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			I dedicate this book to my much-loved late Grandad, 

			my hero, Brian Bernard Brewster. 

			 

			Grandad, thank you for loving me, protecting me 

			and showing me – through your words and actions – 

			that with you I was safe.  

			 

			I miss you everyday and I hope I make you proud.
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			Prologue: George Floyd

			THIS TOWN IS RACIST. If you are Black. If you are mixed race.

			Look around you. Go to Waitrose, Sainsburys, B&Q. Walk along the canal towpath. You do not see Black people. And if you do, you are shocked. I have been called every name under the sun. If you believe it doesn’t happen in this sleepy town then you are deluded.

			THIS TOWN IS RACIST. I never thought I would have the courage to say these words out loud. But since I said them – almost shouted them – they have opened up the racist floodgates that lie hidden in the underbelly of this small Cotswold market town. My home town of forty years, and the site of much of the racial trauma I have suffered.

			These four words might change the course of my life as I know it.

			These four words, together, form a statement of fact, of lived experience, for people of colour living in rural towns across the United Kingdom. For the last forty-two years I have felt unable to say these words because talking about the racism I have experienced, and continue to experience, as a mixed-race person, racialised as Black, means bringing it to the forefront of my mind once again. Talking about it makes me remember the pain, fear and terror of trying to survive living here. Talking about it makes me relive every name I was called, every shove, every traumatic bus journey. Talking about it makes me vulnerable and it gives those kids – who are now adults – permission to hurt me mentally again. And it gives them permission to call me out, to deny they did those things, to paint me as a liar or a drama queen.

			I can’t ignore, or pretend to ignore, the racism I have experienced at the hands of these white-skinned members of my community, and I can no longer pretend I’m just like them – the people who have never been driven to claw at their skin until it bleeds in order to try and uncover a lighter tone, to make themselves whiter, to fit in.

			I’m not like them, and I never have been.

			It’s June 2020 and a few days ago I witnessed – along with millions of other people around the world – the murder of a Black man called George Floyd. George’s murder was captured on a phone screen and streamed across the world. It was one of the most shocking, heart-breaking and utterly devastating pieces of video footage I have ever watched. I can’t forget it. I dream about George being murdered, and when I dream it’s my face I see, or my son’s face, or my grandson’s face. I can’t stop experiencing a feeling of deep despair, as if someone I know well has been killed. I feel numb, and I don’t know what to do with myself.

			George was slowly murdered by a police officer who, when he joined the force, swore an oath to protect all members of the American public, no matter what colour or creed. But he didn’t protect George. The reason is because George was Black and, in America, as across the world, Black people are treated as inferior to white people. Our lives aren’t as important; our skin colour dictates the way in which we are treated physically, mentally and socially.

			Black lives don’t matter.

			But they do.

			When in his final moments George called out for his mama, a box inside me that I’ve kept locked and triple-bolted burst open, never to be closed again. The opening of this, my Pandora’s box, manifested in uncontrollable sobs but, as I now know, it heralded something much more profound and life-changing.

			 

			I can’t breathe.

			 

			George’s words made me come to this, my first ever protest, this town’s first ever Black Lives Matter protest. I wasn’t going to come, because what difference will it make? It won’t bring George back, will it? It won’t erase years of persecution of Black people. This tiny little market town in the Cotswolds can’t do anything to help end racism. What did anyone here ever do to help me when I needed it? Nothing. No one did anything.

			I’m terrified. I hear the small voice of my younger self in my head, the damaged one, and she really doesn’t want me to be here. She doesn’t like being seen as a target, so I always try to keep us safe, not set ourselves apart from others, especially when it comes to race.

			But whereas my main mission is usually to listen to the child inside me, to keep us safe, today the louder voice I hear is George’s. ‘I can’t breathe’ are the words George repeated when he was being slowly murdered by white police officer Derek Chauvin. George’s pleas for help fell on the deaf ears of this man and his three Minneapolis Police Department accomplices.

			 

			I can’t breathe.

