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    Please be advised that the following contains references to underage drinking, physical abuse, sex and negative body image.



For the Gallies, because there is no us without you x





CHAPTER ONE Two Years Ago

She hadn’t slept at all. How could she, the night before prom and covered in tan?

Prom wasn’t even the part of the night that she’d been most looking forward to. It was getting back home with the girls, peeling off their heels and indulging in sweet treats wearing their comfiest pyjamas. That’s what Flo was most looking forward to. Prom was just the bit in the middle: the metaphorical Wednesday of the evening, the gateway to their perfect night.

Getting ready came a close second. In Flo’s experience, getting ready for a party often trumped the party itself. She opened the door to Maggie first, on time as always, tugging a suitcase behind her, a dress bag draped over her shoulder. Maggie was the youngest of the four girls, a summer baby – big Cancer energy. She was perfectly pretty and equally silly, and everything she did was to make other people feel good, often in spite of herself. This made Flo feel fiercely protective of her.

‘Don’t talk to me about my eyebrows,’ she said, a beautiful blur pushing past Flo to make her way to Flo’s bedroom.

‘Um, hi?! What’s wrong with your eyebrows?’ Flo asked, rushing to help Maggie as she struggled to drag the suitcase up the stairs.

‘My stupid sister plucked them and now they are Willy Wonky,’ Maggie whined.

Flo plonked the suitcase in the corner of her bedroom as, relieved of her heavy load, Maggie perched on the end of Flo’s bed.

‘Oh, Mags, that’s the point! Sisters not twins, remember?’ Flo said, borrowing one of Maggie’s famous lines.

‘Yes, Flo, sisters – not estranged cousins.’

Flo couldn’t help but laugh as she desperately tried to spot the difference between Maggie’s eyebrows. Maybe the right one was a tiny bit thinner, she thought, but you’d need a magnifying glass to notice, or, like… a degree in beauty. Either way, she wasn’t going to point it out.

‘Mags, it’s not that deep. I think you look perfect,’ she said instead.

‘Where shall I put this?’ Maggie pulled a printed sheet of paper from her bag, which she had already sent to the girls in PDF form a week ago. She handed the piece of paper to Flo. The schedule was more detailed than any of Flo’s revision notes, and she still couldn’t understand why they needed four hours to get ready.

‘Maggie, this is so extra,’ Flo said lovingly.

‘Don’t make fun of me! I take looking our best very seriously, Flop.’

‘I’m not making fun of you!’ Flo replied, hands in the air. ‘I love you and how extra your schedule is.’

Flo scanned her room for somewhere to hang Maggie’s masterpiece. The walls were covered in art – some she had created and some she had collected – so it was difficult to find a spare patch of space. ‘How about here?’ she suggested, gesturing to a small gap above her desk.

‘Perfect!’ said Maggie, bounding over and taking the schedule back from Flo. ‘Where’s the Blu Tack?’

As they set up Maggie’s workstation, Flo contemplated asking about Jake, Maggie’s boyfriend, but decided against it. This was supposed to be a nice day.

‘How’s your mum, Flop?’ Maggie asked as she pressed her schedule to the wall, clearly oblivious to the fact that Flo’s mum’s cancer was also not on the ‘nice topics of conversation’ list.

‘She’s okay, thanks! Shall I put some music on?’ Flo deflected, determined to keep the evening upbeat.

Nicole arrived next, carrying a lot less than Maggie. Her long, sleek, dark hair looked glossier than ever hanging down the length of her back as Flo ushered her through the front door. Flo had always been jealous of Nicole’s hair.

‘Nic, your hair looks amazing!’ Maggie exclaimed as she and Flo followed her back up the stairs.

‘So shiny,’ Flo agreed.

‘It’s the Asian genes! I’ll pass on your compliments to Mum,’ Nicole replied.

Nicole looked at ease as she unpacked her bag in Flo’s room and made herself at home. As ever, she was wearing clothes that were at least one size too big for her, making her already petite frame seem even smaller.

Finally, thirty minutes later, Nel dragged herself through the door.

‘Sorry!’ she said, hugging each of the girls in turn. ‘Mum promised me a lift but got stuck at work, so I had to get the bus.’ The expression on her pixie-like face was tight and irritated, and her clothes were uncharacteristically dishevelled. Nel was cool and collected in most environments, but Flo knew that something like prom was not her vibe. She’d call it ‘performative’ and ‘inauthentic’.

Once they were all settled in her room – dresses hanging from the wardrobe door, bags deposited in individual corners and conversations overlapping each other – Flo’s mum brought them four glasses of prosecco. Flo clinked her glass against each of her friends’, being sure to look them all in the eyes, before taking a sip.

‘Right, Nel, you’re up!’ Maggie said, pulling out Flo’s desk chair. Nel’s mum didn’t like her wearing make-up, which meant whenever Maggie offered, she jumped at the chance to be covered in forbidden powders and lashes.

Flo had always admired Maggie’s make-up skill, and when it came to assigning roles for this evening, MUA was always going to be Maggie’s. She was sure it was all of the YouTube tutorials Maggie watched, but her foundation always lay flawlessly on her mahogany skin and she never had a panda eye – something that Flo could not seem to avoid.

‘You’re the boss, but I’m thinking bronzy, glowy and lots of that shimmery setting spray!’ Nel directed as she sat down. Flo couldn’t help but smile; it seemed she wasn’t the only one who would enjoy this portion of the evening more than the event itself.

