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IN MEMORY OF MY DEAR FRIEND, ANNE SHUTT


CHAPTER ONE

A Fit of the Giggles

ALL THE GOOD things and all the bad things always seem to happen on a Wednesday. The first time I really suspected that something was wrong was also the first Wednesday that we practised our dancing for the school’s Whitsun concert. We were in our second year at Springfield Comprehensive and Sue Eccles, our P. E. teacher, was in charge.

“Up and stretch, down and stretch. Kick to the side – I said kick, Tracey, not flop!”

We couldn’t help it, we collapsed in a fit of giggles at that.

“What’s wrong with you all?” Sue demanded. “You’re like a load of gyrating elephants!”

Breathless giggles came again, I clutched my side.

“Oh, all right,” she said, giving in and grinning. “Ten minutes’ rest. Don’t worry. It’s not really rubbish . . . it’s bound to be hard first time.”

I sank onto the floorboards, groaning loudly.

“Now then, Ellen, don’t fuss.” Sue gave me a little pat on the head. “You know you love it really!”

Laura came and sat down beside me, she was flushed and gasping. “Have you brought a drink?”

I nodded. “What’s up?” I asked. Laura had her worried look on.

She shook her head, and whispered, “I can’t do it. Can’t get my feet right.”

“’Course you can,” I told her. “First time’s always hard. Wait till she gets the music on!”

Laura still shook her head. “I think I might drop out before it’s too late. Then I won’t be letting anyone down.”

“Come on,” I said. “Get out of here for a minute. Get a bit of cool air.”

We snatched up our drinks and packets of crisps and went to sit on the grass outside the gym. Though every muscle in my body protested and ached, I was loving it. Our Whitsun concert was going to be wonderful. Sue Eccles taught us wild, fast dance steps, and she made us belt it all out to the latest music.

We got to know Sue Eccles on the very first day that we started school. We’d arrived at Springfield feeling really lost and scared, and we’d been sent into the gym with Miss Eccles. She was the new P.E. teacher, and on that day she seemed pretty nervous herself. She was slim, with wild dark curly hair, and she wore lovely jazzy leotards and bright coloured tights. She looked as though she might be a bit of a pushover, but we soon found that was wrong. Very wrong. She laughed a lot and threw her arms about, but she was strict. Her classes were hard work and there was no messing about in them.

Once the term got going, Sue Eccles started up this dance club, on a Wednesday night, and I’ve always loved dancing. Well, I couldn’t just turn up there by myself, could I? So I persuaded Laura to come with me. It’s easy to boss Laura about.

We sat there on the grass at the back of the gym, near to the little wood with the smelly mud hole on the bankside. The school caretaker had barricaded it off after the kids had started to throw their cans and rubbish down there.

“We’ve only got four weeks to practise it,” Laura wittered on. “I don’t see how I can learn it and be really good by then.”

“Four weeks is heaps of time,” I told her. “Don’t be such a pathetic prat! I can’t wait. There’ll be our Whitsun Concert and then straight after I’m off to Cornwall. Lovely beaches and sun. Well, there might be sun if we’re lucky. Have you ever been to St Ives?”

Laura shook her head. Suddenly I had a picture in my mind of me showing Laura round St Ives. We could go poking round those tiny arty shops they’ve got. We’d walk along the harbourside in the evening dressed in our smartest clothes, eating chips and looking at lads. Laura would do anything I wanted. It’d be so much better than just being with my family.

“Hey, do you want to come?” I said. “We’ve got a flat that sleeps five and there’s only four of us.”

Laura smiled but she shook her head. “Your mum and dad wouldn’t want me hanging around.”

“They might,” I said. Then I sighed. “They might if I put it to them carefully. My mum’s been ever so cross and grumpy lately. Everything I do is wrong! But . . . I could put it to them this way, you and me could go off round the town together. They wouldn’t have me getting on their nerves all the time being bored and teasing our Johnny. You’d love it there. Blue sea, lovely clean beaches – not like this smelly place,” I said, kicking out my leg towards the mud hole. “Oh, there’s even a sea lion that comes into the harbour in the evenings. A fisherman feeds him. He’s really tame.”

“Sounds great,” said Laura. Then she wrinkled her nose at the rubbish. “Someone ought to clean this lot up. It stinks and it’s not hygienic. Just turning into a dump. Look,” she said. “I’ve not seen those before. Look at them, little pink flowers, struggling to grow in all this mess.”

I frowned, then suddenly saw what she meant. “Oh yes.”

Clumps of pink flowers with dark green spiky leaves were growing all around the mud hole. Delicate flowers with tough green stems.

