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For my brother Tim and sister Susie, Against all odds  like stars at night we shine, I love you both with all my heart x
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Chapter 1

shes just like a real magpie

My mum totally loves shiny things, like silver and gold and jewels and big, fast, shiny cars. Mikey, her business partner, calls her Magpie because shes always on the lookout for things, just like one of those magpie-birds that takes shiny stuff and hoards it in its nest. The only difference is that my mum hoards things in our flat, which means if she doesnt stop soon well be facing an emergency situation due to lack of space.

The thing I worry about most is that my mum says she cant stop herself. She is truly addicted. And the worst thing is that often she doesnt even buy things, she just takes them. Anything shiny is just too tempting for her. Some people might call it stealing; my mum calls it borrowing. It is stealing though and, well, thats not exactly a good thing is it? And though me and Mum do some pretty cool stuff, sometimes she can be so embarrassing. Like the other day when we were walking through the market and she saw a fluffy scarf that she wanted for me. She just strolled up to the stall and while she was busy talking to the lady about the weather, she slipped it into her bag. And then what am I supposed to do? I can hardly scream Thief and get my mum arrested for shoplifting! So I just stay close and keep my mouth shut, and if people notice we make a run for it, fast.

I also know that she spends money on the internet using other peoples credit cards. You might think thats a good thing for me because I have stuff, like three iPods, seven watches, a drawer full of rings, bangles and necklaces, two giant plasma TVs and my own laptop. And I do like getting all that stuffand I love my mum and were a team, just me and her. But sometimes I wish she was more like a normal mum. I cant tell anyone the truth about the stealing or say anything to her about it because I dont want to upset her, and Im afraid that if I do say anything shell go off on one of her temper tantrums, which means shell go straight out to the shops again, just to cheer herself up.

Last month we had a row and Mum drank loads of wine. Then she went out and came back with an amazing mega-red sports car that Mikey got hold of. I wanted us to make up, so I squashed down my worries and had fun as Mum and me zoomed about all over the place with the roof down wearing headscarves and big sunglasses like movie stars do. Living the dream, thats what were doing, babe, Mum giggled as we raced down the High Street. But a couple of days ago Mum got bored of it, and sold it on to this uber-rich lady while I was at school.

Weve done it, babe, the worlds our oyster! she squealed, as she showed me the hugest mountain of cash Ive ever seen. We danced around the living room like crazy things, throwing our money-confetti high up in the air and letting it fall down on us like paper rain.

Right then we knew that the money would change our days. But we didnt know how much it would change our lives.







Chapter 2

a woman possessed by the idea of a dog

After school the next day we get down to business, writing big, fat shopping lists and making plans. I am determined not to think about where the money came from and Im trying to join in with the fun. I find a sheet of plain paper and a marker pen and draw a line down the middle. I write Tiff at the top of one column and Carla, thats my mums name, at the top of the other. In Mums column I write the things she wants: 1) new perfume 2) some more diamond earrings 3) a pair of boots with shiny buckles 4) champagne. Under my name I write: 1) pencil case 2) new tops 3) a book and 4) a pet.

Dont even go there, Tiff, says Mum, Theres just no way, not ever, that I could put up with a pooping, piddling pet scatting about the house.

A pony? I ask, hopefully. A pony wouldnt even come near the house.

Mum raises her eyebrows and slurps her glass of wine. I can see that something is on her mind.

My dad got me and Cass ponies when we moved to Sarkmine was called Mabel andOh, never mind, Tiff, she sighs. The answers no and thats that. Can we not go on about it any more, please? Youre giving me a headache.

And I know not to go on, or ask any more questions, because my mum never talks about her past. Except occasionally, when shes had too much wine to drink and the words sort of slip out of her mouth. But once she realises what shes doing she always stops herself and changes the subject, especially when the subject happens to be Sark, the tiny island her family moved to when she was little. All I know is that my mum ran away from Sark when she was seventeen and has never been back since. Ive never been, full stop. And Ive never even met or seen a photo of my dad because he ran off before I was born. And I dont know her family, including my grandparents and my Auntie Cass.

In the bright lights, babe, thats where we belong. Mum always says. So we never talk about anything old. In our life everythings always shiny and new.

She takes a brush to my hair and tugs at my tangles.She takes another glug of wine. Come on, cheer up, she says, kissing me on the end of my nose. Lets have some fun shopping and then we can grab us one of our super-famous slap-up dinners. How would that be?

OK, I say, but no funny stuff, promise?

Promise, she winks, drawing two big red lines of lipstick across her lips and smacking them together. You know me, Tiff. Its you and me, she says.

You and me, Mum, I echo, switching off the TV.

After a bit of retail therapy, where my mum actually managed to keep her fingers to herself and pay for our treats with cash, she decides we need go to Miguels to have our hair and nails done. I really, really want to have my hair cut all short and choppy, but Mum insists I keep it long. She loves the way she can brush it and make it all smooth and shiny.

But I want a proper hairstyle! Im twelve, Mum; Im not a little girl. And Chelseas having hers done!

I said no, Tiff, and that is the end of the haircut conversation.

And, just like always, Mum gets her way and I have to go along with it.

Cooooeeeee, Carla, shrieks Bianca, my mums best friend, when we walk into Miguels place. She starts leaping up and down in the chair and waving her arms about like a wild thing. Come and look over here!

We go over to where shes sipping coffee and having more highlights put in her ice-blonde hair. My mum and Bianca hug like mad things and jump up and down like they havent seen each other for at least a hundred years. Bianca grabs my cheeks and squeezes them hard in a friendly kind of a way.

Ooh, you two are gonna be so jealous when I show you what I have in here, she squeals, pointing at her bag. Look what Harry got me. Can you believe it?

