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‘I haven’t got a clue what I’m going to give anyone for Christmas,’ I said, sighing.

‘Me neither,’ said Sam.

I was lying on the bedroom rug with my dog, Bear. He was taking up more room than me because he’s a gigantic long-haired German Shepherd. He was dozing and I was doing my maths homework. Well, Sam was the one actually doing it. I can barely add up accurately, whereas he’s a total genius at maths. At more or less everything. He’s even better than me at English, which is seriously annoying, seeing as I’m the one who’s desperate to be a writer. I’ve started a novel in a special notebook with a skull pattern on the black cover. It’s a dystopian novel written in the first person, present tense, and it’s very dramatic and depressing. I like it but I’m not sure anyone else would. Girls like my sister Zara just want to read love stories. I definitely don’t want to write anything remotely romantic. I don’t think I’m ever going to fall in love.

Sam was sitting at Zara’s dressing table, experimenting with hairstyles while dictating all my maths answers. His hair had grown quite a bit, so he was seeing if he could twist the top part into a man bun.

‘What do you think, Frankie?’ he asked, peering at it from all angles.

‘I think you look ridiculous. Zara would go completely crackers if she knew you were using her hairbrush,’ I said.

I wasn’t just being snippy – I truly thought it a ridiculous hairstyle, but he still managed to look OK with it. Sam is effortlessly good-looking, no matter what. He’s got blond hair and brown eyes and that peachy sort of skin that never gets spotty. All this, and he’s really clever. But he’s not the slightest bit vain or conceited. That’s why I’m so glad that he’s my best friend in all the world.

We’ve been best friends since we were four, when he moved into the Turret House next door to us. It’s got three storeys, so it’s much bigger than our house, and real turrets, and a wisteria climbing up the white walls that looks beautiful in spring. They have a very formal box garden – little hedges cut into an elaborate pattern of triangles. It’s an enormous house for a family of three – just Sam and his parents, Michael and Lucy. Our house is called Rose Cottage. It’s small, as the name implies, Victorian red brick, with two and a half bedrooms upstairs. Mum has one, Zara and I share another, and Rowena squeezes into the box room with her hundred and one Sylvanians. Mum’s made the garden really pretty with red and pink and white rose bushes and beautiful big ferns, but they’re all tangled up together because she can’t garden much any more. I still think our garden looks much nicer than the Turret House one. Sam does too.

We started at primary school together, in the same class. We made sure we always sat next to each other and we played together at dinner time. We had a habit of walking down the school corridors hand in hand. Our teachers called us the Heavenly Twins, though we don’t look at all alike. I’m a bit taller than Sam, and I’m skinny, with brown eyes and long brown hair that never stays tidy. I’ve always been a bit of a scruff. Even now I can’t seem to help spilling stuff down my front, and my woolly tights wrinkle, my school shoes need heeling and my Docs new laces.

Sam and I were in the nativity play in Year One. He was the Angel Gabriel, and looked adorable in his long white dress and wings, though he said he felt silly. I was the ass.

I thought we’d spend all our school days together, but when we were seven Michael and Lucy sent Sam to a posh prep school instead of letting him stay on at Wickstead Road Juniors. It was so lonely without him. And of course we’re at different secondary schools now. I’m at Barlow Community College. Sam’s at Barlow Grammar School. They’re both called Barlow but they are worlds apart.

Sam poked his tongue out at me now, a trio of Sams reflected in the three mirrors. He unknotted his hair and ran his fingers through it. It stuck out a bit at the side. He’d obviously slept on it the wrong way and hadn’t bothered to wash it this morning.

‘It keeps going weird. I’d better have it cut,’ said Sam. His hand reached out for Zara’s manicure set.

‘Don’t!’ I said as he pulled out her nail scissors. ‘You’ll just make a terrible mess of it.’

I should have held my tongue. It was as if I’d dared him to do it. He held out the stray lock and gave an experimental snip.

‘Are you completely nuts?’ I said, scrambling to my feet. Bear moaned softly, not wanting to be disturbed. ‘Oh, Sam, what have you done?’

He looked as if a giant sheep had come along and mistaken his hair for grass.

‘It does look a bit weird, doesn’t it?’ he said. ‘I’d better do the whole lot now to make it look even.’

‘Stop sawing at it! You’ll make it worse,’ I said, snatching the scissors from him.

‘You do it then,’ he said.

‘Me? Look what I did to Pearl!’ I said ruefully.

I quite liked dolls when I was little. I didn’t take off their clothes and put them to bed and wake them up and dress them all over again, the way Zara played with her dolls. I didn’t see the point. I liked to turn our bedroom into Yosemite and make my dolls climb El Capitan (our wardrobe) and then get into mortal combat with my teddy bears. Sometimes they trekked to the hot springs in our bathroom, where they swam naked and fought the giant ducks with toothbrushes. They all looked the worse for wear after their adventures – but Pearl stayed pristine.

She’d been given to me by my godmother, Coral, Mum’s best friend from way back. She lives in Hong Kong now. Pearl was a Chinese doll, with glossy black hair down to her shoulders. She wore a scarlet silk jacket and trousers with a tiny gold dragon pattern, and had a little scarlet cap to match.

I couldn’t help taking the little red cap on and off though, and brushing her hair every day. (Strange when I could never be bothered to brush my own.) One day I scraped her hair back and plaited it. It suited her. She looked just like a boy. I decided she’d like to be a boy, so I tried giving her a haircut. It kept getting shorter and shorter as I tried to even it up – until she was practically bald.

Zara said I’d ruined my best doll. I said I liked her new haircut, but I didn’t really. She looked all prickly and peculiar and her hat didn’t fit her any more. I stopped playing with her after that, and passed her on to our little sister, Rowena, who has a whole orphanage of waifs and strays on her windowsill.

Sam remembered Pearl and put the scissors down. ‘What am I going to do then?’ he said, pulling a face. ‘My mum won’t be too thrilled. Do you think your mum could sort it out for me?’

I hesitated. ‘She would, but she’s in bed at the moment. She’s not feeling very well,’ I mumbled.

‘Oh. Sorry,’ Sam said. ‘Well, maybe I’d better go and get a proper haircut in town then.’

‘Have you got enough money?’ I asked.

It was a daft question.