			 

			These words have given me the strength to silence the pleas of the scared little girl inside me. These words brought me here – to a place where I myself have felt fear. Where in my younger years I also found it hard to breathe, for fear of being targeted due to the colour of my skin.

			I never feared being murdered – I am one of the lucky ones – but when I was out in town, my body, mind and soul were broken by local white people time and time again. It happened so often that I wanted to be invisible – no one can hurt me if they can’t see me, can they?

			I look up at the imposing Georgian building with its columns, its steps, its open forecourt where people perform and protest. It’s impossible to hide here. How apt that, today, it is the site of the town’s first Black Lives Matter protest.

			In all my forty-two years, I have never attended a protest. I’ve never felt passionate enough about anything to want to protest about it. I’ve busied myself being a mum, businesswoman and wife, diligently and dutifully fulfilling my roles in the constant pursuit of acceptance. I’ve done all these things quite well, I think, and have been congratulated for my superwoman-esque multi-tasking ability. I’ve even won awards for my achievements. But all the time I have been running, both metaphorically and physically, from the trauma caused by my lived experience of rural racism.

			My heart races as I walk around the corner to the front of this building. As I guessed, there aren’t too many people here. The people of this town care more about saving the environment (it is the home of Extinction Rebellion) than they do about the lives of Black people. As I scan the protestors, I see one other Black person. He is not someone I know. Most of the people here, with their painted signs and face masks, are white. I keep my head down and seek out a friend, who promised me she’d be here.

			As we stand together, face masks on and maintaining a two-metre distance (it’s June 2020 and we are easing out of the first national lockdown), we talk about the events of the past week. My friend is a force to be reckoned with, and is super savvy when it comes to human rights and the importance of free speech. She helped me make the decision to come here when we both knew the protest would be seen by many as ‘reckless’, that we would be seen as putting people at risk of catching COVID-19. I needed an ally.

			As we stand side by side, the protest organiser explains the schedule for the protest: ‘It took eight minutes and forty-six seconds for George Floyd to lose his life at the hands of a white police officer and his colleagues. As a mark of respect, you are invited to take the knee while we hold him in our thoughts.’

			Eight minutes and forty-six seconds is a long time. It’s uncomfortable kneeling on a hard surface for that long. I try to keep the pressure on my knee light and change position, all the while keeping George at the forefront of my mind. I remember seeing footage of him pleading with Chauvin, begging for relief. I also remember the detached look on Chauvin’s face. No emotion. No change in stance. No mercy.

			My tears fall once again as I try to imagine how George must have felt, pinned to the ground by three police officers – two on his body (we didn’t see them on the video) and Chauvin applying suffocating pressure to his neck. Even as George repeated, ‘Sir, I can’t breathe,’ nothing changed. There was no reply to this Black man’s calls for help.

			I mentally replay the video of George calling for his mama – she had died a few years earlier – and as I do the mother in me cries out silently as I think about my own twenty-two-year-old son. He too has been racially targeted due to the colour of his skin. This could be him, my boy.

			Why did George call for his mama? Is it the safety and warmth of our mother’s embrace that we want when we know the end is nigh?

			With that thought, my ‘be quiet and make everyone like me’ defence mechanism – a strategy I have used to protect myself from re-experiencing the trauma of living with racism in this ‘sleepy Cotswold town’ for forty-two years – started to unravel.

			As I stood up after those eight minutes and forty-six seconds, something inside me had changed forever. It was the straw that broke the camel’s back.

			The organiser asked if anyone wanted to speak.

			I stepped forward.

			‘This town is racist . . .’ I began.

		

	
		
			1

			Fete

			It’s 1988 and my village’s fete is the community’s ‘come together’ event of the year. It takes place every summer in the rectory gardens, an idyllic hidden space next to the church. You don’t see the rectory gardens as you drive past or walk up or down the main road into town. You have to be a local to know it’s there.