I do look, and a little pink puppy nose peeps over the top of the bag, and a tiny ball of white fluff wags its tail. Bianca lifts Queenie out of the bag and puts her on the floor, and everyone in Miguels  especially me  goes crazy for her until she does a little tiddle on Miguels gleaming white tiles. Then Miguel starts huffing about the place saying its a salon hes running here, not a zoo.

Mum changes her mind about having our slap-up meal because we spent so long having our hair and nails done. But I dont mind because when were on our way home she starts talking and I totally cant believe what my ears are hearing.

I just have to have one! Mums wailing like a three-year-old. I really, really, really have to have one.

It was only a few hours ago my mum totally refused to even consider the idea of having a pet. But now that her best friend has a puppy, suddenly everything has changed. She is so childish! But right now, Im trying to think of the positives, and Im totally fizzing inside with excitement. I dont want to say anything at all that will make her change her mind because I know well be getting our own puppy uber-quick-pronto. You see words like wait, patience and think just arent in her brain dictionary. She loves things to be fast, like fast cars and fast food.

OK, so lets go to the rescue place, I suggest.

Good idea, she says, for some people. But not for us, Tiff! The whole rescue-dog thing would take too long to sort out. Ive made up my mind: I want a dog and I want it now.

Muuumm, I say, worrying that shes up to no good, what are you planning?

Dont panic, babe, even I wouldnt take someones dog! And anyway, we dont want a boring old biffer of a dog, do we? We want something new; something special.

I try to argue that rescue-dogs need good homes, but as usual Mum gets her way. We have bags and bags of cash to splash so we head off to the place where Bianca got Queenie and hand over 800 for a cute little white fluff-a-fluff. I fall in love with her straightaway.

Lets call her Powder Puff, I say, trying to think of a good name, or Snowflake.

Good try, Tiff, but I really cant see myself standing in the park every morning shouting out Powder Puff, Powder Puff, can you? And shes really not a frosty little snowflake is she?

I have a feeling it doesnt really matter what I think in this situation. Mum goes to the fridge, throws me a Coke and pours herself a glass of her favourite white wine, Chardonnay.

Ive got it! she shrieks. Shes a Chardonnay from head to tail! Dont you just love it, babe?

And I suppose I do. So we get out my favourite hair-brush and give Chardonnay her first proper pamper session. Then we get busy on the internet ordering things that we think a puppy might need. We choose a shiny diamant collar, a pink lead, some pink polka-dot dog bowls and a proper princess-bed with a special silk doggy duvet. We go crazy over dog clothes and order Chardonnay a tartan outfit and hat for rainy days, a pink party dress for celebration days and a little pink tracksuit for everyday park-wear.

Just when were about to order ourselves a takeaway, Mums mobile springs into life and blares out a show tune.

Mikey-babe, she says. Then shes listening for a while and I notice that shes nibbling her brand-new nails. Right, OK, see you there then.

She dumps Chardonnay on my lap. Sorry, Tiff, I just have to go and meet Mikey for a bit. Ill be back soon. You all right with Chardonnay?

Sure, I say, my tummy rumbling. See you later alligator.

In a while crocodile. And, babe, she says, halfway out of the door, Ive been thinking that we deserve a holiday. Monte Carlo, Las Vegas, Hawaii, wherever you fancy.

The amazing holiday we had last year flashes into my mind. We went to Barbados and stayed in this uber-cool hotel and pretended we were real princesses. We just had to click our fingers and we got whatever we wanted.

Barbados again? I say.

Hm. I was thinking of somewhere new, says Mum. Lets check out the brochures tomorrow. And, hey, why dont you call Chelsea and get her to come round for a sleepover, to keep you company?

Brilliant idea, Mum, I say. Thanks.

She comes over and kisses me on the top of my head.

You have to look after your friends, Tiff, make them feel special. Shes twiddling one of my blonde waves round and round her finger and I catch on her face that far-away look, that thinking-of-her-old-life look.

The thing is, Tiff, she continues, you never know whats going to happen in life. One day you might wake up to discover that your friends have gone, that they just arent there for you any more. So take my advice, babe, and treasure them while you can.

Its kind of weird for my mum to say stuff like that, and Im sure I see a tiny tear escape from the corner of her eye. She wipes it away and heads for the door again. You and me, babe, she calls through a perfume haze.







Chapter 3

craaaaaaazy about tiffanys

When its just Chardonnay and me I call my best friend, Chelsea, to see if she can come over. She only lives in the same block of flats as us, but her dads quite a worry guts, so ten minutes later, when she gets dropped off, I pretend that my mums just popped out to buy some milk.

What shall we do, Tiff? asks Chelsea, plaiting Chardonnays fringe.

Definitely an old movie, I say. Wizard of Oz?

Why, of course, says Chelsea, in the American voice we sometimes use when were playing around. Then we move into action. First we pile the sofa high with cushions and duvets and put out loads of snacks in tiny bowls. Then we get all dressed up in two of Mums glittery dresses and put on our sparkly high-heeled ruby slippers that we bought for each other last Christmas. We put on loads of Mums make-up, tie up our hair and make two delicious Shirley Temple cocktails.

Your mums so cool, Tiff, says Chelsea. Mine would go crazy if I even went anywhere near her make-up. If I used it, I think shed just totally explode. And shed never leave me in the house alone. My parents still think Im about five years old, or something, and they act like theyre at least a hundred.

Mum likes me using her stuff, I say. We share everything. She trusts me and I trust her. My voice wobbles a bit when I hear myself talking to Chels about trust. Because I think that my mum does trust me, but Im not so sure that I completely trust her. Come on, I say, changing the subject, lets watch the movie.

Chelsea and I love all the old-fashioned films. Things like the original Parent Trap and Whistle Down the Wind and Pollyanna with Hayley Mills in them. Theyre so much better than new ones. The Wizard of Oz is our all-time favourite, with Judy Garland playing Dorothy.

