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While Shepherds
Washed My Socks

As Kitty
fascinated over the Christmas lights, I couldn’t help realising
something which should’ve been plainly obvious all along. At the
age of thirteen, we’d already forgotten how amazing everything is
through the eyes of a little kid. We’d been none the wiser when our
presents came from charity shops, and yet we were allowing trends
and technology to tell us what the minimum standard was – not our
own specific sister.
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 #0 Preambling Note
To Shells

Dear Shelley +
Assorted Prying Aussies

I wonder what
Christmas is like in Australia… do you sit around the tree in your
modern flat, or all go down the beach for a barbecue regardless of
the date?

Christmas in England? Pah, nothing’s changed. The weather’s
still hopeless, with not a hint of snow – though admittedly we
still have a higher chance of a white Christmas than you. It’s got
bitterly, nonsensically cold, considering.

School’s been
trying to make it “winter celebrations” instead (y’know, the whole
inclusivity thing), but it’s astonishing that they bothered when
our town is still probably 99% white and ignorant. Plus, who’d pass
up the excuse to get out of lessons to cut out paper snowflakes, or
the two weeks of lovely holiday to do whatever they want? Anybody
would vote Pro-Crimbo for that value.

At least we could properly afford Christmas this year, which is
nothing short of a Harry-shaped miracle (even though the “rich”
thing that he and Aimee radiated when we met them was utterly the
product of being a two-person family – his wage just about scrapes
it for seven people and a bump).

Sit down, prop your feet up on a kangaroo, and read the real
McCoy – if you’re not too busy enjoying your fried sausages and
Christmas trees* … it wasn’t supposed to read like
that.

FYI (i.e. For
Your Information) it’s a good’un

Harley – 13,
going on (and on, and on…)

*Not that I
meant to rule out that you could be frying Christmas trees. I’d
hate to come over all racist and insensitive to whatever sunny
Australian traditions you’ve got going, especially after standing
up for British Christmas.







 #1 Understatement
Of The Century…

It was Monday the 11th of December. Jollyish
teachers were already hanging festive decorations all over school;
slave-driving teachers were working the Year 7s hard on the
paper-chain front; usually-strict teachers were pulling out their
“Season’s Bleatings” sheepy ties in anticipation of two weeks’
rest; young teachers were off buying booze for their New Year
celebeertions (it’s nice to see that our school hasn’t broken Mr
Wordsworth’s spirit at least); old teachers were insisting we have
traditional Crimby food in the canteen (sadly this just means mince
pies instead of choccy cake and faux-banana custard), you get the
idea…

Mrs Stone type
teachers were just putting on their scowls and wrenching out the
textbooks for another ordinary week of school. It’s an
understatement to say that she wasn’t getting into the Crimby
Spirit, in the same way that it’s an understatement to say that the
plantation owners “didn’t respect those Africans very much”.

Stone had been
drumming this kind of information into us harder than a mallet
hitting a thumb instead of a tent peg. It was as if she had
something to be personally sore about. You’d think that her primary
motive over the Crimby season was to guilt-trip us to death about
how people historically didn’t have the happiest of Yules. I mean,
honestly, if she’d come in with an assortment of charity boxes most
of us would’ve been happy to give a little something – all Mrs
Stone was doing today was treating our class as if amongst us was
the next Hitler, deserving of a rant about human rights. Alright,
it’s pretty fair to say that around 60% of our Year had violent
potential; I just didn’t personally feel like sitting through this
barely-educational tirade when I had more current issues to worry
about.

At Christmas, the most depressing thing you expect to have to
think about is Home
Alone. It doesn’t go to say that you aren’t
sympathetic hearing about natural disasters or starving children,
but that was the problem – Mrs Stone failed to sound like she
actually cared about slavery or the Holocaust; it sounded like she
was on a one-woman mission to put every member of our class on a
month-long downer.

Even Mr Wallis in Geography who had been doing an eight-week
module on Less Economically Developed Countries (with a case study
on the Boxing Day tsunami) accepted that our class was already
three weeks ahead of the lesson plan and didn’t need to hear about
it any more than we needed to be watching Fawlty Towers.