			We don’t play there much, to be honest. Even though the gardens are only about a ten-minute run from the flat where I live with my mum and sister, it’s all uphill to get there – and anyway, there are plenty of fields around our place to explore, play tag and generally bum about.

			The rectory gardens are the place for one thing and one thing only in my eyes: the annual community fete. The fete is the only event in the year – or the only event I go to, anyway – that brings people from across our village together. You get to see people you never see day to day. All sorts of people, too, not just people from down our road. It takes place every July, and the weather always seems to be good.

			At the fete there are 101 things to do, from playing on the coconut shy to shooting BB guns at tin cans; from arts and crafts tables to the lucky dip; from cutest baby contests to biggest vegetable competitions. The organisers, who like to prowl around the fete in hi-vis tabards scribbling on their clipboards, do a great job at catering for everyone. There’s always music in the form of a local band or school choir, and the smell of hot dogs, burgers and beer hangs in the air. It signals the start of summer.

			But, at ten years old, all I really care about this year is who is going to be crowned the fete queen and her princesses.

			The organisers of the fete, in their planning many moons ago, thought it would be a good idea to pick primary school children to be the fete queen and her two princess sidekicks. There’s a whole procedure involved in this. The two village schools – ours and Trinity Primary over the hill – take turns to host the ‘pick the fete queen and princesses’ competition.

			This year the competition is taking place at our school fete, and deciding whether to enter has been the subject of many a sleepover. I don’t like entering competitions against girls in my school, especially when they’re based on looks, because I am different. I am different to all the girls in my school. My hair is different, my skin is different, my nose is different. And my difference isn’t a good thing. I am a blackie. That’s one of the words they call me. I am fuzzy. I am not Daisy Hughes.

			 

			If I could be like one girl, if I could spend a day being one girl, it would be Daisy Hughes. Daisy is the most popular girl in our class. She’s skinny with cute freckles, and she has the silkiest, most beautiful-smelling hair. Her mum puts it in neat plaits every day, tied with ribbons.

			She lives with her mum, dad and her dead handsome brother in a massive house on one of the most expensive roads in our village. Everyone wants to be friends with Daisy. She has this aura about her. From the moment she enters the school playground in the morning, everyone wants to play with her. We all want to be around her. Want to soak her up.

			Daisy goes on the most amazing holidays with her family. They go on planes. She comes back to school every autumn and tells us what they did, about places they visited and the new friends she made. Even on foreign holidays, people who don’t even speak the same language as Daisy want to be her friend.

			I struggle to get the boy who lives in the house opposite our flat to refer to me by my real name. He prefers to call me ‘nignog’.

			Anyway, I have it on good authority – from Daisy’s best friend, Josie – that this year Daisy’s mum has said that she can’t enter the fete queen/princess competition. She’s had the privilege of being picked quite a few times now – it’s time to let another girl have a chance.

			Rachel and I are hoping that the other girls might be us.

			Rachel is my best friend. She’s my best friend because her mother and mine are best friends. Rachel is partially deaf and wears two hearing aids. I think she also has some kind of learning difficulty, as she gets special support in school, but I don’t know. I don’t need to know, because Rachel is my best friend and we’ve never fallen out. She’s also one of the few girls I know who has never called me a name like ‘blackie’ or ‘fuzz’ or ‘wog’. I feel safe when Rachel and I are together.

			Maybe it’s because she’s deaf and has been picked on too – for things like not being able to hear people properly, or for shouting when she believes she’s talking in a normal voice, or not understanding stuff as quickly as others. But when we’re together, she’s just Rachel and I’m Sabrina. She is a deafo and I am a blackie. We play and get lost in the worlds we create; we have best-friend sleepovers and parties.

			It’s late – nearly time for our midnight feast of crackers and jam. As we lie side by side under the covers in our nighties, we have the same conversation we’ve been having for the past few weeks.

			‘It’s our last year of primary school, though, so we should at least try. Especially as Daisy perfect Hughes isn’t going for it this year.’

			It’s true. The chance of us getting picked has increased somewhat with Daisy being out of the competition.