Breakfast at Tiffanys is my mums favourite and its where she got my name from. Tiffanys is this amazing, expensive jewellery shop in New York, and theres one in London too, and it was the first place Mum wanted to go to when she ran away from Sark.

Chels and I know all the words from all the movies off by heart because weve watched them so many times. And sometimes we even turn the sound right down and do the voice bits ourselves.

Toto, I say to Chelsea, messing about in my best American accent, handing her some Pringles, Ive a feeling were not in Kansas any more.

I know, says Chels, giggling, we must be over the rainbow.

And then we just get the giggles and snorts big-time and turn off all the lights and snuggle down with Chardonnay to watch.

What now? asks Chels when the film has finished and were giving each other a proper face-mask pamper-treatment.

How about a horror movie? I say. Something really spoooookey. Lets see whats on. I start surfing through the channels. Theres loads of boring stuff on and just as we are about to give up I see Mikeys face splashed all over Crimewatch. My heart drops into my tummy and starts churning around like a washing machine on full spin. This isnt the kind of horror thing I was looking for.

Er, Tiff, says Chelsea. Isnt that your mums friend? And look, theres that big red sports car that you and your mum had last week.

I realise that Im just sitting there staring at the screen. My mouth has turned into the Sahara Desert and my voice has done a runner. I stare and stare at Mikeys face on the TV. Its one of those police photos that makes him look all scary, like a murderer. I dont want to watch, but my hands cant make the remote work.

Looks like hes in big trouble, says Chels, edging closer to the screen.

My chest has heavy birds flapping inside, and someones fist is in my tummy, squeezing it tight. I dont really know whats happening, but I know that something is very, very, very wrong. My hands are shaking and I spill lemonade all over the place while I make us more drinks.

The doorbell rings. I open it and Chelseas dad is standing there with a boiling-mad face.

Wheres your mum, Tiff? he gruffs.

I cant speak.

Grab your things, Chels, he says, youre coming home with me.

But Im sleeping over, Dad, she argues, still covered in my mums expensive face cream.

Its not up for discussion, Chelsea, he says. Youre coming home now and thats that. And you, he says, staring goggle-eyed at me, you tell your mum its not right to leave under-fourteens on their own in the house. Tell her its downright dangerous, got it?

I nod, trying to keep control of my bottom lip. Its gone all stupid and keeps twitching and trembling. Chelsea takes off Mums dress, pulls on her jeans and shoves her ruby slippers and sleepover stuff in her bag.

You gonna be OK, Tiff? she asks, squeezing my hand.

I squeeze her hand back and paint on a smile, then the door slams and Im left alone with Chardonnay, wondering. My whole body follows my lip and turns to jelly. Im freezing and shaking. I close the curtains and double-lock the door. Then I switch channels to a comedy thing, hide under the duvet with Chardonnay, and wait.







Chapter 4

youre such a little worry guts

Quick, Tiff! Mum calls out, slamming the front door, Were going on that holiday. Now! Get your bits together, babe, you know: sun cream, bikini, i Pod, that new book you bought.

She stumbles into the flat and trips over Chardonnay, whos wagging her tail and panting like crazy, pleased to see Mum. Im pleased to see her too, and my jelly body melts a bit and calms down. I dont feel so scared now shes home.

I saw Mikey, I say. I saw Mikey on the telly. His face was all over Crimewatch and Chelsea saw everything and then her dad came and got all cross that you werent here and took her home.

What you talking about, Tiff? she says, pulling our wheelie bags from the cupboard in the hall. Mikeys not on telly, hes been with me, babe. You mustve got it wrong.

But Mum, I persist, rescuing Chardonnay from her spiky heels, I saw him, and there was a picture of that red car we had, and I need you to tell me whats going on. The washing machine starts up in my tummy again and the birds begin flapping in my brain.

Oh, Tiff, lighten up, she says, in a harsh voice. Youre such a little worry guts. Trust me, baby, trust me.

I stare cold eyes at her.

You do trust me, Tiff, dont you? I couldnt bear it if you didnt.

And then her eyes start welling up, and I cant make her cry so I put a cheerful face on to calm her down, but my worries keep on nibbling at my brain.

Why are we going now? I ask. I thought we were going to look at the brochures tomorrow and choose somewhere together. And theres a new rule at school and we have to get special permission to go away during term-time. We have to wait till Monday, Mum. Please? And let them know properly.

Worry guts, Mum teases, rushing about the place with her bikini in her hand. Were going on holiday now because Mikey managed to get a special deal. Dont you worry your pretty little head about boring old school, Ive got it all under control. Come on now, weve got to hurry, babe, hell be here for us any minute now.

I ignore our dressing-up mess and try to squeeze myself into the holiday mood. But I dont feel very holi-dayish. I feel more worried, and I hate not knowing whats really going on. I squash my worries down because now isnt the time to set my mum off on one of her moods. When your mum has big tantrums like mine does, you get very good at learning how to squash your own feelings down so she doesnt go crazy.

Where are we going, Mum? I ask, trying hard to sound chirpy and excited. Is it somewhere we can have cocktails and mocktails on the balcony? Like last year?

Were both busy stuffing clothes and last summers sandals into our bags.

Not sure, yet, babe, she says, getting our passports from the drawer. Well have a real adventure this time, you know, like in the movies. We thought wed hop on a ferry from Dover to France and just keep on driving towards the sun.

Shes talking really fast and her voice sounds all squeaky and high and her hands are trembling. Just then a car horn blares away in the street outside.

Time to go, says Mum. Then she starts swaying about and singing, Were all going on an  autumn holiday; no more working for a week or two. And I know that she wants me to join in with her, and I try, but the words somehow get stuck in the little worry bag thats sitting in my throat.

We turn off the lights and head for the door.

What about Chardonnay? I ask.