‘I’ve got heaps,’ said Sam. ‘Dad gave me a handout this morning so that I could buy Christmas presents. Hey – you could come to Whitelands with me, Frankie. We’ll buy our Christmas presents together.’ He paused and added delicately, ‘We can pool our money, if you like.’

‘It’s OK, I’ve got lots saved up,’ I said.

This wasn’t true, and Sam knew I was lying, but he also knew that I was too proud to take his money. I did have a little saved. I hadn’t been able to get a babysitting job, but I ran various errands for an old lady down the road, who gave me a pound for my trouble each time. It was clear she thought this a small fortune, but it didn’t add up to much. Eleven pound coins precisely.

Eleven pounds wasn’t nearly enough for proper presents for seven people: Mum, Zara, Rowena, Sam, Granny, my godmother Coral, and Mr White at school. He’s the school librarian and I adore him.

I’m not giving Dad a Christmas present this year. I don’t see why I should. I utterly despise him now.

‘Do they have a Poundland at Whitelands?’ I asked.

‘I don’t know. Maybe. They’ve got all sorts of shops,’ said Sam vaguely.

The girls in my class love going around Whitelands after school and at weekends. When I was much younger I liked going there too because they have these animatronic polar bears. In summer they dress them up in Hawaiian shirts and shorts, and they sit on a sandy beach making sandcastles to ‘We’re All Going on a Summer Holiday’. In the winter, slightly more logically, they give each polar bear a woolly hat and scarf, and they build a snowbear and jerk about to ‘Walking in a Winter Wonderland’.

The bears were ready to be retired now, their white coats tinged with yellow. One day their mechanism failed so they froze mid-action, looking so creepy they made the little kids cry. They were soon working again, but they’d lost all attraction for me now. I didn’t like the shops much either. I wasn’t into clothes and make-up like Zara, or little toy animals like Rowena. But I was looking for presents for them, not me. I wasn’t silly enough to think eleven pounds would be enough, but I could maybe get some ideas. And I was really sick of doing my maths homework, even with Sam’s help.

‘Come on, Sam. Let’s get going. What do you want for Christmas? Shall we go to Claire’s and buy you a hairband?’ I said, getting up.

‘Cheeky muppet,’ said Sam, giving me a shove.

We had a mock wrestle, and Bear joined in and won.

‘We can’t take him to Whitelands,’ said Sam, fondling his ears the way he likes best. ‘No dogs allowed.’

‘I’ll ask Zara to look after him,’ I said.

She was in the bathroom. Zara can stay in there for hours and hours. She’d been plucking her eyebrows into surprising shapes, and now she was sitting on the loo painting her fingernails. She was doing it very carefully, with tiny silver stars on top of navy polish. She jumped when I opened the door, and made a little splodge on the last nail.

‘What did you have to come barging in like that for? Now look what you’ve made me do!’ she wailed. ‘My star’s gone all blobby.’

‘It can be a little moon instead of a star,’ I suggested. ‘Zara, could you possibly keep an eye on Bear for a bit? He’ll need to go out for a quick wee in a while,’ I said. ‘Sam and I are just going to Whitelands.’

‘I thought you hated Whitelands,’ she said. ‘Anyway, I can’t, because I’m going to Whitelands.’

‘How can you be so mean? You weren’t even thinking of going there until I mentioned it!’

‘Yes I was! I’m meeting Julie and Tamsin and Joy for lunch at McDonald’s,’ Zara insisted.

‘Like you’ve got enough money to go to McDonald’s,’ I said.

‘Julie always gives me half hers.’

‘Sponger!’

‘I am not! I’m doing her a favour. She says she’s on a diet. So anyway, I can’t have Bear.’ Zara paused. ‘Is Mum still in bed?’

‘Yes, and I’m not disturbing her,’ I said.

I left the bathroom and went towards Rowena’s room.

‘Are you asking Rowena? She’s too little to take Bear for a walk by herself,’ Zara called.

‘She could just pop him out into the garden. He’d be fine with her. He loves her best, after me,’ I said.

Rowena was kneeling on her bedroom floor, arranging her Sylvanians into neat family groups. I could see all the mummy bears and bunnies and pandas and badgers, and the little girls and little boys and babies, but there weren’t any daddies.

‘Hey, Rowena,’ I said, squatting down beside her. She’s only six and a half – perhaps it wasn’t fair to ask her – but she’s very good with Bear. He doesn’t growl a bit when she brushes him. He’s always extra gentle with her.

‘Hey, Frankie,’ she said, smiling.

‘I have to go to Whitelands with Sammy,’ I said. ‘Do you think you could be an angel and look after Bear for me? Perhaps take him in the garden if he looks like he needs a wee?’

‘All right,’ she agreed.

‘You’re a star,’ I said. ‘You’re totally my favourite sister.’ I made all the little girl Sylvanians dance and sing ‘We love Rowena!’ in tiny voices. Rowena giggled.

‘Where have all the daddies gone, eh?’ I asked.

Rowena pointed to the windowsill. They were marooned up there, in a shoebox.

‘Aha! Are you banishing the fathers because ours has cleared off?’ I asked, flicking each little figure over onto his back. ‘Are they in prison?’

‘No, they’re at work,’ said Rowena.

‘What about the mummies then? Why aren’t they at work?’

‘They’re tired because they’re a bit ill. They’re having a nice rest at home.’ She stroked their heads in turn.

‘Poor mummies,’ I said softly. ‘So, Bear’s lying on my rug at the moment.’

‘He’s like a great big rug himself,’ said Rowena.

‘Maybe you’d better not let him in your room in case he tries to eat your Sylvanians,’ I said. ‘Only joking!’ I added quickly when she looked alarmed.

I thought I’d better peep in at Mum just to make sure she was all right. She’d insisted on getting up early and making us our favourite Saturday pancakes, but she’d looked particularly pale, and had purple shadows under her eyes. She said she was absolutely fine and started making a list of all the things she wanted to do today on the telephone pad.


Lesson plans! (Use Gingerbread Man as folk-tale example)

Make gingerbread men for class???

Tidy up!

Put on a wash. Several washes.

Emails.

Juggle bills.

Take in seams of baggy blue dress.

Lunch – soup?

Take Rowena to feed ducks? Then charity shops?

Discuss Zara’s exam results!

Find new laces for Frankie’s Doc Martens. Ribbons?