‘Yes, yes! I’ve got the brief,’ Maggie said, flicking on her ring light.

Flo watched carefully as Maggie scanned her canvas. Though the UK rarely saw the sun, Nel managed to maintain a healthy glow all year round, and the sun-kissed highlights running through her hair looked salon fresh. She had the kind of face that looked different from every angle, her nose sharp and striking, her hazel eyes a multitude of yellows and greens that brightened with the light.

As Maggie reached for the primer, Flo and Nicole started steaming the dresses. Having never used a steamer before, they were tentative, wary of getting the dresses wet. Neither of them showed much promise for a career on a shop floor, but once they were reasonably satisfied with their work, they went to admire Maggie’s. Nicole leant on the desk beside where Nel sat, avoiding the spread of products, and Flo perched on the edge of her bed.

‘How’s Jake, Mags?’ Nel said, eyes closed for the application of eyeshadow – brown tones, to emphasize the golden hues in her eyes. Flo listened as she reached for the bottle of nail varnish on her bedside table. Since Jake had left school, he’d become more of an enigma to Flo than ever – not having eyes on him at all times made her all the more wary.

Maggie’s face lit up at the opportunity to speak about Jake. ‘He’s so good! Did I tell you he’s taking me to Brighton for our one-year anniversary?’

‘I actually can’t believe it’s been that long,’ Nel said. And it is hard to believe, because there was so clearly a Maggie before she started dating Jake and a Maggie after.

‘I know, it’s crazy! I didn’t think I could love him more, and then he’ll just buy me my favourite flowers for no reason or look at me like I’m like I’m a supermodel, and I think, wow, there’s more love to feel!’

Flo suspected that what Maggie felt was infatuation rather than love, but, given her own lack of boyfriend experience, she decided not to burst her friend’s love bubble.

‘Okay… all done!’ Maggie exclaimed with the last burst of setting spray.

‘Oh, wow, Nel. You look so good!’ Nicole squealed, clapping her hands keenly, moving the topic of conversation on and happily ignoring Nel’s obvious discomfort at the sudden attention. Nicole was always free-flowing with her compliments but it was true, Maggie had made Nel’s obvious beauty all the more undeniable. She looked ten out of ten.

Flo looked up from her nails as Nel turned to look at her reflection, the tease of a smile crossing her lips. Nel looked to Maggie and simply said, ‘Thanks, Mags,’ before joining Flo on her bed.

‘Nic, you’re next,’ said Maggie, patting the empty chair.

Nicole let out a small screech. ‘I want lots of shimmer.’

Nicole’s skin was like glass, so Maggie hardly needed to use foundation and stuck to bronzer and a shimmery highlighter as requested.

Flo set down the bottle of varnish and wafted her hands. ‘Do you think it’s weird that we’re not going with dates, even though everyone else is?’ Flo said to the room.

They hadn’t discussed this at length, because they didn’t like to speak behind Maggie’s back, but Flo knew the girls resented Jake for making Maggie feel guilty about looking for a prom date. She’d been in tears, worried that she would be the only one going alone because Jake had left school and didn’t want her going with anyone else. They had agreed to a girls’ night to make Maggie feel better about the situation. Flo had been reluctant at first, but now, with the four of them here, it felt like the only way to do prom.

‘I think it’s cool, and I haven’t even heard of that many people going together.’ Nicole had always favoured solutions over problems – she was who Flo would call first in a crisis, and it had been her to suggest that the best way to stop Jake from ruining their night was to adopt his idea as their own.

Maggie expertly avoided having to acknowledge the part that Jake had to play in their prom plans. ‘Apparently Sophie and Nina are going together,’ she said as she used her finger to transfer the silver shimmer onto Nicole’s eyelids. ‘Charlie was telling me in our revision class the other day.’

‘I didn’t know Nina was into girls!’ Flo said, hating to be on the outside of any school tea.

‘Does that matter?’ Nel said, a defensive edge to her voice.

‘No! Oh my God, obviously not, I just didn’t know,’ Flo replied, cheeks flushed. She hated saying the wrong thing.

‘I wonder who Sam is going with,’ Nicole said from beneath Maggie’s hand, which was resting on her face as she perfected the winged liner that Nicole definitely hadn’t signed off on.

Flo caught Maggie’s eye as she shot the briefest knowing smile to the girls on the bed.

‘You should have just asked him, Nic!’ Flo said, moving on to her top coat.

‘As if! He’ll go with Molly or someone. And anyway, I don’t fancy him, he’s just funny,’ Nicole said, eyes still closed under strict instruction from Maggie.

Maggie stepped back to look at Nicole’s face as if it were a painting. Flo positioned herself on the bed so that she too could admire the art. The freckles that dotted Nicole’s face were perfectly scattered across her nose and her long, straight eyelashes made her look like a doll.

‘He’s not going with Molly,’ Nel said, scrolling on her phone. ‘They broke up – she told me at Billy’s party.’

‘There you go, Niccy, you’re in! Tonight’s the night!’ Flo squealed, ignoring Nicole’s protest.

‘And you look the part!’ Maggie said, swivelling the office chair towards the mirror so that Nicole could see her reflection. Her dark features had been accentuated – made smokier, despite the shimmer. She looked dangerously gorgeous and Sam would be lucky to have her as a date, Flo thought.