Laura got up and stuck her hand through a hole in the chicken-wire fence to touch one. “Poor things, growing in amongst that muck. Ooh, they smell strong,” she said, sniffing at her fingers. “Piney.”

“Leave them,” I said. “I think I can hear the Ecclescake shouting for us. Better get going. I’ll ask my mum about St Ives tonight! I’ll ask when she gets back from tap dancing! She’s always in a good mood then.”

“Yeah!” said Laura.

It was a standing joke between us. Both our mothers had started going to a middle-aged mums’ tap-dancing class on a Wednesday night. You should see what they looked like: baggy T-shirts, leggings, fat bums and thighs, with crazy coloured tap shoes tucked under their arms. But however ridiculous they looked, it was worth it, for I have to admit that they always came back in a wonderfully jolly and tolerant mood.

“Oh yes – let them have chips!”

“Oh yes – they can stay out for another hour!”

“Oh yes – your friends can help themselves to drinks and crisps!”

We heard the steady thump of loud, exciting music thundering from the tape recorder in the gym. So we scrambled to our feet and ran back to join the others.


CHAPTER TWO

A Special Dance

THE SECOND HALF of the class was better, just as I’d said it would be. Thudding music filled the gym and our dance steps started to fall into place. I got that marvellous feeling that sometimes comes to me when I know the routine and the music’s good. The blood seems to race through my body, making me tingle right to the very fingertips. I forget any worry that I’ve got; nothing matters, nothing but the music and the dance.

At last Sue stopped the music and clapped her hands. We all flopped down onto the floor gasping and groaning.

“Smashing,” she said. “I can’t believe it’s the first practice. Just wish we could persuade some of the boys to join in! Can you think of any who might be willing?”

We all pulled faces at that.

“You must be joking!”

“What, them?”

“Don’t think so!”

“Can’t see it somehow!”

Laura was pink-cheeked and breathing hard, but I was relieved to see that she’d got this great contented smile on her face. She wouldn’t be dropping out after all!

“Ellen?” said Sue. “Can I have a word before you go? Carol and Janine, would you wait a moment? Now . . . I need one more. Laura, I think. Would you like to be in a special dance, Laura?”

Laura nodded shyly and looked pleased. A whispered ripple of excitement went round the room and a few envious glances came our way. We gathered round the Ecclescake, as the others who hadn’t been chosen picked up their clothes and shoes, and trailed slowly and noisily out of the gym.

“Right,” said Sue, when our chatter had faded. “What do you know about the Ellwood Vase?”

We groaned. The Ellwood Vase was something we all knew quite a lot about. Skinny little Miss Corrigan went on about the Ellwood Vase at great length in history lessons.

“Come on. What about you, Ellen?”

“The Ellwood Vase is thought to be of Celtic origin. It’s ancient and valuable. Nobody really knows how old,” I chanted in a flat voice. “It was found when they were digging the foundations for our school.”

“Yes, yes! But what has it got on it?”

“Oh – it’s got dancers,” said Laura. “Dancers in lovely flower-covered dresses.”

Suddenly we all smiled and began to understand.

“Yes!” Ecclescake almost squeaked with delight. “You see, I think we need something really different to end the concert with. You’ll have done all this loud fast noisy stuff, and it’s really exciting, but I think we need something gentle to finish off. So, to make a contrast, I thought we could dress you up like the figures on the vase and make up a lovely slow graceful Ellwood Vase dance. What do you think?”

We were silent then. It wasn’t that I thought the idea was dreadful, it was just that I couldn’t quite picture what she meant.

“How will we know what steps to do?” I asked.

“First things first.” Sue’s enthusiasm would not be dampened. “We’ll go to the Springfield Museum and take a good look at the vase. What about tomorrow lunchtime? I’ll need a note from your parents. I can fit the four of you safely into my Ford, and there’s a nice little café in the museum. A sticky bun for everyone who comes!”

We didn’t need persuading after that. I thought Sue was probably crackers, but at least it would be something different to do.

That evening I got back home and found the house cold and and empty. Mum was usually back from helping my dad in their bookshop by that time. Dad came in half an hour later and started making us a cup of tea.

“Where’s Mum?” I asked.

“Oh . . . she had to go into town this afternoon. Shopping. Johnny’s gone to Peter’s house for tea, so there’s no need for her to hurry back.”

I frowned. “Oh I see. Doesn’t matter about me?”

Dad grinned and shook his head in the teasing way he has. “You are old enough to see to yourself. In fact, I’d say you’re old enough to make tea for us!”

“Huh!”

When she eventually came bustling in, Mum slapped a parcel of fish and chips down on the table.

“Have to have these tonight!”

“Great,” I said. Fish and chips suited me fine
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