The list went on and on. We had cleared the breakfast dishes, and Mum had sat down with her school briefcase and started writing lesson plans, but five minutes later her head started nodding and she fell asleep, her pen still in her hand. Zara and I helped her upstairs and put her to bed.

I opened her door very cautiously now and crept inside. She was still lying on the bed in her pyjamas and the bedsocks with the penguin pattern.

Mum’s eyes were shut, so I backed away towards the door – though perhaps not quietly enough.

‘Hey, Frankie,’ she murmured.

‘Hey, Mum. Sorry to wake you. Go back to sleep,’ I said, tucking the duvet over her.

‘I’ve got so much to do,’ she protested.

‘Tomorrow. You need to rest now,’ I said. ‘Nurse Frankie says.’

‘Oh, love. I feel so lazy, sleeping in on a Saturday morning.’

‘You’re not the slightest bit lazy, you’re simply tired out, running around after all those little kids all week – and us lot too.’

‘I’ll just have ten minutes more, and then I’ll be fighting fit and raring to go,’ said Mum.

We both knew perfectly well that she never felt fighting fit and raring to go any more. We knew why. Mum had glossed over the details to us when she first got her diagnosis. One day her eyes had gone funny. Another day she could only see in black and white. Then she went completely blind, but only for a few terrible hours. The optician sent her to hospital and they did all kinds of tests. Her eyes got better, but they still said she had this awful illness. Mum insisted that it wasn’t all doom and gloom. People with MS often went into remission and never got ill again. I think Rowena believed her, but Zara and I googled multiple sclerosis in private, and panicked.

We don’t always get on – in fact, we rarely get on because we’re so different – but that night I squeezed into Zara’s bed and we hugged each other tight and cried, our heads under the duvet so that Mum wouldn’t hear.

Mum hasn’t got better. Now her legs are playing up and she’s terribly tired all the time.

‘You have your little nap, Mum,’ I said. ‘I’m just going to Whitelands with Sammy. OK?’

‘Mmm, OK,’ she murmured. Then her eyes opened properly. ‘Hang on. Not OK. Zara’s here, right?’

‘Yes,’ I said, but I had to add truthfully, ‘Only she might be popping out too. But it’s all right, Rowena’s playing happily in her bedroom and she’s going to look after Bear.’

Mum struggled up onto one elbow. ‘I’m the mum. I do the looking after,’ she said.

‘No, Mum! Please, it’s all sorted. You need your rest,’ I said, feeling dreadful.

‘I’ve been sleeping for hours already,’ said Mum, looking at her alarm clock. She sat up properly and made an attempt to swing her legs out of bed.

‘Mum! Look, I won’t go. I don’t need to. You’re making me feel so bad,’ I wailed.

She slid out of bed and took hold of me by the shoulders.

‘You mustn’t feel bad. You’re nearly fourteen. You have a perfect right to go out with your friends. It’s not your job to stay home looking after your little sister,’ she said, looking into my eyes.

‘It’s my job to look after my dog. I promised I would when I begged to have him,’ I said guiltily.

‘And you do look after him nearly all the time. And you do a great job looking after Rowena too. You’re lovely with her.’

‘I’m not lovely with Zara,’ I pointed out.

‘Well, nobody’s perfect. Where’s my dressing gown? If Sammy’s around I don’t want to scare him silly prancing around in my PJs,’ said Mum.

They were very old pyjamas, with a faded pattern of blue roses. Mum always looked extra cuddly in them, even though she was so frail now.

‘You look lovely in those pyjamas,’ I told her, giving her a hug.

Mum hugged me back. It wasn’t a very strong hug. She seemed so much weaker now. I worried that if Bear got overexcited and jumped up to give her face a lick, he might send her flying.

‘I don’t think I can be bothered to go to Whitelands actually,’ I said quickly. ‘It’s boring. I was just going to keep Sammy company because he has to go to the barber’s to sort out his hair. He tried to give himself a haircut but it went wrong. Still, it’s his fault. He can sort it out himself.’

Mum gave me a long look. There was no fooling her. ‘Frankie, perhaps I won’t be able to look after you all properly in the future,’ she said huskily, ‘but I can manage now. So let me. Please.’

I swallowed and then nodded.

‘Off you go then,’ she said, sniffing. She gently pulled on a strand of my hair. It’s nearly down to my waist now – it’s a terrible bore trying to keep it washed and tidy, but I know it’s my best feature. My only good one. ‘Don’t you try giving yourself a haircut, young lady.’

‘I won’t, promise,’ I said, miming crossing my heart and hoping to die if I told a lie.

It was just a silly rhyme we’d said at nursery school, but nowadays anything about death made me shiver. You could die of MS. Mostly not for years and years. But it could happen.

‘Don’t frown like that, poppet,’ Mum said, rubbing my forehead.

‘I’m not frowning,’ I said quickly, and gave her the biggest, cheeriest grin I could manage.
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Mum went off to the bathroom wrapped up in her dressing gown and I went to collect Sam. I found him peering at my dystopian story in the skull notebook.

‘Hey! Don’t you dare look in that,’ I said, snatching the book and swatting him with it.

‘Hey! I was just having a little look, that’s all,’ said Sam, rubbing his head.

‘What bit of PRIVATE! don’t you understand?’ I demanded.

‘We’re mates, aren’t we? We don’t have secrets.’

‘Yes we do.’ I stuffed the notebook in my half of the chest of drawers under my tumble of T-shirts and socks and underwear.

‘Is it a secret diary?’ Sam asked eagerly. ‘Oh, Frankie, please let us have a look. Have you written stuff about me?’

‘I haven’t written anything about you, silly, because it’s a story,’ I said.

‘Oh, one of those.’ He sounded disappointed.

I used to share all my stories with Sam. In fact, when we were little we’d make them up together. I’d do most of the writing and leave gaps for his illustrations. We once created a whole series of booklets about the Gruesome Twosome – twins who vied with each other to make up the grossest pranks. But we were past that stupid stage now. I wanted to write serious stories. Last year I’d poured my whole heart and soul into a dramatic story about an amazing warrior girl who led a tribe of savages. I read the first part to Sam – but he laughed at it.

We had a fight then and he said he was sorry, he thought I’d meant it to be funny, which made me even more upset. After that I vowed to keep my stories strictly to myself. I was particularly attached to the dystopian story, which was about a devastating plague affecting the whole Earth. My girl hero was one of the last people left alive, recording all her struggles. I’d written pages and pages, and planned to fill the entire big notebook, with the last entry petering out as the pen falls from her fingers and she dies too.