Various
members of the class were coming out with some very low comparisons
between Secondary school and Auschwitz. Seriously. If they think
five times six hours a week of burnt pasta or soggy sandwiches and
substandard teaching is much to complain about, they obviously
haven’t lived. I speak as a girl who shares a teeny, cramped attic
with four other young people – two brothers, kid sister and wicked
stepsister – all without an excessive amount of complaining. The
same goes for school; where is the camaraderie?

The wheeling in of the television drew me out of my trance.
Mrs Stone was putting on a video. Not literally, like she might her
blouse or knickers or whatnot; she was shoving it into the video
player. What was this, 1997? Clearly the upgrades at home had already got to
me.

Uh-oh. A clip flashed up on the screen of a crowd of African
captives. T’was but the second full week of December and I was
beginning to regret my movie-lesson yearnings. But then she
fast-forwarded it through to an episode of The Simpsons. It seemed unreal – was
she actually exhibiting her long-lost sense of humour?

It was unreal. She found her spot on a politics-themed scene
from Forrest Gump.
I’d seen that film about fifty times, just like everything else in
our battered 80s/90s video collection. Whatever she’d been trying
to illustrate was lost on my inoculated mind.

I switched off again and slid happily into some sort of
daydream, recounting the various films we’d already been allowed to
watch (God bless our endless flow of disposable supply teachers):
the latest Harry Potter (meddled only by Señor Campbell’s Spanish
subtitles), The Simpsons Christmas Special
2 DVD (in Art, and in the background, and
only until the DVD player crashed), The
Lion King (instead of a practical RM
lesson, and this was enough to have Charlie volunteering to help Mr
Beel unpack new hacksaws for next term rather than have to sit
through eye-welling father/son trauma), and Moulin Rouge (Mr Wordsworth’s choice,
which after half an hour of gentle spluttering, Andy proclaimed was
“nothing but diluted porn!”).

But I wasn’t daydreaming for long – Mrs Stone ambled over and
dumped a pile of worksheets from on high, with a thump to the desk
I was zizzing on, and a papercut to my nose. (That hacked me off for a whole
week – every time I changed my top, blew my nose or washed my face,
it stung like hell.)

It’s always the small cuts that hurt the most – if you break a
leg or something, you get a few weeks to lie in bed with TV, music,
magazines and hot chocolate; but if you get a papercut, you just
have to bumble merrily along with your life, irritating it as you
go (apparently a papercut isn’t even worth a plaster – but who
wants one on their face anyway?), and in the end you get
so narked with it that
you nibble the edge off it (which you can’t do if it’s on your
nose), making it bigger, and it goes on and on like that until
something else horrible distracts you from it, and a few days later
–hey presto!- it’s gone, but if you’re me, then your face breaks out in
spots or you get the flu, and this is probably the longest sentence
I’ve ever written.

The “bell” went for break. It wasn’t that our school had
suddenly thought to standardise breaktimes – the staff still have
perfect liberty to choose when that “time” is. This bell was Charlie’s “reminder”
ringtone, set to annoy all the teachers into letting us go to
break, minus the homework they’re busy locating a pen to write up
on the board.

“Bell’s gone!” announced Justin. “Time fer break!”

“We don’t have a school bell,” Mrs Stone replied,
matter-of-factly.

Charlie’s phone rang out again, this time louder – he’d
accidentally leant on the volume. He’s still learning how to use
it, and at that point Harry’d only bought him the thing about two
days ago, the same day he presented me with a NOW CD and
Scarlett by Cathy
Cassidy. Give my social situation, I would really rather have had
the phone, but I knew Harry was trying to ply my brothers who still
weren’t sold on him.

“Charlie, put the phone away now!” she snapped, pointing at the
row of A4 coloured cards on the badly-painted brick wall. “Orange
Rule!”

He blushed,
but complied: “Mobile phones switched off or silent, Miss.”

“And that’s a perfect example of why.” She tutted, scowling at him.
“What if somebody had thought it was the fire alarm?”

“Then they’d be very stupid,” sniggered Andy, who was sat
beside Charlie.

“Andy, speak up,” she yapped.

“He said, ‘Mrs
Stone is very stupid’,” snorted Justin.

“Did not!”

“Did too!”

“Silence!” she spat. “I’m not having you boys distracting the
rest of my class!” (From what?)

Justin took that as an opportunity to unnecessarily burst into
“I Predict A Riot”, to which Andy joined in, because generally if
you’re a boy, backing up Justin means no-one’s going to turn
on you.

