swivel to follow me. It’s like the longest walk in the world. My feet feel weird, as if I’m clumping like an elephant. I think I’ve forgotten how to walk.

  Pencil case. Notebook . . . I try to hold onto my list, but it’s faltering in the face of such intense scrutiny.

  Thankfully, it’s a practical lesson and the array of glass beakers, Bunsen burners and brightly coloured powders lined up at the front quickly reclaims my classmates’ attention. I’m grateful to slip onto a plastic stool and fade into the background as their heads turn back to the teacher and she starts talking us through the experiment.

  I join the back of the queue for lab coats and when I finally get to the cupboard it’s almost empty. I reach out to take the last relatively clean one at the exact same moment as a redhead with a sleek, straight bob and trendy black-framed glasses. Her nose is scattered with freckles that look like they’ve been delicately painted onto china and her eyes are outlined in perfect black, liquid liner, a tiny flick like a tick at the end of her lash line. She laughs and thrusts the white coat at me, taking the one with a large burn mark across the front instead. ‘Don’t worry, I can pull it off,’ she jokes, and her voice is deep and gravelly and doesn’t match her appearance at all. She gives a little twirl and is gone before I can remember to smile.

  We’re given the choice to work alone or in pairs, and I quickly bury my head in my notes, ignoring the buzz as most of the class pairs off. As I pick up my plastic safety goggles and turn to the sheet of instructions, the classroom door opens again. A boy with thick, black, slightly too-long hair curling round his ears sneaks into the room, trying to tiptoe towards the nearest workbench while the teacher is bent over somebody’s tripod. His backpack is open, books and papers almost spilling out and his slightly frayed blazer hangs from one shoulder.

  She waits until he’s almost made it to a stool at the back of the room before she turns. ‘You’re seven minutes late, Robin Allnutt – not the best start to the term.’

  He looks up, one leg over the stool.

  ‘Not the worst start to the term either, though, Mrs Beadle,’ he says politely, ‘once you take into account earthquakes, volcanos and other natural disasters.’ He gives her a dimpled smile.

  She can’t quite help an exasperated half-smile of her own. ‘Be that as it may, you’d better see me at the end of the lesson, please. Again.’

  ‘Yes, Mrs Beadle,’ he says calmly, allowing the contents of his rucksack to tumble out across his desk. Something tells me this isn’t the first time he’s been asked to stay behind.

  On the other side of the room, a thin wisp of smoke rises up from a table crowded with boys. A tall, skinny boy with stiffly gelled black hair is using the yellow flame of the Bunsen burner to singe the shirt cuffs of the boy next to him.

  ‘That’s enough, Mark Chambers!’ Mrs Beadle turns away from Robin, snapping on the switch for the overhead ventilators while the other boys snigger and hastily extinguish the Bunsen flame.

  ‘And don’t think I can’t see you too, Toby Taylor,’ she raps out sharply, and a handsome boy with olive skin and a wooden beaded necklace hastily drops the lit splint he had been slowly inching towards Mark Chambers’ hairline.

  The class gets down to work and I turn my attention to the conical flask in front of me, using a metal spatula to stir a spoonful of pink powder into the water. Gradually, the liquid begins to calm, fine flecks of rosy pink settling at the bottom in a bright layer, undissolved.

  Without thinking, I’ve already filled out the little box on my worksheet before the powder stops moving: Cobalt carbonate + H20: no reaction.

  At least there’s one tiny benefit to moving schools in the middle of the year: I already did this experiment last term.

  I pick up the flask and swirl it round, watching the pink powder fly back up into the water and dance again. I stare into the storm and it slowly calms again in the palm of my hand. Things can settle down again. Even after a tornado. The thought reassures me.

  At the bench in front of me, the redhead has already moved onto the next stage of the experiment, and is preparing to pour powder into a flask of hydrochloric acid. As she tilts the test tube, I realize it’s far too full – she’s used at least three times the correct amount of acid.

  ‘Wait!’ I leap forward, but she’s already tilted the tube, shaking the powder out in a slow waterfall, floating down towards the surface of the liquid. In slow motion, she turns her head and sees my panicked face, and I see her black-rimmed eyes snap back in horror towards the flask as she realizes her mistake.