I’d been really excited by the idea, but as Sam and I walked into town I started to worry. He could only have glimpsed a paragraph or two, and he hadn’t laughed this time – but somehow it felt as if he had. I went over the story in my head, dwelling on the best parts, though now they seemed weird and melodramatic. Maybe it wasn’t any good after all. In fact, maybe it was complete rubbish.

I felt extremely irritated with Sam and bickered with him all the way to Whitelands. It was very crowded, with everyone rushing around doing their Christmas shopping. The polar bears were doing their slow-motion dance to ‘Winter Wonderland’ watched by dozens of toddlers. Sam started imitating their robotic movements, and a couple of girls our age started giggling at him, clearly impressed. He started showing off even more.

‘Look at those girls staring!’ he said, grinning.

‘Oh, for goodness’ sake, Sammy, they’re just having a laugh at your hair,’ I said meanly, and then felt bad.

He didn’t seem to mind. ‘You’re just jealous because they fancy me,’ he said infuriatingly.

‘Kid yourself!’ I said. ‘Come on, let’s get your hair cut.’

Whitelands didn’t have a proper barber’s. Sam went to a unisex place called Quick Cuts. I sat waiting with him, watching. There was a girl a bit older than me having a very short haircut. I couldn’t understand it because her hair looked great – long and blonde – and just at first it started to look awful. I could see the girl staring at herself in the mirror, looking agonized. But then, gradually, the hairdresser styled it into the coolest cut, and by the time she finished blow-drying it the girl was looking incredible.

I nudged Sam. ‘Do you like her hair?’ I whispered.

‘Yeah, it’s OK. Though she looks a bit like a boy now,’ he said.

‘Yes, but it suits her, it really does.’ I couldn’t stop staring at her. ‘Do you think a cut like that would suit me, Sam?’

‘You’d look like a boy too,’ he told me.

‘So? It’s cool to look kind of androgynous,’ I said loftily, though I wasn’t sure I was pronouncing the word correctly.

Sam stared at me. ‘You’re not serious, are you? You can’t really want to have your hair chopped off! Are you crazy?’

‘It’s my hair. I can do what I like with it,’ I said. ‘Yes, I’m going to, right now.’ I didn’t really mean it, and I knew that eleven pounds probably wasn’t enough for a radical haircut anyway, but Sam took me seriously.

‘Please don’t!’ he said, looking horrified. ‘You’ve got lovely hair.’

I was surprised. Sam and I were mates. We didn’t usually compliment each other.

I shrugged, embarrassed. ‘All right, I won’t. Not just yet.’

I wouldn’t have done it anyway, because it would have upset Mum so. I heard the girls at school going on about their mothers, moaning and complaining, or raising their eyebrows and shaking their heads, saying they were pathetic. Well, maybe they were. But my mum was the best ever. Maybe I’d forget everyone else and just spend my eleven pounds on a proper present for her.

The girl with the new cool haircut paid at the desk and then walked past us. She was patting her ears and neck anxiously now that they were suddenly exposed.

‘Your hair looks great,’ I said.

She glanced round at me, startled, and then gave me an uncertain smile.

‘Why did she look at me like that?’ I asked Sam.

‘Maybe she thought you were coming on to her,’ he suggested.

‘Don’t be so daft!’ I said, but my cheeks were hot and I hoped I wasn’t blushing. ‘I was trying to reassure her.’

‘I’m just joking,’ said Sam.

‘I know.’

‘I hope you’ll tell me my hair looks great afterwards.’

It did look great actually. The hairdresser didn’t make it too short, just enough to disguise the missing locks, and she fluffed it up a bit so that Sam looked weirdly like a pop star.

He kept glancing in shop windows, very pleased with himself.

‘Come on. Let’s do some serious present shopping,’ I said.

We trailed round and round the three different levels, dashing in and out of any likely shops. Sam bought his dad a key ring with a little toy rugby ball, which was clever, because his dad’s very into rugby and often goes to Twickenham.

‘You could get your dad one,’ he said. ‘Maybe with a football. Or a little mobile phone. Or whatever he’s into.’

‘I don’t know what he’s into nowadays. I couldn’t care less. I’m not bothering to get him a present,’ I said.

‘Oh well.’ Sam knew when it was better to drop a subject. ‘So, mums next? I’m getting mine perfume, I think. Let’s try Boots.’

I wondered about getting the tiniest doll-size bottle for Mum, but I was astonished by the prices. Sam spent ages choosing, making me spray my wrists with about six different kinds. They all smelled so powerful they made me feel sick, especially all together. It felt weird too, having him sniffing up and down my arm. Even he was a bit startled by the cost, not sure they were worth it.

‘You could always get your mother eau de toilette instead. It’s not as expensive and many ladies prefer it because it’s not so intense,’ said the shop assistant, a helpful, smiley lady, obviously taken with Sam.

‘Eau de toilette?’ he said. ‘Toilet water?’

He burst out laughing, in such an infectious way that the shop assistant laughed too, and even I got the giggles.

‘Oh come on, Sammy, even I know about eau de toilette,’ I said.

‘It just sounds so funny,’ he spluttered. ‘OK, can I have a little toiletty bottle of this rosy-smelling sort, please?’

It was still nearly twenty pounds, which seemed ridiculous, but Sam paid for it happily.

‘I’ll get you one for your mother,’ he said, trying to press a note into my hand.

‘It’s ever so kind of you, Sam, but she’s not really the perfume sort,’ I told him. ‘She usually just smells of her coconut-milk shampoo.’

‘Well, you could get her a big bottle of that if she really likes it.’

‘Yes, I suppose, but it’s a bit ordinary for a present, isn’t it? And she’s got about five in the bathroom cabinet because they were on special offer. There’s no point in getting her any more,’ I said, sighing.

Still, while we were in Boots I found a little bottle of silver nail varnish I thought Zara would like, and next door in Smiggle I bought a yellow pen shaped like a banana with a little brown furry monkey clutching the end, totally Rowena’s cup of tea.

‘There, that’s my sisters taken care of. But I’ve only got just over three quid left!’ I wailed as we walked past a chocolate shop giving out samples of their special Christmas selection.