Oh, worry guts again. Chardonnayll be all right, Tiff. Well ring Bianca  shell look after her. Come on, Mikeys waiting.

But I dont budge.

Im not leaving her, I say. Shes just a tiny puppy that you were completely crazy about getting only this afternoon, Mum. If you hadnt noticed, she cant take care of herself. And shes ours, not Biancas. Shed be scared on her own  its cruel.

Tiff, Im telling you, its time to go. Now is not the time for questions.

No, Mum, I say. Whats happening? This whole holiday thing doesnt feel right. Its too sudden. We never just pack our bags and go. And I did see Mikey on Crimewatch and Chelsea saw it too. Its not in my imagination, its real, Mum. And its not normal to just pack your bags in the middle of the night and go on holiday. So if Chardonnays staying, then Im staying too.

Mum switches the lights back on and stares me out.

I said its time to go, Tiff.

And I said Im not leaving without Chardonnay.

Im good at staring people out. Chelsea and I practise it all the time and see who can last the longest. After a while my mum huffs, makes her way to the kitchen and takes a slug from a half-finished bottle of wine.

You win, she says, but stuff her in your bag and keep her quiet for a bit. Mikeyll murder me when he finds out.

The car horn down in the street blasts out again. I grab a couple of tins of puppy food and a bottle of water and follow Mum out.

You excited, honey? she slurs, swigging on her wine, while were standing in the lift. I think youre too much of a worry guts for your age, Tiff. You shouldnt be worried about life when youre twelve years old. I bet Chelsea would jump at the chance of having this kind of adventure. Its fun going away on a surprise holiday. You remember that word, Tiff, you know, the fun, fun, fun word? Ah, I do love you though, she breathes wine breath in my ear and kisses my cheek. My little star. You and me, babe, she says. You and me.

I turn away from her, still angry, but tired of arguing and sad that shes drunk again. I busy myself with making a safe, cosy nest in my rucksack for Chardonnay, and I zip her in so Mikey wont see.







Chapter 5

therell be bluebells over the white cliffs of Dover

Mikeys waiting for us in a car Ive never seen before. We throw our stuff in the boot and climb in. Mikeys puffing away on a fat cigar. Mum shares her wine with him and off we roar, away from London, away from home.

You excited, Tiffany? asks Mikey, puffing thick cigar smoke all around the car. Who knows where were going to end up, eh? Ooh, somewhere hot for me, please.

I force a smile, do up my seat belt and peer at Chardonnay. Luckily shes already snoozing away in her cosy rucksack nest. Mum and Mikey start droning on about boring stuff and making rude jokes. Its dark and late and the car is full of smoke, but I know Mikeys face and I know I saw it on Crimewatch. I guess I must have fallen asleep because the next thing I know is that Mum is shaking me awake.

Wakey, wakey, sleepyhead, shes saying, wakey, wakey.

I open my eyes. Its really dark outside and raining hard. I stuff my hand in my rucksack and give Chardonnay a reassuring stroke. She licks my fingers and snuggles back down. My neck aches from sleeping in the car and I badly need a wee from all the Shirley Temples that Chels and I had drunk. This doesnt feel like a fun holiday to me, but Mum and Mikey are laughing and having a good time.

Were in Dover, Tiff, says Mum, then she and Mikey start singing some old song, Therell be bluebells over, the white cliffs of Dover

We pull up in the line of cars queuing to get on the ferry. Mikeys holding all our passports and he keeps tap, tap, tapping them on the steering wheel, waiting to get through passport control.

All right, mate? he asks the passport man when its our turn.

The man nods, peers into the car and then starts checking our passports, one by one. Mikeys tapping gets louder and more and more impatient and Mum starts switching her diamond rings from one finger to another.

Can we go home? I whisper.

Ssshhh, baby, says Mum, leaning over and stroking my head with a hard hand, Nearly there.

The man hands the passports back to Mikey and waves us on.

Phew, sighs Mikey, relaxing as we pull away.

Yay! shrieks Mum, frantically jiggling my hand up and down. Freedom, Tiff! Freedom!

Suddenly, some policemen step in front of the car and wave us over to one side. Mikey starts tap, tap, tapping on the steering wheel again and Mum starts fidgeting with her hair.

Just a routine check, sir, says one of the policemen, leaning into the front window. May we take another look at your passports, please?

Is this completely necessary? says Mikey. We need to board the ferry as soon as, he says, waving a hand toward me. The kid needs the toilet; know what I mean?

Im afraid it is necessary, sir, and well get you on board as soon as we can.

I feel really awake now, because somethings not right. All the other cars are driving past us and climbing the ramp to board the ferry. But were stuck here with policemen asking us questions. Its late and I want to be at home, asleep next to Chelsea, dreaming of The Wizard of Oz and Shirley Temple cocktails. I wish my mum had never had this stupid idea in the first place. I dont even want to go on holiday. I want my normal Saturday with Chels and me cosying up in bed, watching TV and eating ice cream straight from the tub. With Mum and me, together, wandering through the shops and buying cool stuff. Getting dressed up in new clothes and having lunch out, like ladies do. And wed planned to take Chardonnay to the park. Everything is going wrong.

The policeman looks at me, scratches his head, and then turns to Mikey. Are you the registered keeper of this vehicle, sir?

Yes mate, says Mikey, tapping and tapping. Its all in order, officer, I just bought it from my brother-in-law, he must have forgotten to send off the papers.

The policeman scratches his head again and I wonder if he has nits, like Chels and I had in the summer. If youd like to get out of the vehicle, sir, and step this way.

Mikey groans and opens the door. Mum lets out a wounded-dog squeal and starts rocking backwards and forwards humming the white cliffs of Dover song. Then were surrounded by blue flashing lights, and I know that Crimewatch was true and that Chelsea was right. A large ball of worry drops into my tummy and wobbles around, and a sharp lump sticks in my throat. I start tap, tap, tapping and humming the white cliffs of Dover song too because now I really know that my mums in trouble. Big trouble. And what about me?