Flo watched as Nicole beamed. ‘I look like a filter,’ she concluded.

Maggie let out a deep breath, visibly relieved that her many hours of practice were paying off. ‘Okay, Flop, you’re up!’

Flo jumped off the bed, telling Nicole how beautiful she was on the way, and sat before Maggie.

‘Mags, when did you find time to do a full face? You look perfect!’ Flo said as she gazed up at her friend. She often thought Maggie resembled a Sim: her eyes were a deep brown, her full features enviable and she wore her long curls down to frame her face. Put simply, she looked like AI.

By contrast, Flo was often dishevelled, with paint smeared across her arms and her sandy, straw-like hair always held up by mismatched clips. She was the oldest of the four girls in age but not nature, and she bounced through life with little thought for consequences.

‘Oh, I just thought it would be easier if I was done before I got here so that I could spend time on you guys!’ Maggie said quickly. She had become so good at evading questions, that Flo didn’t bother to pry; if there was something she needed to tell them, Flo trusted that she would eventually. ‘Flo, you literally have paint on your face!’



Half an hour later, paint removed and replaced by blusher and brushed brows, Flo looked as though she’d been plucked from a different era. ‘A Hollywood beauty!’ Maggie confirmed.

Flo changed into her dress while Maggie retouched her own make-up. She’d tried so many different dresses that, by the time she’d settled on this one, she felt relieved to just have something that fit. It was high-necked, which covered the cleavage she felt conscious of, and the blue matched her eyes. The gems dotted across the bodice caught the light as she moved, which made her feel more confident. Shoes were swapped, earrings were exchanged and finally they were prom ready.

‘Okay, I think we should raise a toast!’ Flo shouted, sending the rest into a scramble to find their almost-empty flutes.

Flo raised her glass, looking at each of her friends in turn. ‘I just want to say thank you for being the best, best friends a girl could ask for. And here’s to the next chapter; no matter what it brings, we’ll always have each other!’

‘Cheers!’ they replied in harmony.

Flo relished this feeling – of being old enough now to wear dresses like this without imposter syndrome, and to cheers as if she could buy the contents of the glass she raised.

They made their way to the front of the house, posing for photos as they had many times before. Their dresses gave little hints to each girl’s personality: Nel wore a floor-length satin slip dress, the steely grey complementing her tanned skin and chestnut hair, which she wore in soft curls. Flo would donate a kidney to look like that in a dress. Nicole wore bright red – her lucky colour – in a tightly fitted top that resembled the bodice of a Cheongsam and a pencil skirt which stopped just above her ankles. She’d tucked her straight midnight hair neatly behind her ears. Maggie had chosen a minidress, and though usually she was the shortest of all the girls, her platform heels levelled the playing field. Her corset was bright pink and its skirt resembled a ballerina’s tutu – a true girly pop princess.

Flo felt conscious of her bare arm closest to the camera so positioned herself slightly behind Nel, praying that the photos were good. If not, her night would be ruined.

Maggie took selfies and sent them to Jake while the other girls pored over the group photos and directed Flo’s mum’s camerawork. ‘We need, like, loads of options, Mum!’ Flo wailed, fuming at the low angle and how it made her look bigger than everyone else. ‘Hold it up and just keep pressing the button!’

Once they were satisfied they had at least one photo they all liked, they piled into Flo’s dad’s car, which he had cleaned especially. Flo sat in the passenger seat and cued up their favourite song: ‘Wannabe’ by the Spice Girls, a song they had sung so many times – in this car, on the bus, in their bedrooms – and still never tired of. It blared from the speakers as all four girls screamed along.

Their Year Eleven prom was being held at a hotel outside of town, and Maggie had assured them, as a member of the prom committee, that it was going to be as fun as school-organized entertainment could be.

‘Not very fun, then,’ Nel had retorted at the time. Maggie had responded with an eye roll so strong that Flo had feared her pupils may never return.

As they drove up to the entrance, giddiness flooded the car. The girls spoke over each other as they frantically pointed at their peers and teachers in full glam, which felt like role play.

As they spilled out into the car park, Flo’s dad shouted after them (something about where to meet him when they wanted picking up) but none of them took any notice as they hurtled towards the doors.

They walked together in a line, arms linked, Nel and Nicole on the inside, cocooned by Maggie and Flo. ‘This is so weird,’ Nel said, smoothing her dress. ‘I don’t understand why we’re being subjected to this charade.’

‘You’re right, a three-course meal and dancing with your besties is torture,’ Nicole teased, making all three of them laugh. They squeezed closer together and Flo felt as though her insecurities were being cushioned by this comforting proximity.

‘This is going to be fun!’ Flo insisted as she turned their walk into a skip, and their laughter carried them to the entrance.



Maggie wasn’t wrong: prom was as fun as organized school fun could be. They danced and sang until their voices had gone hoarse, and they laughed at their teachers’ speeches, whispering their predictions for award winners throughout. They subtly swept the tables for uneaten slices of chocolate cake and stayed until the final song was played and the lights were abruptly switched on.

Once home, the girls kicked off their shoes at the door and ran straight upstairs to change out of their dresses, evading the questions Flo’s mum shouted after them. Maggie changed into her pyjama shorts set, Nel into a baggy Ramones tee, Flo put on her fluffy dressing gown and Nicole wore her leaver’s hoodie with a pair of trackies that belonged to her brother. There is no better feeling than this, Flo thought.