‘Hang about and look hungry,’ said Sam. ‘And stop fussing about your money, Frankie. We’ll pool mine, like I said.’

‘No, we absolutely won’t. It’s very sweet of you, but no. Definitely no,’ I insisted.

‘OK, OK.’ Sam reached out, his hand hovering near the sample tray. ‘May I?’ he said hopefully.

‘Of course, dear,’ said the chocolate lady.

‘One for me, one for her?’

I had a milk chocolate vanilla fudge, Sam a white chocolate truffle.

‘There are benefits to going shopping with Mr Charm,’ I said.

Sam bowed.

‘Mmm, absolute bliss,’ I said with my mouth full.

I knew it was stupid, but I looked at the price of the smallest box of chocolate fudge. Then I sighed.

‘I know!’ said Sam. ‘I know a way you can give everyone little boxes of fudge.’

‘I keep telling you—’

‘I’m not offering you money, I’m offering you a great idea. We can make fudge. We’ll google a recipe and I’ll raid Mum’s larder and we’ll make it at yours because my mum hates it if I make a mess in the kitchen. Good plan?’

‘But it’ll still be using all your mum’s ingredients – the butter and the sugar and whatever else we need,’ I said.

‘Look, my mum’s kitchen has as much stock as a small branch of Waitrose. And she’ll be thrilled if we use up all the sweet stuff now she’s on her health kick. Don’t be so proud and independent – it’s getting irritating.’

‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘And thank you, Sam. Actually home-made fudge is a great idea. All hail the maestro!’

I put my fingers to my mouth and blew him a theatrical kiss. The smell of perfume made me reel. ‘Oh God, I smell disgusting with all these different smells. I’m going to have to find the Ladies and scrub my arms,’ I said.

We went up the escalator and found the toilets on the top floor. There was a huge queue to get in, and when I walked past, women started moaning, thinking I was pushing in.

‘I just want to wash my hands,’ I gabbled, but they still stared at me suspiciously.

They didn’t have any proper basins with taps and plugs and bars of soap. There was just a weird trough thing and automatic dispensers. I waved my arms around and got my cuffs soaking wet, so I took off my jacket altogether, clamped it between my knees so that no one would nick it, and had a proper scrub. I was up to both elbows in suds when I heard a voice say, ‘Hey, look who it isn’t!’

I turned round and saw Sally Macclesfield and her little gang, Marnie and Georgia and Scarlett. My deadly enemies.

I forced myself to stay soaping away in my ridiculous pose, trying to take no notice of them whatsoever. They couldn’t say too much in a public lavatory with hordes of people surrounding us.

I looked in the mirror and saw Sally standing there, one hand on her hip, staring at me. She looked annoyingly cool, wearing a trilby hat at a jaunty angle on her fair curls, and a long red coat swinging open to show a tiny black miniskirt, her long legs in shiny black tights. She had black boots a bit like mine, but hers had red mouths painted on the leather. She had red lipstick too, making her teeth look very white. I could imagine her biting into my cheek as if it was an apple.

It was weird to think that I’d hardly been aware of her in Year Seven. I mean, I knew perfectly well who she was, and that at least half the girls were vying to be her friend, and that the teachers took more notice of her because she was bright and sassy and often argued, but in such a cute way she rarely got into trouble.

I didn’t hang out with any of the girls then. I wasn’t a Billy-no-mates – I just went around with the boys. I was used to boy jokes and boy banter. I was good at games too, and played footie with them. I was good old Frankie, counted as one of the lads, in spite of my long hair.

Year Eight was a bit of a nightmare because Dad left and then Mum’s eyes started playing up and she eventually got the diagnosis of MS. Dad came back for a bit then, feeling guilty. Zara and Rowena hoped he’d come back for good. I don’t know what Mum thought. I knew he’d clear off again – and he did.

So I wasn’t in a larking-about-with-the-boys mood for most of last year. I didn’t want to hang out with anyone, so every lunch hour I went to the library. That’s how I got to know Mr White, the librarian. I talked to Ivneet too, a girl in my class who goes to the library a lot. She’s not very popular because she’s terribly clever and always comes top. Ivneet doesn’t seem to care what people think.

‘Ivneet is a Sikh name. It means Brave,’ she told me. She grinned. ‘It’s a good name, eh? I like the idea that I’m brave.’

I looked up the meaning of the name Frankie. It just meant someone from France, though the Urban Dictionary said all Frankies were dead sarcastic.

I suppose I can be sometimes, especially with girly girls like my sister. When I started Year Nine I tried to get back in with my old boy gang, but they didn’t seem to want me hanging around with them any more. They were suddenly interested in all the other girls, rating them in the most offensive way, saying stuff that sometimes made me laugh at them, sometimes made me rage at their stupidity. The girls had changed too, flirting and giggling, fussing with their hair and wearing make-up to school and hitching their skirts up.

But Sally Mac wasn’t like that. She acted like she didn’t give a stuff about any of the boys in our class – or Years Ten or Eleven, though most of the older guys really fancied her. I quite liked her for that. We weren’t friends, but sometimes we came across each other on the stairs or in the corridors and nodded. We were in the same netball team and often passed the ball to each other and high-fived if either of us scored a goal.

But then, the week before half-term, Mum came to meet me from school a bit early. I had a boring dental appointment and she wanted to discuss the pros and cons of me having a brace. I very much hoped the cons would outweigh the pros. But we ended up missing the appointment altogether because, hurrying along with Rowena, Mum had a fall outside the school gate. Her leg just gave way and she toppled right over, banging her chin so badly she cut it open and it bled.

I saw it happening as I was crossing the playground, and I went charging over. Rowena was terrified, kneeling down beside Mum and sobbing. Poor Mum was trying hard not to cry too, struggling to get up, with a crowd gathering around her. Someone was trying to help her to her feet, someone else was shouting that she should stay put until an ambulance came.

‘I’m so sorry! I’ll be fine, honestly! Just give me a moment,’ Mum kept saying, through gritted teeth.

‘It’s all right, Mum. I’m here. Let me help you,’ I said, elbowing everyone out of the way. ‘Rowena, it’s OK, don’t cry so. We’ll help Mum into school, away from all these people.’