			I sighed. ‘I’m not pretty enough to be picked. I don’t like it when everyone looks at me. You know I don’t. It makes me itch when I feel that people are looking at me. They’re not looking at me because I’m pretty; they’re looking at me because I’m not pretty. They’re looking at me because I don’t look like the other girls. Like Daisy.’

			‘But what if this year they do want you? Because they’re bored of picking the same girls like Daisy Hughes with the same old boring faces? And if you’re not there, how can they even see you to make you the winner? You could be missing out on being queen because you’re too shy.’

			She was right. What if they wanted a different girl this year? All the girls in my school look the same – well, not exactly the same. They all have different colour hair, wear different clothes, have different teeth. But they’re all white. So maybe the judges might want me this year. I’m a good girl. I’m polite, my teachers like me, and I’m good at school. Maybe it’s my turn.

			A little bubble of excitement started to build in my belly – but then I remembered our other commitment at the school fete: our popmobility dance display. Popmobility was the name of a free dance class that Rachel and I attended once a week after school. Each year, our dance group performed a routine at the school fete. Our dance teacher Fran – a woman in her thirties with a penchant for a green leotard and leggings combo – would accept no excuses for non-attendance.

			‘But what about the popmobility routine? Fran won’t let us miss it. How will we take part in both?’ I asked Rachel.

			She smiled, knowing from my response that she might be winning me round. ‘It would all work, I think. The dance display is normally way before the queen and princess competition. We’ll have loads of time to get ready.’

			‘And we’ll do it together. Me and you?’

			‘Yep. Beech Drive girls together. All for one and one for all.’

			‘Alright. If we’ll be together. But I want to keep it secret until the day. I don’t want any of the other girls to know that I’m going to enter, OK? Rachel, promise you won’t tell?’

			She held out her little finger. The streetlight shining through her bedroom window illuminated her white hand. I reached out with my little finger, and we intertwined them. Black and white.

			‘Pinkie promise,’ we said simultaneously.

			 

			Most of the people who live on our road rely on social security benefits. Us kids – well, our single-parent mums – are in receipt of income support, housing benefit and free school meals. Any child who doesn’t have much will tell you that that hot meal is the highlight of their day. It’s mine. The puddings are my favourite.

			Since we are a family on the breadline – or the poverty line – we don’t often buy new clothes. Many of our clothes are hand-me-downs from friends and family or purchased from one of the many charity shops in town.

			The intense excitement and joy I feel when opening a plastic bag of donated clothes stays with me to this day. It’s like a mini-Christmas every time. My sister and I fight over who gets first dibs on rummaging through the contents, for we know that she who does will strut her stuff with aplomb, hoping that nobody will realise that the clothes are second-hand. Although we love receiving these clothes, we don’t want people to know they’re not new. If they do, then that makes us feel less than. As a low-income family, we don’t need more of that.

			To have some hope of being selected as a fete princess or – dare I dream it – queen, I know that I will need the best dress we can afford. I need to look neat, well put together. My dress needs to fit well and be clean and ironed. I don’t want to give the judges any reason to knock points off for what I’m wearing. I want to look perfect.

			I kneel in front of my drawers and look inside each one. Nothing here excites me. It’s all too old, too dull, not pretty enough. I know the types of girl I will be up against. I’ve seen them at parties, how they scrub up, the effort their mums make so they are the belles of the ball.

			I don’t have parents like that.

			Making myself perfect is something I must do alone. Nothing in my drawers is good enough. Nothing will allow me to shine. There’s nothing I like, and nothing I feel the judges will like. I have to find a dress that will give me a chance. Help me stand out – for the right reasons.

			The Nearly New Shop is the best charity shop in town. It’s located just off the high street. Again, as with many places in this town, you have to be a local to know it’s there. And – most important of all – to get the best stuff, you have to know the day they filter, tag and display the latest items. My sister and I shop here a lot, so we have the advantage. It’s a Friday.