Maggie was the only one to fold her dress and place it on top of her suitcase in the corner of the room – the others left their clothes pooled on the floor where they fell. Flo’s bedroom was chaos: clothes everywhere, eyelashes stuck to surfaces, jewellery tangled in piles by the bed. It looked like their friendship – unapologetic, shared, all-encompassing. It was how Flo liked it.

Comfort unlocked, the girls flooded downstairs, where Flo’s mum was pulling pizzas from the oven. They helped themselves to glasses of water and the snacks they’d found in the corner cupboard while they waited – an at-home tuck shop.

‘I’m starving. Honestly, serving chicken at that temperature should be illegal – it was fridge-section cold,’ Nicole said as she tucked into a bag of Mini Cheddars.

Flo’s mum smiled as she heard four different recollections of the same night, each girl adding their own details. Flo knew her mum would relish in this distraction from chemo and hospital appointments. Sometimes Flo forgot that she was her mum, she just felt like one of the girls.

‘Mum, you go to bed – we’ve got this!’ Flo said. ‘Love you.’

The girls showered her in thanks as they each filled their arms with everything that they could carry before setting up camp in the living room, where they would spend the most precious part of the night. Cosy. Safe. Together.

Flo grabbed blankets from the basket in the corner, throwing them to the girls now spread across the sofa, floor and armchair, food and drink covering the coffee table between them. She turned on the TV, and they spent far too long deliberating over choosing a film they knew they wouldn’t properly watch.

‘Really?! We’ve watched it like a hundred times,’ Nel moaned as she freed a slice of pizza from its mozzarella chains.

‘You never watch it anyway, Nel! You’ll be asleep in five minutes,’ Flo countered.

‘What if we watch the second one, then? With the mattress slide? I love that one!’ Maggie pleaded.

‘No, sorry, if we’re going to watch it, I want to watch the makeover,’ Nicole demanded as she curled her feet under the blanket on Flo’s enormous sofa, smiling contentedly as she nestled in.

‘It’s only in the background anyway; we have much to discuss!’ Flo said, pressing play on The Princess Diaries.

Nicole had settled to the right of Maggie, who was already snuggled beneath two blankets on the floor with her back leaning against the armchair in which Nel was sitting, cross-legged and balancing a plate piled high with pizza slices on her knee. Flo kneeled beside the coffee table as she loaded her own plate and passed another slice to Nicole, who had become one with the sofa, wedged between two cushions that swallowed her whole.

They started with commentary on the prom dresses worn by the rest of their year – jealous of some and confused by others. They talked about the boys seated next to them at dinner and how annoying it was that they kept throwing bread rolls across the table at each other.

‘Hashtag not all men but… classic!’ Flo lamented as she handed out mugs and filled each in turn with the warm white wine she’d managed to swipe from the kitchen.

‘Oh! And I don’t get how Joe and Ellie were voted Prom King and Queen?!’ Maggie said, her speech animated by her frantic gestures, impassioned by this topic of conversation. ‘I think it’s lame that we do it anyway, but how the hell did they get the votes?! They’re so mean!’

‘Oh, Mags, don’t be jealous,’ Flo said, grinning as she leaned over to squeeze her knee.

‘I am not jealous! I wouldn’t have wanted to be Prom Queen, anyway. It’s cringe,’ Maggie protested.

‘I dunno, I think it was kind of obvious that it would be them, you know,’ Nicole said with a shrug. ‘Anyway, they want it, so let them.’

‘I wonder what people based their votes on. Is it meant to be just who you like? I didn’t even see the voting box,’ Nel said, placing her plate on the coffee table and reaching for the bowl of Maltesers.

‘You were too busy with Matt,’ Flo poked.

‘I don’t fancy him, Flo, that’s gross! We’re friends.’ Nel passed the bowl of chocolate to Maggie as she leaned back into the groove she’d carved into the armchair. When Nel had told the girls earlier this year that she had lost her virginity to Matt, Flo had assumed she wanted to be with him, but apparently it wasn’t like that. Not to Nel. ‘Just two friends ticking off a milestone so that they can move on with their lives,’ she had said.

Flo wondered why Nel didn’t want to be with him: he was good looking, kind and clearly obsessed with Nel. ‘I don’t think he’s gross!’ Flo smirked. ‘I’m jealous. I definitely would…’

‘Flo!’ the others shouted in unison, constantly surprised by her audacity.

‘What?! He’s got nice eyes. Anyway, I’m joking, you know I’m in love with Alex.’ Flo laughed as she took the bowl of Maltesers from Maggie, knowing this line would annoy Nicole.

‘Flo, that’s off-limits! I’m serious,’ Nicole said. ‘I can’t deal with you being one of the girls Alex fucks over.’ Flo’s crush on Nicole’s brother was a running joke, which Flo knew she found irritating and unfathomable in equal measure, but Flo couldn’t help it, he was the man of her dreams, always had been. Flo raised her hands, as if to say, ‘Not guilty’.

The four girls existed like this for a while: talking about their evening, laughing, making their way through the mountain of snacks. Nicole and Maggie were always quick to counteract any passing of judgement with a sprinkle of kindness; Nel and Flo were more at ease with gossip and opinion, and not so worried about being well-liked. Four sides of a square; unique Horcruxes pulled from the same source. It had been this way since they’d met five years ago. It would be this way for ever, Flo thought.