Mum had twisted her ankle and could hardly stand, but Rowena was too little and distraught to give her much support. Thank goodness Zara came running up, white-faced. She got hold of Mum on one side and I supported her on the other, and together we managed to stagger into school, Rowena running behind wringing her hands. Mum simply wanted to wash the blood away and sit down for ten minutes until she felt better, but there was a big flap inside too, until the head teacher, Mrs Hurst, came and helped Mum into her office.

I’ve never really liked Mrs Hurst, thinking her a right old bossy boots, but she was surprisingly nice to us. She gave Mum a wad of tissues to stop her chin bleeding and even examined her ankle, which was starting to swell.

‘How did it happen, Mrs Bennet? Did you trip over something?’ she asked, concerned.

Mum shook her head.

‘Did you feel faint?’

‘No, I just fell over,’ Mum murmured.

‘Well, I don’t think you’ve done yourself any serious injury, but I’d better drive you to A and E so they can check you over. There could be some underlying reason why you fell.’

‘There is,’ said Mum. Then she suddenly started crying after all. ‘I’ve been diagnosed with MS and I’m so scared this trouble with my leg is the start of another relapse.’

She’d made Zara and Rowena and me swear we wouldn’t tell anyone. She was desperate to keep her teaching job as long as she could. But now here she was, blurting it all out to Mrs Hurst of all people.

‘Mum!’ said Zara sharply.

‘Oh God, I shouldn’t have said that,’ Mum wept. ‘I’m such a fool!’

‘No you’re not, Mum! You’ve had a nasty shock. And you won’t tell anyone, will you, Mrs Hurst?’ I begged.

‘Of course not.’ She was really kind and understanding. She made us cups of tea, and got out a packet of chocolate Hobnobs too. She said she thought Mum was being very brave. Then she insisted on driving us to the hospital, and we had to wait for hours until Mum could get four stitches in her chin and a tight bandage round her ankle.

‘There we are. Mummy’s all better now,’ the nurse said to Rowena, who was still a bit tearful.

‘Have you made her MS better too?’ Rowena asked hopefully.

‘Oh, love, I don’t think anyone can make it completely better,’ said Mum, putting her arm round her. ‘But I’ll just have to try harder not to be silly and fall over. Don’t look so anxious, girls. I’m fine now.’

She wasn’t fine. And I wasn’t fine either. My life at school changed. The next day, when I was about to go into the classroom, I heard everyone sniggering about it.

‘She just collapsed, like she’d been drinking!’

‘Imagine, falling down drunk at three o’clock in the afternoon!’

‘She had Frankie’s little sister with her too.’

‘I think it’s disgusting, a mother getting so sloshed.’

‘Yeah, my mum sometimes cracks open a bottle of wine in the evening, but she never drinks a drop in the afternoon.’

‘And Mrs Bennet’s a teacher. I wonder what all those little kids make of her, staggering about.’

‘Little Year Ones going, “Look, Mrs Bennet’s just been sick in the sand tray!”’

They were all chiming in, but it was Sally Mac singing when I burst through the door: ‘Ten wine bottles, hanging on the wall, ten wine bottles, hanging on the wall, and if Frankie Bennet’s mother should accidentally fall, then she’s drunk all the bottles hanging on the wall.’

They were all giggling away, but stopped when they saw me. I went straight up to Sally and slapped her hard across the face. There was a big gasp. Sally rocked on her heels in shock, one side of her face white and the other bright red.

‘For Christ’s sake, Frankie!’ she said.

‘Slap her back, Sally,’ Marnie egged her on.

‘Hey, there’s going to be a cat fight!’ said one of the boys.

‘Fight, fight, fight!’ they started chanting.

‘Don’t you dare slap me around!’ said Sally. ‘It’s not my fault your mum’s a drunk!’

‘She is not a drunk! She couldn’t help falling. She’s ill!’ I hissed.

‘Oh yes, my dad always says he’s ill when he’s had a few,’ said Marnie.

‘My mother didn’t have a drop to drink. Now shut your stupid faces or you’ll all get slapped,’ I said wildly.

‘Frankie’s gone berserk! Look at her eyes! Get out of her way or she’ll go for you!’

‘Maybe she’s been drinking too!’

They all tittered nervously, acting like they were really scared of me. But Sally wasn’t, though her cheek was still a bright burning red. She came right up to me, so we were nose to nose.

‘Don’t you dare slap me again, freak,’ she said.

After that we were deadly enemies. Whenever they saw me, Sally and her gang mimed drunkenness. For several days the whole class joined in, except the geeks, Ivneet and Rangan and Ezra. But then it was half-term and the novelty wore off and they stopped the game – all except Sally and Marnie and Georgia and Scarlett.

Sally was particularly inventive, knowing just what to say and do to wind me up, especially when we were all in the playground out of sight of any teachers. I shut up about it at home, of course, but Zara saw what was going on. She wasn’t getting teased herself – none of the Year Tens had seen Mum falling over – but she was angry on my behalf.

‘Why don’t you tell your form teacher? Or Mrs Hurst? She was so kind to us about it. Have a word with her, Frankie. She’ll soon sort those little cows out,’ she said.

‘Seriously? Don’t be daft, Zara, that’ll only make it worse. Listen, I don’t give a stuff about Sally and her gang,’ I lied.

‘But it’s horrible. She’s turned everyone against you,’ said Zara indignantly. ‘You haven’t got any friends any more.’

‘I’ve got Sammy,’ I said. ‘I don’t want anyone else.’

‘Have you told him what’s going on?’

‘No. And don’t you dare tell him, Zara.’ I didn’t want him to know because it was so humiliating.

Yet here I was now, in the Ladies at Whitelands, with Sally and Marnie and Georgia and Scarlett – and Sam waiting outside.
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‘Hello, Frankie,’ said Sally, and she came and perched on the rim of the trough beside mine.

I nodded at her curtly. I knew she wasn’t trying to be friendly.

‘Out shopping, are you?’ she said.

‘So?’ I muttered.

‘She certainly needs some new clothes,’ said Marnie, eyeing me up and down.

She was actually right. I didn’t have many clothes at all because I hated wearing Zara’s hand-me-downs. She always chose sickeningly girly things – pink with unicorn and kitten and heart motifs. Even her jeans were pink. But nowadays her choice is worse if anything. She likes tiny T-shirts and blouses that cling to her chest and show a glimpse of waist, and tiny skirts that barely cover her pants.