			Charity shops have a certain smell. As soon as I walk into the shop, it hits me. That l’eau de Charité, a mix of dust, deodorant and – because our town has a hippy vibe – joss sticks.

			The doorbell chimes, signalling my entry. The old woman behind the counter – because it’s always old women who volunteer in charity shops – looks up, smiles a fake smile and quickly goes back to her book. I am a ten-year-old kid; she senses no threat here.

			I manoeuvre through the narrow, overfilled aisles of the small shop, brushing past items placed so precariously that I fear even the slightest touch could unsettle them and send them crashing to the floor. There is a lot of stock here today. It’s clearly been a good week for donated items. This shop is an Aladdin’s cave of treasure for the taking – and right now I have first dibs.

			But today I’m here for one thing only. As I walk towards the back of the shop to the kids’ section and the rail of dresses, I hold my breath, close my eyes and make a wish. ‘Please, please let the one be here. Please, God.’

			When I open my eyes and focus on the rail, I see a mixture of pinks, blues, whites and yellows. I see polka dots, frills, ribbons. The rail is bursting with dresses of all shapes and sizes. I am so happy. My heart begins to race as I walk from one end of the rail to the other, a bubble of excitement building in my stomach. I reach out and skim my hand along the clothes, feeling cool, silk-like material, cotton, crêpe, buttons and zips. I close my eyes again in the hope that I’ll feel drawn to a particular dress. I have played this game in this shop time and time again when picking clothes. I want the dress to find me. That’s what happens in the films I’ve seen: the girl tries on a dress that transforms her from ugly duckling to the most popular girl in the school. When she wears the dress, people stop and stare – for all the right reasons. She’s no longer a pariah, no longer something to be laughed at or someone to feel sorry for. She is the pretty one, the one they all want to be. I want that for me. Just for a moment. I want a dress that makes me feel like that. A dress that might make me a princess, or even a queen.

			But back in real life, it’s time to get to work. I start by pulling out all the dresses that are for my age. The fit needs to be perfect. I’m not as tall as Rachel, who always needs clothes for age eleven to twelve. I am not fat and not thin.

			Now that I’ve picked out the dresses for my size, I need to get rid of dresses that I don’t like the feel of or that feel too heavy. I know that being in the fete princess competition will make me itchy. When I feel under pressure, or when something bad happens to me, it feels like I have tiny ants crawling under my skin. I feel like I’m being eaten from the inside, and these ants are scuttling around my body. And then I start to scratch myself, because I can’t bear the itch, I can’t bear the ants. I scratch until my skin goes red. Sometimes it bleeds. So I can’t pick a dress that feels weird on my skin because I don’t want material that will irritate me further.

			I get really hot too. Over the past year I’ve noticed that I have started to sweat, and that my armpits smell funny. Dresses and tops that are tight under my arms show the sweat, and boys in my class have laughed at the wet patches that appear under my arms. That cannot happen at the princess competition. The dress has to be a light material. That means the red velvet one won’t work, so I put it back on the rail. The dress can’t be tight under my arms either, like this light-blue sleeveless dress with the ruffled top, so that’ll need to go back too.

			I inspect the remaining dresses, back to front and top to bottom. This is important. The dress cannot have any blemishes on it. No stains, burns or marks. Most importantly, the dress has to be £5 or under, as that’s all I have saved from the pocket money my grandad gives me each weekend. I have rationed buying sweets for the past four weekends, since the night Rachel and I decided to go for this together.

			As I assess what’s left, I say – almost in a mantra-like way – ‘weightless, light, summery, pretty, weightless, light, summery, pretty’. Then I stop.

			It’s a pale yellow and dotted all over with small white spots, not too big and not too small – just perfect. I hang it on the rail and take a step back to look at it. The top half of the dress features a lace bib-like design. Four vertical lines of lace run from under the pristine white lace-edged collar down to the waistband. The skirt is flared. When I take the dress off the rack and move it from side to side, the skirt swooshes back and forth in perfect rhythm. And the dress has puff sleeves. I love puff sleeves – they allow me to sweat without it staining the dress, and I think a puff sleeve adds a regal element. Fairy-tale princesses almost always have puff sleeves on their ball gowns.