‘I can’t believe we’re not going to be together every day next year,’ Maggie said, giving rise to a silence that Flo wasn’t sure how to fill.

Nicole did what she did best. She deflected. ‘I know, finally we won’t have to hear how much you love Jake every day!’

Maggie threw fake daggers in her direction and then smiled. ‘You’ll still have to hear it, Nic! You’re not going anywhere!’

‘Poor me!’ Nicole finally retorted.

‘I’d rather listen to you bang on about Jake than be on the Cambridge Express. Grammar school is going to be so intense,’ Nel said. Sounding less vulnerable than she likely felt.

‘That’s what you get for having an enormous brain,’ said Flo with a shrug. ‘I know it’s a big change, but aren’t you guys excited?! Like, finally we get to take subjects we care about, and then we’re one step closer to getting to actually live!’ Flo was convinced that life could start only when she turned eighteen. The years preceding that were just a waiting room, and she was desperate for her number to be called.

‘It is too sad. It’s always just been us.’ All three girls looked at Maggie. They had been hurtling towards the end of the year knowing that what came after was all new and different, but this felt like the first moment they’d allowed themselves to really feel it.

After they’d eaten, Flo went to the bathroom and grabbed make-up wipes. She began to remove Maggie’s handiwork, and Nel and Nicole followed suit.

Maggie didn’t join in. Instead, she got up to grab her phone, kneeling before the rest of them like she had an announcement.

‘So, I saw this thing…’ she said, busying herself with the screen.

‘Oh, God,’ Flo said, knowing that a sentence like that from Maggie could end in any way imaginable. Nel and Nicole shared the same bewildered expression. ‘What is it now, Mags?’

‘No, it’s going to be fun!’ Maggie exclaimed.

‘Mags, I can’t do a TikTok dance: I’m too full and uncoordinated,’ Nel said with an exhausted sigh.

‘It’s not a dance! Just listen! I saw this app, and it’s basically like a time capsule but for texts.’

‘So… we write texts to each other, but don’t read them now?’ Nicole said, apprehension in her voice. Nicole had always been the hardest nut to crack; gaining her trust had been one of Flo’s greatest achievements.

‘Yeah, exactly! But we do read them – we just decide when. In the future!’ The excitement in Maggie’s voice was obvious.

‘What would we write?’ Flo said as she poured the remaining dregs from the wine bottle into their mugs.

‘Anything! We can write about where we hope we are, what we hope we’re doing – say things that are hard to say to each other’s faces?’ Maggie posed this as a question. Flo couldn’t help but assume that Maggie had something specific to tell them, something she could write but not say.

They looked between one another as the idea settled, the mood shifting slightly.

Nel was the first to break the silence. ‘Okay… and when will we read them? I can’t wait for ever; the suspense will kill me!’ Patience had never been a virtue of hers – she’d always preferred the social-media clips of a TV show to the actual episode.

‘What about the end of A-levels?’ Maggie suggested. ‘In two years? We’ll be eighteen!’ They all looked at Maggie. Would this be the moment she would reveal the something she’d been keeping to herself? The something they had long suspected but never really discussed or been able to broach?

‘I like it,’ said Nicole decisively, sitting up from the sofa and reaching for her phone. ‘What’s the app called?’

There was a flurry of movement as they all found their phones and settled back into the four corners of the room, creating space for each other so that they could write as if they were alone. Flo watched as the app appeared on her home screen. ‘Okay,’ she announced, ‘but if we’re going to do this, then we need to take it seriously. I don’t want any wishy-washy shit that we all already know. For example, we know you have a crush on Sam, Nicole, so don’t try and palm us off with that.’

‘No, I don’t!’ Nicole protested, hating that her limerence was public knowledge.

‘Okay, okay! We take it seriously. No cap?’ Maggie said.

‘No cap,’ the others repeated in unison.

‘Dear future us…’ Maggie began aloud, her smile illuminated by the glow of her phone screen.

As the soon-to-be Princess of Genovia had tea with her grandmother for the first time, they all racked their brains for things they had not yet said to one another: secrets they’d kept to protect themselves; dreams they’d had that were too embarrassing to say aloud; confessions that could shake the dynamic of the five-year friendship made of ‘us’ and ‘ours’, never ‘me’ or ‘mine’.

The room fell to purposeful quiet as Flo shook off the giddiness of a night spent drinking wine and dancing in front of teachers. She wanted to take the task at hand seriously. To Flo, growing up had always felt like a threat to their bond, because she knew that different dreams required different paths. She knew that the next few years would set their direction: together or apart.

Nicole was the first to finish her message. ‘I wonder what we’ll be like in two years’ time,’ she mused.

Flo looked across to her, noticing again the dread that laced her voice, and smiled reassuringly. ‘We’ll be the same but older and better and able to buy our own booze.’ She knew she couldn’t provide the concrete certainty Nicole craved, but she could do her best to offer comfort through humour.

‘And you promise we’ll see each other? Even if it’s hard logistically, and Maggie you’re with Jake, and Nel you have your head in books, and Flo you’re like… Picasso, or whatever? We’ll still make the effort?’

Flo could sense her discomfort and instinctively moved towards Nicole. Nel and Maggie followed and they all sat wedged into one sofa, engulfing her. Flo couldn’t understand what she was so nervous about – there was no way that they would stop making effort with each other. Ever. That was a promise she could make with her chest.

‘Obviously! Every week!’ Flo said.