  The liquid erupts, pink giving way to a violent deep blue, its surface hissing and boiling, leaping up the sides of the flask. But the warning was just in time – she stumbles backwards, a little of the powder remaining in the bottom of the test tube, and, although the blue solution spurts upwards and hissing turquoise foam slithers down the outside of the flask like a volcano, she has already let go, and it drips harmlessly onto the safety mat.

  ‘Close call,’ she laughs as the teacher rushes over, but I can tell she’s more shaken than she’s letting on. ‘Thanks,’ she adds, and this time I manage a quick smile. She looks down at her lab coat, and the large burn mark. ‘Guess this was the right one for me after all.’ Her lab partner, a girl with high cheekbones and long, braided hair, is shaking her head, but her shoulders are shaking with suppressed laughter.

  ‘Seriously, Cat, are you ever going to learn to read the instructions?’ she demands, in a scolding tone.

  Cat turns back to her bench. ‘Why would I need to when you’re always three steps ahead of me?’

  ‘Yeah, well, not this time. If you could at least try to wait until the second week of term before you blow up the entire science block, that’d be great. I’d like to learn a bit first, if it’s all the same to you.’

  ‘Like you haven’t already been through the entire term’s syllabus on your own time, Lish.’ Cat elbows her in the ribs and the other girl looks away, half embarrassed, half proud, and doesn’t deny it. I watch them from behind, taking in their easy closeness, and try to ignore the loneliness that rushes through me.

  

I spend the rest of the day sitting at the backs of classrooms, keeping my head down, speaking only when spoken to and trying not to attract attention. If I manage to blend in well enough, maybe I’ll just disappear. After the past couple of months, being invisible sounds very appealing indeed.

  


  CHAPTER 5

  For the next few days, I manage to keep a miraculously low profile. I bury my head in my books, hang around in the school library during breaktime and empty the vending machine of cereal bars instead of facing the cafeteria. Each day that passes feels like a little victory.

  Every evening, Mum pumps me for details about lessons and friends, and I paint her the most cheerful picture I can. At home, I make it sound like I’m the life and soul of the classroom, name-dropping my fellow students as if I’ve got more friends than I know what to do with. At school, I work harder at blending in than I’ve ever worked at any academic subject in my life. And it’s quite successful. When people walk past me in the corridor, their eyes sort of slide right over me. It’s as if I don’t exist. Nobody is paying me any attention at all.

  Until Thursday morning.

  

The drama studio is a large, square room with black walls and a slightly springy, soft black floor. The tiered seats have been pushed against the wall to make space and the class is lounging around the room, waiting for the teacher, some sitting backwards on chairs, some cross-legged on the floor. The girls have taken over one corner of the room (I recognize Cat and Lish whispering animatedly about something, heads bent together) and the boys are mostly grouped in another.

  A tall boy with blond hair is standing on a chair with his back to me, doing a very mean but very accurate impression of Mrs Lewis, the school librarian. ‘LIBRARY TIME IS QUIET TIME, MR STEWART!’ he screeches, as the others fall about laughing.

  ‘Nice to see you warming up, Simon.’ Miss Evans, the drama teacher, walks in, gesturing for him to get down from the chair. She can’t be older than her late twenties, wiry and petite, with oval glasses and a lilting Glaswegian accent.

  The boy pirouettes on the chair, giving a deep mock bow, and, as he straightens up, his eyes meet mine. Green eyes, sandy hair and a crooked nose.

  A sudden image flashes into my head: a back garden, a basketball . . . those green eyes lowered in shame. We look at each other for a long moment that seems to stretch like elastic between us even though it can only be a few seconds.

  He clambers awkwardly off the chair, still staring at me. Then he very deliberately turns his back and goes to sit with the other boys. I think about following him, trying to explain that I wasn’t eavesdropping, not on purpose anyway, but I don’t know how to say that without bringing up what I saw in front of all his rowdy friends. Somehow, I think that would just make everything far worse.

  Miss Evans seems to have a lot more energy than I do at 8.45 a.m. in the morning. While the other teachers dress in smart suits and jackets, she’s wearing loose grey jogging bottoms and a bright purple T-shirt with the slogan: You can’t scare me: I teach drama!