All the doors are pulled open. There are policemen everywhere and handcuffs are snapped on to Mikey and Mum.

Mum! I call from the back seat, Mum, whats happening?

Its all right, babe, Mamas here, no worries, her voice trembles as someone guides her towards a police car. You and me, Tiff, she calls through the rain.

You and me, Mum. I call back, panicking. You and me.

I watch my mum pulling and struggling against the policemen. She starts screaming at them and fighting, and I wish they knew how to soothe her tantrums.

A lady police officer climbs into the car and sits next to me. Im Benita, she says. Whats your name, love?

Tiffany, I sniff. Whats happening to my mum?

Im really sorry, Tiffany, she says, handing me a tissue, we have to take your mum and dad into custody for a bit. Theres some stuff thats happened and we just need to check it all out. Shes trying to sound cheerful and reassuring. Well have you all back together as soon as we can.

Hes not my dad, I say, hes my mums business partner.

Then, before I know it, Im in a police car, and my little wheelie suitcase is in the back. My mums in another car being driven away from me, with blue lights flashing. I dont even know where Dover is and I need the toilet and Chardonnay is wriggling in the bag. The large ball keeps rolling around in my tummy, making me feel like Im going to be sick. I cant stop my hand tap, tap, tapping on the car window and the white cliffs of Dover song is spinning through my mind, like its got stuck in my brain.

Where are you from, Tiffany? Benita asks.

London, I say.

Is there anyone we can call for you, love? Your dad, maybe, or grandparents, aunts or uncles, friends?

Theres my school friend, Chelsea, I sniff, but her dads really angry with my mum.

Anyone else?

I shake my head. No one, I say. Just me and Mum.







Chapter 6

a whole lake of tears is welling

We drive to the police station. Benita shows me to the toilets and then sits me in a room with a brown plastic table and orange chairs. Chardonnays still wriggling but she hasnt made a sound yet. Shes such a good dog.

Can I get you a cup of tea, or some water?

No thanks, I say. When can I see my mum and go home?

Tiffany, she says, kneeling down beside me and taking my hand, Im really sorry, but we have to keep Mum here for a bit; until things are sorted out.

What about me? I croak.

Well, she says, in a trying-to-be-kind voice, as its so late and theres no one for us to call at this stage, weve had to ask social services to send a social worker who will find somewhere for you to stay tonight. Then tomorrow well be able to take a fresh look at things. Mum knows whats happening to you and she knows that youll be safe.

A whole lake of tears wells and quivers up through my body and tries to escape from my eyes. But I wont let it. I blink a lot and sniff into the tissue. Then I hear my mums voice screaming away in another room, saying lots of swear words, calling out for me. Chardonnay hears her too because she starts scrabbling about in the bag. I pat her down to try and keep her quiet.

What have you got in there, love? asks Benita.

Nothing.

Sure? she asks, not believing me. And then Chardonnay takes a leap and starts yelping and my bag tumbles to the ground.

Benita picks up the bag and takes a peep inside.

Look what weve got in here, she says, holding Chardonnay in the air. Then Chardonnay decides that she cant hold on to her wee any more and it trickles on to the floor.

Sorry, I say.

No problem, Tiffany, Ill buzz for someone to come and mop it up.

Benita presses a red button on the wall.

As for you, she says, ruffling Chardonnays fluff, Im afraid were going to have to put you in kennels for the night.

My lake of tears starts pushing up again. I blink hard because I wont let myself cry.

Cant she come with me? I ask, Please? We only just got her and she hasnt even had one whole night with us yet.

Im sorry, but no one will take on you and a puppy as an emergency at this time of night. But dont you worry, well take good care of her  promise.

The lump in my throat rises up again and I cant swallow it down. Now I know how Dorothy from The Wizard of Oz feels when the nasty neighbour tries to take her dog, Toto, away. I cant lose my puppy, not now that Ive finally got her. Why cant my mum sort this mess out and take us home? Surely theres something she can do? Chardonnayll be scared. And lonely.

I can hear my mums voice travelling down the corridor. Shes screaming and shouting and having one of her full-blown temper tantrums.

If I could just see my mum before I go, Id be able to calm her down for you, I say quietly.

Im not sure its allowed, Benita says.

Please?

A teeny river pushes its way out and stings my cheek. I rub my eye pretending I have an eyelash in it.

Benita pats my shoulder. You stay here and Ill see what I can do, Ill just be a sec.

She leaves the room and my ears fill with the sound of keys clattering and doors clunking and Mum shouting. I look at my watch. Its one oclock in the morning.

You can have five minutes, says Benita, coming back into the room, Ive spoken to the sergeant and he says you can pop in to say a quick goodnight to your mum.

I feel all jelly again, and Im shaking all over. My hearts pounding. We walk down the grey corridor towards my mums shouting. Benita thumps the door, I hear some keys jangling and were in. I fly into Mums arms and we squeeze each other tight, holding on, not wanting to let go.

Im sorry, baby, she sobs into my hair, Im so, so, sorry.

I cling on, breathe in her smell, and snuggle into her warmth.

Dont leave me, I whisper. Please dont leave me, Mum.

She sobs and sobs and I worry that shell never be able to stop. She clings on so tight that her nails dig in. The big policeman standing near the door coughs and I remember that I dont have long to make her feel better.

Remember your mascara, Mum, I say. I lick my tissue and mop up her face. You dont want to go around looking like a mess, do you? What would Bianca say, eh, Mum?

She pulls herself together. I untangle her hair, take her face in my hands and kiss her on the nose.

Now come on, Mum, all this screaming and shouting isnt going to get us anywhere, is it? I soothe.