‘And we have FaceTime!’ added Maggie.

‘Everyone finished?’ Nel asked as she brought them back to the task at hand.

Flo scanned her phone screen. ‘Yes,’ she said, decisively. Maggie chimed in with a ‘think so’ and Nicole nodded.

‘Make sure you remember what you’ve written,’ Maggie advised. ‘You only receive the messages from everyone else in the group, so we’ll each get three texts.’

‘That’s trippy,’ Nicole said, a deep frown contorting her porcelain forehead.

‘Two years?! There’s no way I’ll remember!’ Flo said, panicked. ‘I literally couldn’t tell you what we did yesterday.’

‘Okay, listen closely, sisters,’ Nel interrupted to bring order back to the room. ‘We’ll set the date two years from now.’ She spoke clearly as she read the delivery date aloud and made the others show her their screens so she could make sure they’d all got it right.

They all smiled, catching each other’s eyes – the scattered snack table between them, Mia Thermopolis transforming into a princess in the background – and in unison they said:

‘One…

… two…

… three…

… sent.’





CHAPTER TWO Present Day

Maggie is woken up in her favourite way – not by the piercing buzz of her alarm but by the padding of paws across her duvet. She reaches for Toot, the grey-and-white ragdoll cat that has been a part of her family for ten years now, without opening her eyes.

Recently, she’s been dreaming a lot about chickens. Last night’s dream task was to transport the poultry from a lorry into a pen. Maggie tries not to dwell too much on her dreams, but she can’t help but think that this one has a meaning. Is she the chickens? Her exams the pen?

She shakes off the thought as Toot starts to purr. ‘Maggie and Toot have always had a special bond,’ her mum would repeat to friends when describing her middle daughter. ‘She has such a special way with animals.’ And although Maggie used to find this irritating, it’s true. Maggie has always felt she could understand Toot, and no matter where she is, animals will gravitate towards her. A real-life Disney princess.

Maggie was just seven when they brought Toot home, and she had refused to walk for weeks after, instead moving around the house on her hands and knees, mimicking the sounds that escaped the tiny, soft-coated, blue-eyed kitten. She loved her so much that she wanted to be her, and their bond became unbreakable. Toot is her favourite member of the family and, therefore, the only one she will tolerate waking her in this way.

Toot finds her usual resting spot on the pillow beside Maggie’s. Maggie scoots herself up against the headboard and grabs her phone from where it’s balanced on her bedside table atop her A-level Geography textbook. She keeps the textbook there in the hope that if she reads two, maybe three, pages before bed, it might seep into her subconscious. The chickens prove otherwise.

Maggie wakes her phone screen. Twenty-five unread messages from Jake, countless Snapchats from various group chats and a notification from her daily mindfulness app. She starts there, with an affirmation that she hopes will make replying to everything else a little easier.

I am capable, the affirmation reads. Ironic, as lately Maggie has been feeling quite the opposite. Incapable of passing her A-Level exams, incapable of getting into uni, incapable of being a good friend, a good girlfriend, a good daughter, a good sister. Before she can spiral any further, she swipes off the app and decides that today is not a day to be mindful; it is a day for survival.

It’s the last day of sixth form before study leave. She’ll spend it getting last-minute advice from teachers, before heading to a house party where she will drown the anxiety triggered by the information overload in karaoke and jelly shots.

As she opens her Snapchats, she reaches into her bedside drawer and rummages until she finds the Dairy Milk chocolate bar that she keeps there for emergencies. Said emergencies have become more frequent recently, and she has fallen into the habit of having one cube, or more, every morning like an out-of-season advent calendar – a countdown to who knows what. Maggie lets the warm chocolate melt on her tongue, promising herself that once it’s disappeared she will face Jake’s messages.

He always goes out on a Thursday night after he finishes work, and she has come to expect an array of texts or missed calls on a Friday morning. For months she ensured her phone was on loud overnight, in case anything actually happened to him, or simply to avoid the wrath that her sleeping through them would cause. More recently, however, with her growing concern that a lack of sleep will result in reduced brain cells ahead of her exams, she’s begun taking the risk of using Do Not Disturb – as a barrier between herself and her intoxicated boyfriend.

The chocolate has now disappeared, leaving only its sweet aftertaste, so she replies to her last Snap and opens her chat with Jake. It starts nicely, as usual.



Just finished. Miss u so much! How was your day? x





She wishes she could stop there, but she keeps reading, watching the irrational thoughts that she missed in real time unravel on fast-forward.



Have I missed u? Bit early for bed no?





He sent that message at 10.30 p.m. Getting into bed is Maggie’s favourite part of the day: it can never come early enough. Fresh pyjamas beneath fresh sheets, a cosy cocoon safe from the outside world. Heaven.

Her early bedtime has always been something she’s teased for; at sleepovers when she was younger she would have to practically hold her eyes open to make it to the midnight feast.



Going out anyway so no worries







Maybe ur not evn sleeping, maybe ur out







Are you out then?





She can count the beers he’s consuming with every new text.



cool







Ur so boring do you know that lol







Can see on Snapmaps that ur at home







Distracted?







At the pub now. Loads of girls here that magae to stay awake past 10 lol





Ironically, Maggie was supposed to be out last night. A few of her friends from school were going to a house party. But she’d been tired, and Jake seemed moody, so the thought of explaining to him that the host had a penis felt like more hassle than it was worth.

