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Prologue
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In her mother’s studio, as the sun faded gently, Georgie rifled through the assortment of abandoned papers weighted down by a painted stone: old bills, postcards from long-forgotten friends, affectionate notes from her late stepfather. She stopped and read one or two old letters, put some things straight in the bin, others to the side to deal with later. But she was stilled when she reached the photograph. The paper was curling at the edges, its shine and stiffness long gone. There was a white border and the image itself was lightly bleached, perhaps at one point it was in a frame and too much sun got to it. The picture was of two women standing close together, smiling, and though she couldn’t see it, Georgie thought she could tell from their proximity, the angle of their bodies, that they were holding hands. They were of almost the same height, one slimmer than the other with dark hair, the other fair. The dark-haired woman was a touch blurred at the edges, as if she was laughing, unable to stay still long enough for the shutter of the old-fashioned camera. There was no one else in the picture, though someone had to be there taking it. There was no indication that the women were interested in the photographer, though they were looking directly into the lens. Whatever was making them smile, even laugh, was only known to them.

Georgie stared at it for some time until she realised who it was.

History is black and white, she thought, but the past is all colour.

Kate and Bella.

Bella and Kate.

Bella / Kate.




SIX





Bella. Bella.

Yes?

What are you doing?

Drawing.

What are you drawing?

A rainbow.

Bella?

Yes?

Are you my best friend?

Yes.

Am I your best friend?

Yes.

For ever and ever?

Yes, Katie. Ever and ever.






NINE





I will be the queen, and you can be the handsome prince.

No, Kate. I don’t want to be a boy.

All right, then. You be my servant.

Yes, a norphan.

What’s a norphan?

You know, somebody whose mummy and daddy has died.

That’s An Orphan, not a ‘norphan’. Silly.

Don’t call me silly.

Are you an orphan, Bella?

No. My mummy is alive but she is very ill and special people have to look after her. My daddy went to heaven when I was in my mummy’s tummy.

You never met him? You never even saw him?

No. Can we play the game now?

Yes, call me Queen Katherine.

All right, but I don’t want to be Bella in the game. Call me Penny.

Penny?

Yes.

Penny, fetch me my crown – we are going to go and find me a handsome prince.

What about one for me too?

But you’re a servant.

Yes, but I’m a norphan too. My dead mummy and daddy were a king and queen. I deserve a handsome prince too.

Penny, fetch me my crown – we are going to go and find two handsome princes.

OK.

I never heard a fairy tale with two handsome princes.

This is our fairy tale.
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Bella. Bella.

Yes?

What are you doing?

Trying to read my book.

What book?

You won’t know it. Miss Frome gave it to me from the library.

What’s it about?

I don’t know yet really. A girl and her horse, I think.

An animal story. They’re always sad.

I suppose so. It’s OK so far.

Bella, I think Mr Garfield has a crush on me.

Do you? Why?

Because yesterday, when I went to ask him a question about the test, he went pink in the face.

What did you do?

I didn’t do anything. You sound like my father. I can’t help it.

No, I meant, when he went pink, what did you do then?

Nothing. I left him there, rosy-cheeked and stammering.

You’re awful, Kate. Incorrigible, Miss Frome would say.

You and Miss Frome are ever so cosy these days.

She’s nice to me, that’s all. You don’t have to make it sound like I fancy her or something.

You said it, not me.

Oh, for … let me read my book.

Hey, Bella. I’m going to go and get an apple from the kitchen. Do you want one?

What?

I’m going to go and—

No, I heard it. I meant: you’re going to go and get an apple from the kitchen?

Yes. So what?

You’re going to steal an apple.

It’s not really stealing, is it? It’s the school. They’d probably give us an apple later anyway, I’m just having it a bit earlier.

Hmm.

Come with me.

I’ve got homework.

You can do that later. You’re so clever, you probably don’t even need to do it.

I do.

Go on, come with me. Please.

Fine. I’m coming but if anyone sees us, it was all your idea.
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Did you bring any candles, Bella?

Yes, one. I don’t have anything to put it in, though.

Here, use this bottle. It’s almost empty. Did you bring anything to eat?

Uh, yes. Some cake, slices of buttered bread, cheese, two apples.

Anything to drink?

Water. Couldn’t find anything else.

No wine?

Not unless you’re Jesus and can transform it, no.

I’m not saintly enough. You might be, though. Saint Bella.

I’m not saintly.

Only teasing. I brought cigarettes.

They’ll smell it.

No, they won’t. We can hang out of the window. It’ll be fine. I do it all the time.