Sorry, Tiff, she sniffs, Ill be good. I promise.

It was all Mikeys fault. You do believe me, Tiff, dont you? Just give me a bit of time to sort this mess out and well be back home together before you can say wizard.

I dont know what to believe any more. But I know its not normal to be in a police station with my mum in the middle of the night. And I know Im the only one in the world who can calm her down. And Im boiling mad inside because our life is always about her.

What about me? I whisper. What happens to me and Chardonnay while youre sorting it all out?

I promise you, Tiff, it wont be for long and Ill come and pick you both up as soon as I can.

But, Mum, please!

Theres nothing I can do, babe. Nothing.

Suddenly a brilliant idea pops into my mind. Exceptexcept maybe you could telephone someoneon Sark?

Dont even go there, Tiff, Ive told you before.

But it has to be worth a try, Mum, please?

Oh, I dont know, Tiff, its been too long. They may have moved away years ago. I cant just call out of the blue when Im in trouble and ask for help, can I?

But, Mum, this is about me as well. Its not just about you. Im going to be sent off to a foster home, alone. Theyre my family too, theyre not just yours.

My mum drags her hand through her hair.

OK, she sniffs, Ill do my best, Tiff, I promise.

The policeman tells us our time is up. I put the plug in my feelings and pull away. Now be good and do what they tell you, I say. No more tantrums.

No more tantrums, Mum echoes.

Benita takes hold of my hand and heads for the door; Mum holds the other one, not wanting to let me go. Theyre both hanging on, tugging gently. Mums hand and mine slide apart until were just touching fingertips, until theres just space between us, and then she crumples in a heap on her orange chair.

I love you, babe, she whispers.

I love you, Mum.







Chapter 7

so I need you to trust me

A man in a funny hat comes into the room where me and Benita are still waiting. Chardonnay is on my lap. Her little body keeps trembling and shes looking all lost and worried. In one day shes gone from being cosy at home with her mum and puppy brothers and sisters to being in a police room, on her way to the kennels. I hold her close wishing she were small enough to climb inside my pocket and come with me, wherever Im going. Benita yawns, sips her hot tea and shakes hands with the man.

Hi, Tiffany, he says. He holds out his hand for me to shake. Sorry I took so long to get to you. He pulls up an orange chair and sits really close to me. I know this must all be very difficult for you, Tiffany, and theres a lot for you to take in, he says. My names Amida and Im your social worker. Its my job to make sure that youre safe tonight, until weve sorted somewhere else for you. Im going to take you to a lovely family, where you can get some sleep and something to eat. Your mum knows that were taking good care of you, so I need you to trust me. Do you have any questions, Tiffany?

I shake my head. I have at least seven million questions whizzing through my brain about whats happening in my life and why my mums in a police station crying. And about what has actually happened and what Mikey did. And if someone from Sark will come and find me and if they do what will they be like. But all my questions are squashed together in the little worry bag thats stuck in my throat.

Great then, he says, standing up, yawning. Lets get you to bed.

Benita hands him my wheelie suitcase and takes Chardonnay from my lap. Chardonnay wriggles and yelps, trying to get back to me. She looks really worried about whats happening, so I stroke her head to calm her down. I want to give her a kiss goodbye, but I cant trust that my feelings wont spill out all over the place. I give her one last pat, take a very deep breath to keep everything under control and stand up on my jelly legs.

I promise shell be well looked after, calls Benita as we leave the room.

Amidas car smells of leather and peppermints. He offers me one but I shake my head, I dont want it. He tucks a cosy blanket around me to warm me up and calm my chattering teeth, and does up my seatbelt to save me the trouble.

The people youre going to be staying with are called Darren and Claudia  youll like them; theyll be up waiting for us. Ive already told them all about you. He yawns. Its been a long old night for you, eh?

I dont have any voice left tonight, not for anyone. And even if I did, why would I want to talk to some nosy old social worker about how Im feeling and how long my night has been? Its not like hes really interested, is it? Hes just doing his job and trying to be kind. But I dont need kind, I need my life back. What does he even expect me to say? Some sad old story about how my whole entire life has been ruined in one night, just so he can feel sorry for me? Or about how Im starting to feel really angry with my mum? Well, whatever it is he wants from me hes not getting it. No one is. My mouth is staying firmly zipped.

Here we are, says Amida, parking the car in front of a big house, Ill come back to see you in the morning, Tiffany. I hope you sleep well.

A man wearing tracksuit bottoms and an old woolly jumper comes out of the house, followed by a lady in a pink-and-white spotted dressing gown. Amida pulls my wheelie suitcase from the boot of his car.

Thanks for this, he says to them. Sorry its such short notice.

The car door is opened for me and the lady, Claudia, helps me out. My legs feel heavy and I want to lie down.

Welcome, Tiffany, she gushes, taking hold of me and guiding me along the dark path. Lets get you tucked up in bed shall we?

I hear Amida drive away and am left alone with two more new people to get used to. I follow them into the house and have some milk and biscuits without a fuss. Claudia takes me into a green bedroom that has a blue rug on the floor and a yellow teddy on the bed. She helps me into my pyjamas and carries on chatting away, not minding that Im not joining in. I clean my teeth with weird-tasting toothpaste.

Night then, Tiffany, says Darren, popping his head round the door. Were just in the room next to you, so if you need anything in the night, or if youre worried and need to talk, just come and wake us up, OK?

Claudias soft hands tuck me in. She leaves my door open a bit so a sliver of landing light can peep its way in. Shadows hang on my walls and strange sounds creak and creep around me. New fabric-softener smells sit in my nose and tickle my face. And when its safe and quiet and theres no one around, the tears sneak out of my eyes. They trickle at first and then a dark monster in my stomach lurches up and pushes hard. My face crumples like a stupid piece of rubbish paper and my voice wants to call out for my mum and Chardonnay. But I wont let it call, and I wont let it call for stupid Darren or stupid Claudia either. Instead, I bite hard on the yellow teddy and try to sleep.