It had been difficult for Maggie at first, when Flo, Nel and Nicole had all left to go to different schools for Year Twelve. They had been such a tight four that although she had other friends, she hadn’t ever grown close to any of them. Nicole was supposed to be her lifeline, but she’d moved so far away, and so suddenly, that Maggie couldn’t help but feel like the school she’d been at since Year Seven was brand new to her.

As she sifts through Jake’s texts and realizes that her being asleep had tipped him into a rage anyway, she regrets choosing to stay home.



I’m only joking, would never want another girl







I love you





He had waited eight minutes for a response and when he didn’t get one, he wrote:



Fuck u then





She knows he’ll be asleep for at least another hour, so she decides to wait and reply once she’s showered. Maggie often implements these tiny bookmarks throughout the day to help her complete tasks that she’d rather ignore, as even the smallest tasks can overwhelm her. Revision, mealtimes or replying to texts are all managed by these conditions. She can eat lunch when she’s copied out ten pages of a textbook. She can scroll on social media once she’s replied to all of her unread text messages. Without these constraints, Maggie’s head would remain comfortably and irrevocably buried in the sand.

She wriggles out of her pink dotted sheets slowly, not wanting to disturb Toot, who is now snoozing on her silk pillow. ‘Such a princess,’ Maggie says aloud as she strokes her furry friend.

She makes her bed around the cat and arranges the cushions that had been scattered across the floor in a way that makes her bed look like it has been plucked from a Pinterest board. She stretches her arms to the ceiling, trying to keep her eyes focused on something stationary to avoid a head rush.

Last week she’d fainted getting out of the shower and her mum had found her on the bathroom floor. Maggie insisted it was just because of the steam, but Mum has persisted in asking her every day how she’s feeling – if she’s eating enough, drinking enough water, had too much screen time?

Maggie’s mum has always treated her children’s problems as if they are her own. She works part-time as a teaching assistant at a local primary school, but proudly proclaims that her children are her main vocation. ‘Three girls are a handful, after all,’ she’ll say to anyone from whom she perceives even a whiff of judgement.

Maggie tiptoes towards the speaker that sits on her desk and chooses a playlist she’s named ‘Morning Mood’. She slips on a pair of bright pink fluffy slippers and descends the steep staircase that attaches her attic hideout to the landing and her family.

Being one of three sisters makes mornings a game of Tetris, to be played with caution. Her older sister, Maya, is currently home from university, which makes Maggie’s routine twice as long and twice as difficult. She’s given up on trying to get into the bathroom first. Maya has been very clear that she needs more time and that her schedule is superior, even if that means kicking Maggie out mid-double-cleanse.

As she creeps across the corridor, she notices that both Maya’s and Mary’s doors are closed. It’s still early, and she figures she has at least fifteen minutes before the house erupts.

Maggie’s always loathed the fact that her mum adopted a sort of knock-off Kardashian naming system for her and her sisters. Maya is three years older than Maggie and in her last year of uni. Maggie idolizes her. She’s everything Maggie isn’t. Although Maggie has always been ‘the pretty one’, that same beauty often means she’s overlooked and underestimated. Whereas Maya? She is never overlooked. She is cool and striking, and her honesty is harsh yet unbelievably refreshing. Maggie has never been able to speak her mind the same way Maya can. She enjoys perching on the fence, and it often suits her to have no opinion at all. Why would you need one when you have a battering ram for an older sister?

Maggie closes the bathroom door quietly and balances her phone on the sink. She steps out of the matching pyjama set that Santa gave her for Christmas, kicks off her slippers and stands under the shower, not bothering to let it run first as she loves the challenge of that initial cold rush.

Even though Mary, Maggie’s younger sister, is now thirteen, their mum is unwavering in her insistence on ‘presents from Santa’, and refuses to receive thanks for gifts that she’s obviously bought herself. She would be inconsolably cross if Maggie and her sisters made jokes about Santa’s impeccable taste. Last year, she refused to cook the turkey because Mary had pointed out how ridiculous the whole farce was. Luckily, their dad had come to the rescue with an emergency spaghetti bolognese (which was all he knew how to make).

Maggie tips back her head as the water begins to warm, deciding to wash her hair since it’s the last day of school and it feels important that she look her best. Her ability to look put-together is the one thing that she can be in complete control of. As she shampoos, she can’t help but think about her morning mantra.

I am capable.

I am capable.

I am capable.

Wouldn’t that be nice, she thinks. To feel decisive and confident in your own ability. To walk through the world with Maya’s confidence and have unwavering faith that every step you take is the right one. She tries to remember the last time she felt even close to capable. Perhaps when doing her make-up or redecorating her bedroom? She ponders whether being able to do these basic things with ease qualifies her as capable more generally. She wouldn’t rush to include it in her personal statement, so perhaps not.

As she washes the last of the conditioner from her hair and steps out of the shower, she hears three loud bangs on the bathroom door.

‘Mags, I’m coming in, I’m desperate for a piss!’

When Maggie first started her period, she was suddenly incredibly self-conscious around her sisters. Maya would be irritatingly observant, making comments about her changing body whenever she caught a glimpse of it. Though they feel closer in age now, she still finds herself using the knicker trick or removing her bra underneath her T-shirt when she is in front of her unashamed sister. Maggie knows this is irrational, as their bodies are basically the same. They have inherited the same boobs, which Maya had pointed out when they were sharing a room on holiday last year, and the way their bodies curve is near identical. Despite this, she cringes every time her sister changes in front of her and expects her to do the same.