  She divides us into groups of five and tells us to take it in turns to stand up straight and then fall slowly backwards, letting our other four teammates catch us. ‘It’s all about developing trust and learning to work together as a team,’ she explains excitedly, bouncing on the balls of her feet as she walks round the room, watching our progress. ‘Wait until the last possible moment, so that the person really experiences the fall before the relief of being caught.’

  Absolutely no way am I trusting these four strangers to stop me breaking my neck. I make sure I’m in the catching party every time. We gather round a girl with incredibly shiny shoes and a white-blonde pixie cut, whose name is Lola. She shrieks as if she’s diving into freezing water each time she falls backwards, even though we catch her every time. There are little ‘oohs’ and ‘aahs’ from around the room as people swoon towards the floor, then bounce gently up again as their teammates link arms like a trampoline.

  Across the room, the boys are bouncing a large ginger boy named Charlie in the air with such force he spins onto his front, snorting with laughter.

  ‘What lovely – ah – energy, boys . . .’ Miss Evans begins, then her voice rises as Charlie whirls through the air, his head missing the wall by a couple of centimetres. ‘Yes, very good, I think we’re warmed up enough,’ she squeaks, moving hurriedly back to the front of the classroom.

  ‘Some of you may think,’ she continues as we settle cross-legged on the floor, ‘that acting is all about drama.’ She pauses dramatically, her eyes twinkling, as if she expects somebody to respond, but nobody does.

  ‘The truth is, it starts with knowing your character. Really knowing them. Inside out. Getting completely under their skin and seeing the world through their eyes. People today spend longer looking at their own face on a mobile phone than they do looking into someone else’s eyes.’

  I see a few people starting to zone out. We’re teenagers. If she’s planning to give us a lecture on the dangers of becoming obsessed with mobile phones, we’ve heard it all before. What nobody seems to have realized is that they’re also constantly telling us tech is the future, eighty per cent of today’s jobs won’t exist by the time we reach our thirties and we’ve got to have digital skills to survive. They can’t have it both ways.

  I tune back in in time to hear her say: ‘ . . . an exercise in truly getting to know a person, under the surface. The real them.’

  Uh-oh. This does not sound good.

  Miss Evans is moving round the room now, pairing people up, and my mind starts frantically scrolling through excuses to suddenly leave the classroom but, before I can think of anything realistic, she’s tapping me lightly on the shoulder and telling me to work with Louise, a mousy, round-cheeked girl. Up close, her brown eyes are small and close together, and she has a heavy fringe that ends a bit too high, as if the hairdresser wasn’t paying attention and carried on cutting further than was strictly necessary. It gives her a constant air of being slightly surprised.

  ‘Louise, you’re the questioner. And Anna, is it?’ She smiles at me kindly and I nod, sensing where this is going, but unable to stop it. ‘Anna, you’ll be answering about yourself. A nice way for us all to get to know you.’ She gives us an encouraging nod and moves onto the next pair, handing out stapled sheaves of paper covered in questions.

  ‘You have half an hour to find out all you can about your subject. Some of you might think you already know each other well, but often our true selves remain hidden in plain sight.’

  She has no idea.

  ‘Use these questions as a starting point, but feel free to throw in your own as well. And, most importantly, listen. At the end of the lesson, you’ll be expected to give a brief presentation about your partner, so you need to get to know them very well indeed.’

  I close my eyes for a moment. When I open them, Louise is looking earnestly at me as if we’re about to go through some deep bonding ritual. Before I can try to take control of the situation, she’s already asking the first question.

  ‘What is your full name?’

  ‘Anna Gwendolyn R—’ I stumble and choke the word back, turning my confusion into a loud cough as Louise frowns and looks up from the worksheet.

  ‘Clark. Anna Gwendolyn Clark.’ I look down at my hands in horror, unable to believe I’ve almost messed up already on the very first question.

  Louise is looking at me sceptically. ‘Gwendolyn?’ she asks. ‘Seriously?’

  ‘It was my great-grandma’s name,’ I mutter, trying to stop my voice from trembling.
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