I was wearing an old pair of Zara’s jeans now, but thank goodness they’re black. I was also wearing an enormous T-shirt I found for two pounds in an Oxfam shop. It was advertising some heavy metal band I’d never heard of, but I liked the picture of a wild woman carrying an axe. She wore a leopard skin and big boots rather like my own Docs.

‘Cool T-shirt though,’ said Sally. It was clear she meant the opposite.

‘Shame about the black skinnies. She looks like Minnie Mouse,’ said Scarlett, and they all laughed.

‘And those ugly old Docs are enormous! What size shoe do you take, Frankie? Size nine? Size ten?’ said Georgia.

‘Why are you washing all the way up to your elbows?’ Sally asked.

‘I know!’ said Marnie, eyes glinting. ‘Her mum’s been sick and Frankie’s had to clear it up.’

They all wrinkled their noses and shuddered, tittering.

My wet hands clenched into fists.

‘Ooh, watch out, she’ll be giving us all a slap in a minute,’ said Scarlett.

‘Poor Frankie,’ said Sally silkily. ‘It must be horrid for you having to cope with your mum.’

‘Shut up, you cow,’ I muttered.

‘So where is your mum then, Frankie? Is she in the food hall stocking up on bottles of Pinot?’ asked Scarlett.

‘My mum doesn’t drink – I keep telling you,’ I said, shaking my hands. I hurried over to the dryer but they followed me.

‘Is she having a little rest at home then?’ Sally asked softly.

‘Yes, she is. So what?’ I said, dangling my hands in the hot air.

‘So are you all on your own, Frankie? Because you haven’t got any proper friends, have you?’ she persisted. ‘Perhaps you’d like to hang out with us.’

‘No thanks,’ I said. ‘And I’m here with a friend, if you must know.’

‘Oooh!’ said Marnie. ‘Well, there’s a surprise! Who’d want to go round with Skanky Frankie? They must be pretty weird!’

‘Does she go to our school, Frankie?’ Sally asked, eyebrows raised quizzically.

‘Mind your own business,’ I snapped.

‘Oh, don’t be like that!’ Sally took off her hat and plonked it on my head. ‘Hey, it suits you!’

We both knew it didn’t suit me in the slightest. It looked cute on Sally, but I could see in the mirror that it looked ridiculous on me. I flipped it off so that it fell on the floor.

‘Naughty!’ she said, retrieving it. ‘And naughty girl for telling fibs too. Because you haven’t got any friends, have you?’

‘I have so.’

‘Then where is she?’ asked Marnie, peering around.

‘It’s not a she, it’s a he. And he’s waiting outside, obviously.’

‘A boy!’ said Sally. ‘So you’ve got a boyfriend, Frankie?’

It wasn’t a serious question. She was certain I didn’t.

I’d had enough. ‘Yes, it’s my boyfriend,’ I said, just to fool her.

‘OMG, she’s got a boyfriend!’ cried Marnie.

‘How come she’s got a boyfriend?’ said Georgia.

‘She’s telling stupid lies,’ said Scarlett. ‘As if a girl like Frankie would get herself a boyfriend.’

‘Are you telling lies, Frankie?’ Sally asked.

‘No, I’m not. I don’t tell lies,’ I said. ‘And he’s been waiting ages, so I’m off now. Bye.’

‘Well, we’re coming too.’ Sally jumped off the basin. ‘We want to see what he’s like, don’t we?’

‘Yeah, and I bet I can guess,’ said Marnie, pulling a silly cross-eyed goofy face.

‘Wait just a minute,’ pleaded Georgia. ‘I still need a wee!’

‘You’ll have to hold it in,’ said Sally, actually linking her arm through mine. ‘Frankie’s about to introduce us to her boyfriend.’

‘We don’t know him already, do we?’ asked Scarlett. ‘Is he in our class?’

‘I bet it’s Rangan or Ezra, someone swotty and serious,’ said Marnie.

‘He doesn’t go to our school. Let go, Sally. I’m not introducing you, not for anything.’ I tried to shake her off.

She clung onto me as we emerged from the Ladies, with the others following, even Georgia, though she looked desperate.

‘So, which one is the boyfriend?’ said Sally.

There were several bored-looking father types waiting for their wives, and a couple of little boys messing about play-fighting. There was no sign of Sam.

‘Well, who’s the lucky guy?’ Sally asked. ‘So you’ve got an older man, Frankie! Is it the one who’s going bald or the one in the golfing sweater or the one clutching all the carrier bags? Perhaps he’s bought you lots of presents!’

‘No, I think it’s the little one in the Thomas the Tank Engine jumper!’ exclaimed Marnie. ‘Frankie’s got a toy boy!’

They all spluttered again.

‘Do you have to be so childish?’ I said, trying to pull my arm free. Sally still hung on.

‘You’re the one who’s being childish, telling such naughty fibs,’ she said. ‘Because you haven’t really got a boyfriend, have you?’

‘Yes I have!’

‘Well, where is he then?’ Marnie demanded.

‘Perhaps he’s an imaginary boyfriend. Frankie makes him up and he trots around with her and tells her she’s wonderful and that they’re soul mates,’ Sally suggested. ‘She’s an imaginative girl, our Frankie. Fancies herself a writer. Perhaps she keeps a secret journal and writes about all the things they do together.’

She was talking nonsense – but how did she know I wanted to be a writer? And I did once keep a secret journal that I hid from everyone. I wrote down all my most private hopes and dreams – things that I would never, ever tell anyone.

‘She’s blushing!’ said Marnie. ‘Oh, Sally, you’re so right! You’re pathetic, Skanky Frankie.’

‘Look, wait here, I’m going to rush back or I’ll wet myself,’ said Georgia.

‘Yeah, why are we wasting our time on a loser with an alkie mother?’ said Scarlett.

‘Shut up! Don’t you dare call my mother an alkie!’ I said. And was I really a loser?

‘Watch out, Scarlett, she’s getting all het up,’ said Sally, accurately enough. ‘It’s your turn to get your face slapped. Shock, horror, girl brawl in Whitelands shopping centre!’

‘Hey, Frankie!’

I looked round – and there was Sam strolling out of the nearby Waterstones. He waved cheerily and then came strolling over. Sally, Marnie, Georgia and Scarlett stood still, staring.

‘What’s up?’ said Sam, looking at me. ‘Did you think I’d disappeared? I just nipped into Waterstones to look at their science fantasy stuff.’