‘I just need to brush my teeth, so please only do a wee,’ Maggie replies as she wraps herself in one of the fresh bath sheets.

‘I can’t make any promises; I’m on my period and, honestly, anything could happen.’

Maggie rolls her eyes at her sister’s lack of boundaries but carries on putting toothpaste on her toothbrush. She has no choice but to take the risk.

Once back in her room, Maggie feels ready to reply to Jake, keen to beat him to it. She drops her towel, puts on her dressing gown, which is covered in tiny strawberries, and sits cross-legged at her dressing table.



Omg sorry I was fast asleep!!







So sorry!







How was your night?! Call you later?







ILY! X





She places her phone face down beside her make-up bag. She takes a deep breath and looks at herself in the mirror. She knows that Jake is the person she’s meant to be with. She loves him and he loves her. More often than not she feels like the centre of his universe – like all of the girls she admires have nothing on her. At home, she rarely takes centre stage: Maya is the brilliant one, Mary is the baby, and she’s just… unproblematic. But Jake makes her a star, and when they are together, she is the only girl in the world.

Maggie begins her tried-and-tested make-up routine. The products organized into categories and placed onto trays are amongst her most prized possessions – treasured, saved for, splurged on. She loves this part of the day, taking her time to make herself look her best, the safe space she has created in this attic far away from the outside world. Originally it had been her dad’s office, but when he built an outhouse in the garden, she’d begged her parents to let her switch rooms. Much to her surprise, neither of her sisters saw the beauty in the space, so she didn’t have to fight too hard.

Having covered her now pristinely painted face in setting spray, Maggie crosses yesterday off her calendar and stares, disbelievingly, at the date she has been dreading for so long. Today – the end of official timetabling – is highlighted in pink, and what follows is a string of days filled with ‘REVISION’ and ‘EXAM’ in capital letters. These two words make her feel queasy, and although she knows that they should take priority, her teachers having made it very clear that, based on her mocks, she’s unlikely to make her top-choice uni, her headspace feels saturated by Jake as she waits for his reply.

Jake has always been persistent, but in the beginning it felt endearing rather than overwhelming. When they first started going out, Maggie was in Year Ten and he was the year above, which instantly made him cooler than he actually was. Everyone knew Jake; he was in the popular group at school but often hung on the outskirts. He was so mysterious, always getting into trouble. He was confident and lacked a filter, which Maggie found enviable, but she’d never really thought he would fancy her. They’d been at the same parties and bumped into each other in the school corridors, but they’d never spoken – until Jake decided that he wanted to change that.

Maggie had been sitting at their table in the canteen with Nel, Nicole and Flo, the four of them inseparable and creatures of habit. They would spend their lunchbreaks huddled in the top left-hand corner, discussing the latest school gossip or their plans for the weekend.

On this particular day, Nel was in the middle of an enormous rant about their Geography teacher, who had snapped at her for staring out of the window.

‘So, anyway, I looked at her and said, “Maybe you should make your lesson plans more engaging, then?” ’ Nel said, leaning back on the blue plastic chair with her signature smirk on her face. Her deep brown hair was knotted in a low bun, her long bangs falling messily around her face.

‘Nel! You’re such a shit. What did she say?’ Nicole never got in trouble and her face always looked as innocent as she was. Like Maggie, she’d always been shocked at Nel’s ability to stand up for herself, even with teachers.

Nel shrugged. ‘She sent me out and now I’ve got detention tomorrow lunch.’

‘Oh, me too!’ Flo yelped, high-fiving Nel, her rosy cheeks the consequence of her refusal to remove her jumper as she insisted her boobs were ‘too big for school’.

They’d continued to recount the times Nel and Flo’s detentions had overlapped, and how Maggie still maintained that the time she had detention ‘didn’t count’ because ‘wearing nail varnish is obviously a human right’. The girls had always been unfazed by detention, because nothing mattered when you knew you’d always have each other.

‘What are we laughing at?’

The girls had looked up at the deep, unfamiliar voice to see Jake standing behind Nel and Nicole. He was looking directly at Maggie.

Maggie’s curls were piled on top of her head, for which she was relieved as heat began to prickle the back of her neck.

She couldn’t avoid Jake’s eye contact as he stared at her intensely, as though she were a row of letters that he couldn’t quite make out at the opticians. Her cheeks started to flush and she struggled to find her words. His bone structure was perfect, and she’d never noticed the dimple in his right cheek before. He was simply too hot; she couldn’t concentrate.

Flo jumped in. ‘You kind of had to be there.’

Frozen in place, Maggie couldn’t look at Flo, but she could imagine the twinkle in her ocean eyes.

‘Oh, cool. Hey, Maggie, I was wondering if I could get your number?’

Maggie was speechless – she hadn’t even thought he knew who she was. Jake was aloof and rarely showed anyone but his friends any attention. He was tall with dark features, too good-looking for their school. And why would he want her number? It felt so formal. Would he call her? Surely not. She could see the others exchanging confused glances, but she held his gaze – it felt like a game she wanted to win – and picked her phone up off the table. She unlocked it and handed it to him, and for the first time his deep brown eyes broke away from hers.

‘I sent myself a text, so I’ve got your number too. Maybe see you around?’

‘See you around!’ the girls all called back in unison – apart from Maggie who had been stunned back
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