“I predict thirty-two thirteen year
olds being late for break,” Mrs Stone replied, probably thinking
she was incredibly witty.

“We’re just thirteen, Miss; not thirty-two thirteen,” said
Andy, boredly.

“Fourteen, some of us,” added
Justin.

“Do you even know what thirty-two times thirteen
is?” Mrs Stone frowned.
“If one of you can answer that, then you can all-”

“Wacky Macky’s job now, Miss,” grumbled Charlie, who’d been as
disappointed as anyone that the Number One Worst PSHE Supply
Teacher And Librarian had been promoted to Number One Worst PSHE
And Maths Supply Teacher And Librarian thanks to the staff
shortage.

“Who?”

“Miss MacDonald, Miss.”

“I’m not having you talking like that about one my colleagues,
Charlie.”

“It’s two minutes ’til next lesson, Miss!” Andy
moaned.

“I’m going to sue her!” hissed Kay, unwisely, considering that we sat at the
front.

“Fort it was break?” came a groan from the back of the
room.

“It was, until
we got kept in for all twenty minutes of it, you twit!” snapped
Andy, although he’d been half the problem.

“Mr Smithson’s going to kill us…” I muttered, realising
something far, far worse had happened. It wasn’t supposed to have
been break. It was supposed to have been Maths, and we were about
to be half an hour late.

Kay caught on
and snaffled total credit for the discovery. “Miss! I just
realised. It’s not even break. We’re supposed to be in Maths right
now!”

The change in
Mrs Stone’s face was absolutely priceless. I was nearly convinced
that she had never been so embarrassed in her entire career. “…Oh.
Well in that case, you had all better go.”


 


 #2 Jesus Is Coming
– Look Busy!

“Jesus Christ!”

“Somebody called?” Charlie popped his head down through the
bathroom floor to the living room. The horrified look of a second’s
worry about slipping destroyed any possible comedic value in this
comment.

“Not funny,” said Aimee, obviously in a mood about something as
per usual.

“What?”

“Making jokes about Jesus.”

“But Christmas is Christ
– with a ‘mas’ on the end. We’re supposed to
be celebrating Jesus, so why not have as much fun about him as we possibly
can?”

“Then what’re we meant’ah do at Easter?” asked Zak.

“Eat chocolate,” Charlie joked. “Easter is the celebration of
chocolate, right?”

“Why do we celebrate Jesus dying?” asked Kitty, who until then
had been lying on the floor with her feet in the air, innocently
drawing Mary, Joseph and the little baby Jesus with Tipp-Ex on the
back of the Radio Times.

“We celebrate the resurrection,” corrected Harry. “And
I thought you didn’t believe in God, Aimee.”

“I don’t; I
just know where this is going. Charlie’s gonna spend the whole next
year answering only to the name Jesus, and we’ll all be expected to
call him that, in
public.”

“Hey, great idea!” Charlie was beaming. “I was only trying out
the joke some guy said on TV, but that might work…”

“You’ve gone and given him ideas now.” I smirked, knowing that
Jesus/Charlie was destined to annoy her a million times more than
any of the rest of our (certifiably nutso) family.

“Who’s ‘he’, the cat’s mother?” gurned Charlie.

“It’s the cat’s father
if it’s a he,” Zak corrected.

“Which cat?” asked Kitty, naїvely.

“Any cat, Kit,” Charlie sighed. “I just meant that you have to
call me ‘Jesus’ and not ‘he’ or ‘Charlie’.”

“Charlie…” I went to say. “Oh, jeez,” I added, under my breath
when I immediately got it “wrong”.

“Kewl. Now it’s ‘Jeez’, not ‘Jesus’!” he gasped, in mock
inspiration.

“If it works suitably when we walk past the church, I fail to
care,” I said.

“Yeah, but what were you gonna say?” he probed. “You just said
‘Charlie – oh, jeez’.”

“Charlie, O’ Mighty Jeez,” gushed Zak, in
faux-worship.

“I was gonna say don’t burn your address book just
yet.”

“Oh crap – why?”

“Malice’s number.”

“Merde,” he mumbled, remembering one
word from his old French class – one that his teacher almost
certainly hadn’t taught him.

“Terribly soz, man.” Zak grinned. “’Fraid it’s rubby-bin
fishin’ time!”