He smiled at the other four girls. ‘Hi,’ he said, nodding at them. ‘Are you Frankie’s friends from school?’

‘No, they’re more like deadly enemies,’ I said.

Sam thought I was joking, especially when Sally smiled back.

‘Hi, I’m Sally. And this is Marnie and Georgia and Scarlett. We’re all in Frankie’s form. So you’re …?’

‘I’m Sam. We’re doing our Christmas shopping, aren’t we, Frankie?’

‘Trying to,’ I said. ‘We’d better get on with it. Coming?’

‘Sure,’ said Sam.

We walked off together. I felt as if my Docs were on springs and I was bouncing up to the domed ceiling. Sally’s face! She really thought Sam was my boyfriend.

But then she ran after us. ‘Hey, Sammy?’

He looked back.

‘Are you really Frankie’s boyfriend – not just a cousin or something?’ she asked, head on one side so that her trilby tilted.

My heart started beating fast. ‘Just push off, Sally,’ I said. ‘Come on, Sammy.’

‘Cool hat,’ he said to Sally. He tipped it gently, saving it from falling off. ‘Yes, of course I’m Frankie’s boyfriend.’

She was actually struck dumb.

‘OK, Frankie?’ said Sam, and he put his arm round me.

We walked off together. I couldn’t believe it. Sam and I didn’t even touch nowadays. As little kids we’d curl up together when we were tired. We pretended to be the parents of our dolls and teddies, and called each other Mummy and Daddy. We even had mock weddings, with me dressed up in one of Mum’s white petticoats and Sam with a black bow tie and his dad’s old dinner jacket, the sleeves trailing on the ground.

I can’t quite remember when we became self-conscious about being so close. Maybe it was when we started secondary school. We didn’t stop being friends or anything – in fact, we’ve never had a serious quarrel – but we were just more wary. Once we played some furious digging-for-treasure game and came home filthy dirty. Mum had run a bath for us, expecting us to hop in together, but we suddenly felt shy and awkward.

And now it felt so strange, Sam’s arm round me, his hand cupped round my shoulder.

‘It’s OK, they’ve gone back into the Ladies,’ I said. ‘You can take your arm away. Oh, Sam, you saved my life! I can’t stand those girls.’

‘No, let’s hang on a bit, just in case they come rushing out again,’ said Sam. ‘Why can’t you stand them? Sally looks like she could be good fun.’

‘She’s the worst. They kind of gang up on me and she’s the leader,’ I said, all in a rush. I’d kept it a secret for so long, but now I couldn’t stop talking. ‘It started when they saw Mum …’

‘When they saw your mother?’

‘She came to pick me up from school, and when she got to the school gate she fell. Because she’s ill. She’s been ill for a while.’

Sam nodded. ‘I know. My mum’s been really worried about her, but your mother always insists she’s fine.’

‘Yes, I know. But she isn’t fine. Look, I swore I wouldn’t tell anyone, but she’s got multiple sclerosis,’ I whispered.

‘Oh goodness. That’s serious, isn’t it?’

‘Yes, it is.’

‘Very? I mean, is she going to die?’ Sam said, his grip tightening round my shoulder.

‘Not yet. Maybe not till she’s an old, old lady. She might not get any worse. Some people even get better. It depends on what sort you’ve got, and Mum hasn’t said because she hates talking about it. You won’t tell your mum and dad, will you, Sam? Or anyone else?’ I asked anxiously.

‘Not if you don’t want me to. But maybe Mum could help a bit,’ he offered.

‘But that’s just it. Mum doesn’t want any help, even though she gets terribly tired. And she’s desperate to keep working for as long as possible,’ I said.

Sam had to let go of me then because we were going down the long escalator, all the way to the ground floor. The giant Christmas tree and the flashing fairy lights and all the sparkly decorations made my eyes ache. The polar-bear Christmas songs boomed inside my head, deafening me.

‘Frankie? Are you all right?’ Sam asked urgently.

‘Sort of. I feel a bit funny. I suppose it’s talking about Mum. Once I start thinking about her I can’t stop worrying.’

What was going to happen when Mum couldn’t work any more? What if she kept falling over all the time, or stopped being able to walk at all? Which part of her would go wrong next?

‘Let’s go and sit down somewhere, have a cup of coffee or something,’ said Sam. ‘McDonald’s?’

‘No, Zara might go there. And Sally and her gang.’

‘OK, I know a place round the back of Whitelands. It’s a bit like a greasy spoon, but I quite like it. Some of the boys from school hang out there at lunchtime. OK?’

It was a cosy little café. On a Saturday it was full of older people, chatting away about the price of everything and the political situation and kids nowadays, though they nearly all smiled at Sam and me, and I heard one old lady say we were a sweet little couple. We sat right at the back, where it was quieter and darker. We had a coffee each and shared a big iced bun. Sam paid, and for once I didn’t argue.

‘So, Sally and those other girls saw your mum fall down?’ Sam prompted.

‘Yes, and they all said awful stuff at school the next day. Someone started saying she’d fallen over because she was drunk, and then they all went on about it, like she’s an alcoholic or something,’ I said.

‘What? Oh, for God’s sake, your mum hardly ever drinks. They couldn’t seriously think she was falling down because she was drunk.’

‘They did. Or they said so, anyway. And they kept on about it. Sally was the worst so I slapped her face,’ I said.

‘Wow! Actually smacked her round the chops? Didn’t you get into trouble? Any boy who starts a fist fight at my school is for it – double detention for a week, and a lecture about anger issues.’

‘Well, none of the teachers saw.’

‘And Sally didn’t tell?’

‘No, I suppose not,’ I said, shrugging.

‘That was quite decent of her,’ said Sam.

I was so angry I nearly slapped him. ‘How can you possibly say that? She was being absolutely vile and hateful about my mum. I wish I’d knocked her flying!’ I said, biting savagely into my half of the iced bun.

‘OK, OK, keep your hair on.’ Sam reached across the Formica table and gave my hair a gentle tug.

‘I thought you’d be on my side!’

‘I am, I am. I’m always on your side.’

‘Sticking up for Sally of all people! What’s the matter with you? You don’t fancy her, do you?’ I asked, still angry.

‘You’re the only girl I fancy, seeing as I’m apparently your boyfriend
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