			I turn it around to see a long silver zip. I test it by pulling the zip up and down a few times. It works smoothly and doesn’t catch anywhere. The dress has passed all tests – all but the most crucial one. I need it to fit me.

			I put all the other dresses back on the rail and head to the changing room. I close the curtains and hurriedly take off my jacket, T-shirt and shorts. I stand in front of the dress in my vest, pants, knee-length socks and beat-up trainers. Please let it fit. Please let it fit. I take it off the hanger, unzip the back and slowly step into it.

			I turn my back to the mirror as I pull up the dress. I want it to be perfect. I thread my arms through the puff sleeves and bring the front of the dress up to my chest, holding the collar in place while I reach behind to zip it up. When I lower my arms to my sides, the dress falls into position. I move my hips from side to side, and the swish of the skirt against my legs makes me smile. I love the lightness of it, the way the skirt hangs perfectly. The sleeves don’t constrict my arms. There’s loads of space under my armpits. I puff up the sleeves to create the look I have seen on many a princess. I am ready.

			Three, two, one . . .

			When I turn around, the skirt swishes around my legs. When I take the first look in the mirror, I gasp. I can’t stop looking at myself. The lace detailing. The contrast of the pale-yellow material against my dark-brown skin. How white the collar looks against my skin. The cinched-in waist. The regal puff sleeves. I feel pretty. I am pretty. I am a pretty girl.

			I hold my hands up to my mouth and let out a quiet squeal. Thank you, God, thank you, God, thank you, God. I hold up each side of the skirt with my fingertips and curtsey as if I am meeting the Queen herself. In this dress, I would not feel ashamed to meet the Queen. That’s how pretty I feel. And then I twirl round and round and round until I am almost dizzy. The skirt swings out. I imagine myself as a princess at a ball being twirled by her handsome prince, with people gazing adoringly at me because I’m so beautiful. That’s me. That could be me. Maybe not with a prince at a ball. But as a princess, or even the queen, at the fete. I hope they think I’m beautiful too.

			When I leave the Nearly New Shop five minutes later, swinging my dress in a plastic carrier bag, I have a spring in my step. I skip happily down the hill towards home, in a bubble of happiness and optimism. This dress could make me a princess.

			 

			The week before the fete, our school’s normal timetable is thrown out of the window. Instead we are tasked with painting signs, making bunting, baking cakes, practising dances – country dancing is a very popular competitive school activity – and generally putting on the best show to convince our mums, dads and the community what rounded, well-behaved children we are. There is a party-like atmosphere at school. Our excitement builds at the thought of showing off our school – and, of course, finding out who will be crowned the fete queen and princesses.

			The competition is all that the girls can talk about at lunch. Their mothers have purchased new dresses, ribbons and shoes for them. They know that they will be preened and polished to within an inch of their lives on the morning of the fete. Some even have their family hairdresser coming round in the morning to crimp and curl their hair. They’re so excited. Surely someone around this table has a chance of being crowned at the fete.

			There’s nothing I can add when the girls are talking about how they will do their hair, so I remain mute. My afro hair doesn’t behave the same way theirs does. I can’t crimp it, curl it or wear it in a plait with pretty ribbons. I don’t have a hairdresser or a salon that I visit with my mum.

			I look down at my plate and push my free school meal around with my fork. I feel sad because I don’t have a relationship like that with my mum. My mum doesn’t know how important this fete is to me, because I haven’t told her. I haven’t told her because I don’t want her to get upset about not having the know-how, or the money, to make me look prettier. I don’t want to upset my mum because – no matter how much she wants to – she can’t help me. She doesn’t have the emotional or physical tools to.

			My mum isn’t like me. She’s not Black. I get that from my dad. If he was here, I know he’d be able to help me with my hair, or at least take me to someone who could. He’d be able to show me how to look after my skin, to make it less dry. He’d cuddle me when I was upset and tell me about times when he was a kid like me and dealt with being called horrible names, or treated differently, because of the colour of his skin.