Chapter 8

today is not happening

I keep waking up in the night and have to keep reminding myself where I am. When I open my eyes in the morning Claudia is standing there.

Good morning, Tiffany, she says, sitting on the edge of my bed. Did you sleep well? I shrug, ignore her questions, and try to find the safe place in my head where my life hasnt been ruined. She doesnt seem to mind that Im not answering her and just carries on jabbering away. Amida is popping back this morning, Tiffany, to have a chat and let you know whats happening. Why dont you have a shower and some breakfast and get yourself ready for the day?

She takes me out into the hallway and introduces me to the girl in the next room. This is Matilda, says Claudia, shes the same age as you. Shell show you the ropes, OK?

I only need to know where the shower is, I say to Matilda when Claudia has gone. I dont need to see anything else. Im being picked up soon.

Matilda steps forward and grabs my arm, hard. Wake up, new girl, she sneers. Were all here for ever. No ones coming back for you, no one wants you around any more; this is the rubbish dump and youve been dumped here, just like the rest of us. So get used to it.

Youre wrong, I say, trying to stare her out, someone is coming for me, soon. But shes good at staring, very good. Shes better than Chelsea, better than me. My stupid tummy turns to jelly again. Matilda pushes me into the bathroom, slams the door behind us and shows me her fist.

See this? she says. You just make sure you dont get in my way, otherwise my fist might find itself bumping into your teeth.

You wont need to worry about me for long, I brave, staring at her with hard eyes, to hide my fear. I told you, Im getting out of here soon. Very soon.

But she just makes a rude sign at me and walks out.

I run the shower  hot. Is Matilda right? Am I on the rubbish dump for good? I wet a pink flannel in the hot water and bite the fluff hard while my body trembles and more tears sneak from my eyes. I panic that I might never be able to stop because my tears just keep coming and coming. Im worried that Matilda is outside the door, listening with her big ugly ears. So I make the shower go freezing cold to wake me up and try to think about more happy stuff, like the old film, Singing in the Rain. I pretend Im holding a big black umbrella and I tipadee-tap-dance around the shower and try to make myself smile.

While Im getting dressed I decide that today is actually not happening. I start rubbing all the horribleness out and try filling my mind with pictures of wonderful days and beautiful things. Like my mum on a good day when shes all happy and were having a lovely time together at the funfair or the ice-skating rink. Like how happy she looks when shes bought herself a new ring or when shes spinning around on a pair of shiny, new high-heeled shoes in a cloud of special perfume. And I try to remember her soft face when were snuggling in bed together, sharing secrets. But scary pictures of my mum in a police cell, and Chardonnay in kennels, and Mikey with his fat cigars, and blue flashing lights, and peppermints, and a small island with an unknown family keep crowding in.

Amida the social worker is a liar. Hes not coming to see me today like he promised. Instead he spoke to Darren on the phone and said that nothing much could be done with me until after the weekend, so I have to stay here until then. Ive turned into a hot-potato problem that no one wants to touch. Matilda is right and I hate her for that. She makes a big fat told you so face at me later on when were climbing into Darrens car to go to the cinema. Then she accidentally sticks her stupid clumsy foot out so that I trip and smash my shin on the cold metal. Nobody has noticed that I might not be in a cinema kind of mood. Or that its super-weird for me to be living in this stupid place. No one has mentioned the fact that my mum is locked behind a grey door, crying, or that I might be feeling left alone.

The truth is a bad fart smell in the room that everyone is too polite to mention. None of the other kids is saying why they got left here on the rubbish dump either.

Claudia waves us off, smiling, with a baby under her arm, like were her own children going out with our own dad. But Ive never even been to the cinema with my own dad before, because Ive never even seen him with my own eyes and I dont even know his name, so its a stupid thing to pretend. I decide that Claudia is a liar too, just like everyone else in my new life. And I bet that when weve gone she just heaves a big sigh of relief because shes getting rid of us all for a few hours.

Everyone is pretending to be having a nice time with Darren and the helper person thats come along with us, when theyd really rather be somewhere else.

I want to watch the new 12 film but I dont trust Matildas fists in the dark.

I want to see the Disney film with the little ones, I lie.

Are you sure? asks Darren.

I nod and Matilda sticks her thumb in her mouth and makes a stupid baby face at me. I pretend not to notice and get busy showing the little ones the big card-board Disney pictures in the foyer. Darren gets us some popcorn and some juice. Hes says Cokes not allowed because its bad for us, but thats what me and Mum always have, so I dont see the problem, really. When the Disney colours flash across the screen I try to find a gentle place in my mind; a place thats somewhere Over the Rainbow, with no blue flashing lights or Crimewatch or lost Mums or spiteful Matildas. A place where theres no waiting or wondering what might happen to you and no pretending that youre OK, when you really have an earthquake going on inside you all of the time.

My mind starts drifting off and Im thinking about my friend Chelsea. I really want to text her and tell her whats happening to me, but I feel too embarrassed for anyone to know, even her. Its obvious that Im not going to be in school on Monday and Im worried that if I tell her she might just let my news slip out of her mouth at lunch break. Then the gossip would spread around that my mum was in a police cell, being accused of doing bad things. And even worse, everyone would know that Id be left here on the rubbish dump, alone, waiting to be rescued. So I have no choice. I have to wait and see whats going to happen. But if I dont text Chelsea as usual then shell wonder where I am and her imagination will go crazy. Especially as she saw Mikeys face all over Crimewatch. Theres nothing else for it. Ill have to think of a lie.







Chapter 9

a lie to my bestie

That night, I creep up the stairs and slide away to my room.