“Just ask her for it again,” mumbled Aimee, flicking the TV
channel, probably wishing she could switch over from my
brothers.

“Hmm, that might work,” Charlie pretended to ponder, “if she
was still talking to me.”

“Well all know about that,” Zak grunted. “But y’know what they say – fresh
mobile, fresh start?”

That got
Charlie laughing – so far as I knew, nobody else had ever muttered
those ludicrous words of wisdom before.

“You’ve got Laura now anyway,” he joked, remembering the penpal
Charlie had got lumbered with the very moment he set foot in our
clasé.

“Laura’s some girl on the other side of the world – what
difference would she make?”

“Spain’s not the other side of the world!” Kitty protested.
“Australia is!”

“Yes, Kit,” I shushed her. You don’t question that kid’s
Geography.

“You should write back to your penpal
anyway, Harley,” Charlie teased. “Find out if he knows anything
juicy about Laura?”

“Grr…” I grumbled. I’d only read his letter a few days ago,
dog-eared (dog-toothed) as it was. I’d not known what to say back.
Gerardo had sent a photo of himself, in which he looked about as
nerdy as me, making me feel silly for getting so het up about
how I came
across:

Dear
Harley,

Fortunately
for you I speak pretty good English. Alfi my friend is very sorry.
When he read a letter from his friend Devon, he thought she was
joking about something and now she is ingry.

I will say
about me because you told me enthusiastically about you. I have
fourteen years, and I have two brothers and one sister. Their names
are Isaac who has seventeen and Emma who has eleven and Jorge who
has siz. My school is very boring and there is no interesting names
like Harley. My favourite band is Kiss and am on the football team
at school.

T.T.F.N., what ever it means – Gerry.

He’d signed
his name with a curly “G”. But what do you say back to somebody who
resembles a mole in their photo, yet claims to be a footie-playing
glam rock fan? I supposed I could warn him off with the assertation
that I rate McFly better and hate all sports (which would be closer
to the truth) – I’d have to look at the reply Charlie’d got from
Laura for insight into how a Spanish girl would relate to boys:

Dear
Charlie,

In answer to
your question, yes I love Judy Blume books, but you seem to know
surprising much about them. In my opinion, the Tomb raider games to
write about seem very immature and you are really stuck on the
second floor of the new Sonic? My male friend Gerry would be able
to help.

In the
picture, I would say that it looks “Cute”. But I can not see your
face behind the hair. You should definitely get cut, and perhaps
this “Malice” (That is evil? You have weird names) might like
better.

Sorry if I
offended you, the love of Laura x

So my darling Twinnie had run to a foreign girl for
relationship advice before his own sister. And he must’ve rambled
on about liking Tomb Raider
and being rubbish at Sonic The Hedgehog. He’d’ve given her
the scowly picture the school sent home with a complaint after he
failed to compose himself for the student record photos in Year
7.

As much as none of this would help me, it at least told me
generally what not to talk about.

In the end, I
just put:

Dear
Gerry,

It’s nice to
hear that you’re talented in sport and a music fan. My brother (the
psycho one that’s writing to your friend Laura) is a fan of all
sorts of rock, metal and emo. My other brother (the trendy one) is
a hip hop maniac, and v. popular at school. I’ve decided that while
Charlie is a Z-list celebrity in the music field, and Zak is a
millionaire pimp, I will still be living in squalor in a small
house or flat, writing books.

Despite what
Laura’s letters may say, Charlie is actually very nice and he
doesn’t bite (he’s even naff at computer games). Maybe you two
would get on. When she said that you’re her “male” friend, I’m
guessing you’re a couple.

“Devon” also accepts Alfonso’s apology, and won’t hold
anything against him (except possibly herself).

T.T.F.N. means
“ta-ta for now”, and that’s how us English sometimes say
goodbye.

Love,
Harley.

That should do, I thought. Now all I
needed was to ask “Devon” whether she did accept the apology, and
what it was even about. I was fairly sure she would, being so
smitten with her precious snapshot of Alfonso that she
nail-varnished a copy to the side of her bedside table, and now
he’d said she was pretty looking (pretty funny-looking, maybe –
she’d been in deelyboppers and a tutu in the photo; something I
forgot to mention before).


 #3 Nurture Over Nature

“Urgh,” sniffed Rindi, on my right.