			But he’s not here.

			My dad’s not here because he left my mum – us – when I was a toddler and when my sister was a baby. He broke my mum’s heart when he made that decision. The ripples created by his choice – days when my mum cries, chain-smokes, taps her foot on the floor repeatedly, goes numb and disappears into her own world – are hard on me and my sister. On those days we circle around our mum like birds, trying to protect her and keep her safe, afraid about what might happen to her, to us. How far down the rabbit hole will she go this time? Will she make it out? My sister and I hate it when she’s upset. All we want is for her to be happy, so we try hard not to do anything wrong. We are good girls. We don’t cause her trouble.

			Not being able to help me to be my prettiest for this competition will cause my mum mental trouble. There’s no way I’m sharing this with her, absolutely no chance.

			Back in the lunch hall, I stay quiet. Of course I don’t tell the girls any of this stuff about my mum. It’s secret. None of their business. I accept that the conversation they’re having is just one of many that I’m not qualified to participate in. I spear a cold potato with my fork and stuff it into my mouth whole.

			When I get home, I go straight to my bedroom and look at my yellow princess dress, which is hanging up by my bed. I still love it, I really do, but listening to the girls talking about their new clothes and their pre-competition beauty regimes has robbed me of some of the optimism I felt when I first tried it on. Somehow my beautiful dress doesn’t seem as beautiful as it seemed in the shop. I don’t feel as pretty.

			I’ve decided that I’m going to wear white ankle socks and my black high-shine loafers with the gold buckle. I would have preferred a new pair of pretty sandals, but I don’t have any and I can’t ask my mum to buy them for me. I place the socks and the shoes, which I have polished, at the foot of my bed along with a clean vest and pants. It’s important that everything is ready for me to put on tomorrow after I have finished my popmobility dance at the fete. There’s plenty of time between our group performance and the competition. Plenty of time for me to run home, wash, get changed and get back to the fete. I’ve worked it all out.

			 

			It’s the day of our school fete, and I cannot believe what’s happening. And it’s happening because of a face-off between the owners of two overgrown courgettes, apparently. Why is this happening to me? Why is an overgrown courgette ruining my plans? Our dance set has been pushed back half an hour due to the ‘best home-grown vegetables’ and the ‘bonniest baby’ competitions running over. Fran, our dance teacher, is not at all bothered. ‘Due to the princess competition and the mums and dads watching that, we’ll have an even bigger audience,’ she says. Fran thrives on an audience.

			‘Excuse me, Fran, but I want to enter the queen competition. I won’t have enough time to go home and get changed if the dance time is changed. Can I sit out the last dance?’ I plead with her.

			‘You’re a key part of the group, Sabrina. You have to stay until we finish. You’ll have more than enough time to get home and back before the competition. Don’t worry.’

			But I am worried. More than worried. With every minute that passes I feel that my dream is being pulled from me. And I don’t have the voice or confidence to say no. So I just nod – ‘yes, I should have enough time’ – knowing that I definitely won’t.

			 

			The final chords of the song fade away. My dance teammates and I stand in position, me on my knees with my hands poker-straight above my head, looking to the sky with a massive painted-on smile.

			Fran instructs us to get up and lap up our applause, so we stand in a line and take one bow, two bows, three bows. From the rapturous applause, it seems that our performance has gone down a storm. The audience are clapping, parents are whooping, and small children are trying to copy our moves on the tarmac, which is getting hotter by the minute in the intense mid-afternoon sun.

			I whisper to Katie, who is bowing to my right, ‘Katie, what time is it?’

			She looks down at her watch. ‘Quarter to three.’

			I have just fifteen minutes until the start of the contest. It’s not enough time, not enough time by half. I have to get home now. As Fran walks over to us, I decide I cannot stand here and listen to even one minute of her telling us how good we are, so I turn on my heel and run. I’ll deal with her telling-off
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