OK. Kate, I keep thinking about Peter. When I saw him last week, I thought he was going to hold my hand. We were standing really close together, under the tree, and his fingers sort of brushed mine. I don’t think it was an accident, I think he did it on purpose.

What happened?

I think I was so sort of surprised by it that I took a step back and then I couldn’t get that close to him again without it being too obvious. And then the conversation came to an end, so …

Is he going to the party tomorrow night?

Yes, and I think I’m going to wear my shirt that’s almost see-through, with lots of tiny pink flowers on it. I think he likes a very feminine look.

Why do you think that?

The woman who lives across the road from him, she told me.

What? Why did she tell you?

I had a cup of tea with her, we were chatting.

What, an old woman?

Hardly. She’s forty-two.

It’s more than twice our age. Trust me, that’s old.

Well, she knows what she’s talking about. She’s known Peter since he was a baby, and she was really sweet – we talked about him for ages. She knew his last girlfriend and said she was very plain and not terribly bright.

So he’ll definitely go for you, then.

Oi!

How did you even meet her in the first place?

She’s a friend of Miss Frome’s.

Oh, Miss Frome was there too?

Yes.

Bella, why act like you have to keep it a secret from me? We tell each other everything, remember?

Yes.

That’s a good idea about the pink shirt, then. You can have my black trousers if you like because they’re too big for me now. They’ll fit you perfectly.

OK. Thanks.

We can go to the party together. Ask your granny if you can stay with me afterwards.

OK.

My mother never knows what time I get in. The other night, I got in at three and thought I was for it but no one said anything. Turned out they hadn’t got in yet, either.

That’s quite funny.

I suppose it is.

I think I should talk to Peter for you.

What do you mean?

At the party, tomorrow night. I can talk to him. Tell him that I think the two of you would make a good couple.

No, I don’t think that’s a good idea.

Why not? You’re not going to do anything about it. It’s been going on for months. You can’t keep mooning about all over the place. Something has to happen.

But supposing …

Supposing, what, Bella-moo?

Supposing he doesn’t fancy me after all. At least this way I don’t know. I can dream.

You can’t dream for ever, you’ve got to know one way or another. And it’s very likely that he does fancy you. He nearly held your hand last week, didn’t he?

His fingers sort of brushed mine. I might have imagined it. He was swaying a little bit.

Drunk?

I don’t think so, but he’d had a beer or two.

I’m going to have another ciggy. Want one?

No thanks. What would you say to him, though?

I’m not sure exactly. I could just ask him about who he likes, or what sort of girl he likes, and then suggest you …

Hmm. I don’t know.

I’d be very subtle.

Like you were with Mr Garfield, you mean?

Shut up. He was the idiot in that scenario.

What scenario was that, then? I meant what you said the other day, when he went pink.

It’s too stupid.

Tell me, Kate. What happened?

We were talking, I can’t remember what about, something I’d got wrong in my homework, and he’d asked me to stay back after the lesson. Oh, I don’t really want to get into it.

Tell me.

He put his hand in my shirt, and just sort of … held it.

What? Left his hand there?

Yes, it was weird. He carried on talking. He didn’t even acknowledge what he was doing. He didn’t move his hand or anything. I didn’t know what to do, so I just carried on standing there, like an idiot.

Did you mind his hand being there?

I don’t know. Sort of. I didn’t like that he wasn’t even saying anything about it.

Then what happened?

After, I don’t know how long, a few minutes, he took his hand out, and then he gave me this long look and said: that’s between us, Kate. And I just nodded, and then I left the classroom.

Have you seen him since?

It was last week, we’ve had a couple of lessons but I haven’t talked to him by myself.

Do you think you will?

Depends. If I need something, I might. Don’t look at me like that, Bella. He’s not that bad. A coward more than anything else. I’m only cross that I didn’t tell him to stop.

He’s your teacher – how can you?

You always can. Now, shush. We were talking about Peter, not Mr Garfield. I think you need to say something. And I can help you to do it.

OK, then. Maybe you’re right. I can’t go on like this. It’s better to know one way or the other. And maybe there is a chance that he does like me. We do talk quite a lot. Last time, he asked me what I was reading and he seemed genuinely interested in the answer. He wouldn’t do that if he didn’t fancy me, would he?

Probably not, no.

Boys don’t ask questions unless they want to kiss you, do they?

They want to rip all your clothes off, no questions asked.

Kate!

Only teasing. That’s a plan, then. We’ll go to the party together, I’ll talk to him, then you’ll kiss each other in the corner for hours and hours—

Stop it.

And we’ll sneak back to my house. Your granny will never know.
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