I have to put my plan into action before Chelsea gets too suspicious, so I pull my mobile from my bag and ping it into life. I look through my photos and delete the one of Mikeys big fat face, then I look at a photo of my mum. Every time I think about her, the washing machine starts up in my tummy. Something deep inside me knows that she and Mikey have done something bad, but still a small part of me wants to believe that the police have made a huge mistake. Somehow, I always knew that something like this would happen. But I never imagined how it would feel. I try to convince myself that I do not miss my mum. In fact, right now, I think I actually hate her and never want to see her again. I curl up in a tiny ball, trying to hide from the world. I open a photo of Chardonnay. Looking at her puppy face makes tiny tears escape from my eyes again, but they mustnt, so I kiss her quick, zip away my feelings and get started on my text.


Hi, r u there? xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx



I press send and wait.


Yeh, where r u? xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx



A lie to my bestie.


Im in France on holiday, in a cool hotel. Been drinking Shirley Temples by the pool all day. What r u doing? Missing u more than all the stars in the sky. xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx



I press send. I have never lied to Chels before. Were besties, forever. Weve always told each other the truth, all our worries and all our secrets. But I cant tell her this. Not ever. Itll all be sorted out soon enough and Mum and I will be home and Chels will never have to know.


In France? My dad says they caught Mikey and your mum. Its in the news. Hes v angry and says I cant talk to u any more. Missing u 2 more than all the cherry drops in the cherry drop shop. xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx



My mouth goes dry and I cant swallow. My heart starts thumping in my ears.


They did get him. Hes rubbish, but my mum and I r in France. R we still besties? Missing u more and more and more than all the stars in the skies and more than all the lemon meringue pies. xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx



I hit the send button and wait.


Have fun. Hope you dont have to eat frogs legs! Besties for life xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx

Yuck! Dont worry, I wont! Tell school Ill be back soon. Besties for life 2, forever and ever xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx



My door creaks open and a long shadow stretches its way across the carpet. I know its not Claudia or Darren coming to say goodnight, or a little one looking for cuddles.

Theyll all leave you, Matilda says, I promise you. The texts will stop. Theyll all forget about you. Everyone elses life will go on happily, except for yours. No one wants to be friends with a rubbish-dump girl. It happens to us all, so get used to it  fast. This is the dead zone, new girl. The end of love.

I close my phone and throw it in my bag because shes right, and I know that Matilda is the only one in the house whos telling the truth.

And youll never forget, she taunts. You wait, it happens to us all. Youll play it over and over in your mind, trying to work it out. Youll have your very own horror movie etched on your memory bank forever.

Please, please dont let her be right.







Chapter 10

ive got some news for you

Ive got some news for you, Tiffany, says Amida when he arrives on Monday morning. He pops a peppermint into his mouth. Come and sit down.

I sit at the kitchen table and sip my juice. He does that stupid thing again where he sits really close to me and looks deep into my eyes. Im afraid that your mums going to have to stay in police custody for a bit longer than we thought. Theres good news though, Tiffany. Shes arranged for you to stay with your family on Sark. My tummy starts churning. He breathes peppermint breath in my face. Your mums managed to get hold of her sister, your Auntie Cass, and shes coming to pick you up this afternoon.

My head starts spinning. I know I suggested that my mum telephoned Sark, but I didnt think about what might happen if someone came to get me. I didnt think that Id actually be going to stay with them. What I really thought was that shed be home by now and that Id be back at school on Monday morning and no one would ever have to know anything about the worst weekend of my life. What are my family on Sark like? My mum always said it was the most boring place on the planet! And I dont know even where Ill be living or what school Ill be going to or whats going to happen to me. But someone is coming to get me soon.

I leave Amida drinking coffee with Claudia and fly upstairs to the green room. I stuff my clothes into my wheelie suitcase. Matilda was wrong. Im not a rubbish-dump kid after all; somebody in this stupid world cares about me, even if my own mother doesnt! I put my case near the front door and sit on the tatty old sofa in the hallway.

She wont be here for hours, Tiffany, says Claudia. Why dont you find something to do to pass the time?

But Im not moving. No way. As far as I can see, rubbish-dump kids dont get rescued very often and Im not about to miss my opportunity for escape. And I have a lot of thinking to do. What will my Auntie Cass be like? How long will I have to stay with her? Will I evenlike her? And what about Chardonnay? My brain is a fairground ride, spinning and spinning. I pick and pick at the little frayed strands of sofa fabric and make tiny plaits to pass the time. I wait and wait. At lunchtime Claudia brings me a cheese and tomato toastie and some juice. The baby is having a nap so she does that sitting-really-close-to-me, looking-into-my-eyes thing, like Amida.

How are you feeling, Tiffany? she asks, sipping on her coffee.

Its a stupid question. In the past three days my whole life has turned into a crumbling tower and I know that shes trying to squirrel away into my feelings again. But I dont want it, so I put them in a safe box, tuck them inside my heart and hide away the key. Im fine, I say. Really fine.

Im still waiting when Darren brings the kids home from school. Matilda slumps down on the sofa next to me. So its true, you really are going then?

I am, I say. My aunties coming to pick me up. I want to say I told you so, you horrible girl and I want to hurt her and scare her and get my own back, but her face looks so sad that I cant bring myself to do it. She waits and waits with me, and the more I think about it, the more I begin to see that Matilda isnt a horrible girl at all; shes a hurt girl, a left-alone girl. I start to understand how hurt feelings can sometimes come out all twisted and wrong and make people do horrible things like lying to their best friend.

I wish I could come, she sighs. I wish I could drink some magic shrinking potion and climb in your bag. No one would notice.

We sit in silence, busy with our thoughts. After ages and ages someone knocks at the door. I freeze and wait for Darren to open it. My hearts thumping away. I smooth my hair down and paint on a smile. And suddenly, Amida appears in the doorway with a woman who
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