“What’s up?” I whispered.

“Keisha,” she withered. “She’s being a pain in the
bum.”

That was
believable. Kay and I had just spent our break in the library doing
homework, which likely left Rindi and Danielle alone with resident
bitches Keisha and Chan. Fern was off with a cold, and Rachel had
been nowhere to be seen all last week.

“What’s she done?” asked Kay, on my left.

Rindi paused
to blow her nose. “Nothing special, just being a cow. She paraded
me around for ten minutes asking people whether they thought my
earrings were fake.”

“Why does she do these things?” asked Kay, bemused. She was still completely
dumbfounded by the carry-on of Chan and Keish. And honestly? There
was no good reason any of the rest of us could give her for why we
were still friends with them. Oh, maybe because we’d lose Danielle
in an instant, and that would be terribly unfair on her. It isn’t
her fault that her cousin has a stranglehold on her social
life.

“She’s just insecure,” I suggested.

“About what?”
hissed Rindi. “The girl’s damn near perfect.”

“Those girls are the worst,” Kay provided. “I read about it in
a psychology book. If you’re too good-looking you just get paranoid
and stuff because your only competition comes from actresses and
supermodels. And like, you’re not an actress or a supermodel, so
you start overcompensating.”

That made my head hurt. Keisha and Chantalle
did obsess more over
their looks than we did. It always struck me as mad, because after
all they were the ones who were pretty enough to get
boyfriends.

“So we should just let them vent all over us?” I muttered.
“That doesn’t seem fair.”

“Would you rather they were bulimic?” Kay hissed back. “You’re
so selfish, Harley.”

What? I never said that. The thought
had never crossed my mind.

“This would make an interesting article for the paper,” said
Rindi.

“Yeah,” said Kay. “‘Do we have a social responsibility to be
bullied?’”

“That’s absolutely nuts,” I pointed out. “If we don’t
want to be picked on, they can just deal with it the same way we …
deal with being picked on.”

“Because you ever speak up for yourself,” snorted
Kay.

At least I’m not writing a passive aggressive news
article…

“We have to raise awareness,” said Rindi. “The other students
have to understand why bullies are bullies.”

Well that sounded fair enough – if only the two people behind this
venture weren’t way too considerate for their own good. Maybe Keisha and Chan had
some good reasons for being downright horrible to us, but Kay and
Rindi were basically suggesting the entire school
put up with it. I’d been
putting up with it for the last two years, and even longer with
Chantalle – but that didn’t mean I thought anyone else should have
to.

“You can’t just tell people to let themselves get bullied,” I
grumbled. “Weren’t you listening to a thing Mrs Stone said? That’s
where Nazis come from.”

“Harley, you are full to the brim with rubbish,” said Kay. “You
say not to lie down and take it, but that’s all you actually
do. And it works for you.”

Ridiculous! Kay was so good at taking
sides, and so persuasive, that she could probably get the Green
Party into power and spend all the money on saving one baby whale.
Maybe I didn’t always have
an answer, but I was pretty sure I was better at
being fair than
she was.

“We don’t want to let
them be bullies,” said Rindi. “We want people
to get why they’re
bullies so they can help them not be bullies and not be bulimic
either.”

That made
sense. The problem was that we already knew what Keisha and
Chantalle’s problems were. Between us, me and Rindi had known them
since Junior school. Keisha was impulsive and impressionable, and
Chantalle was bitchy and even more impressionable.

I said as much, but Kay was quick to retort, “Those aren’t
their problems. Those are the problems with them. I bet they have other
problems, like maybe Keisha misses her dad.”

The sympathy
card again. It probably annoyed me more than it should’ve, because
that was just what Mum was always saying about Aimee not seeing her
mum. Why was it alright for some? Why should that be an excuse,
when a lot of us just got on with our lives regardless?

“Kay,” I grumped. “I like
Keisha and Chantalle. They are my friends, and Rindi’s. You don’t
know them, and I’m sorry you wish they were different, but they are
the way they are. If you try to be sympathetic, they will
shoot you down.”

“I just want to write an article,” Rindi pointed out. “I don’t
want to change anyone. I’ve got an example of Keisha being
self-conscious, right? Her real name was Keely Rose, but she didn’t
like it because people used to read it as ‘Kelly’, so before we
came up to secondary she had it changed to Keisha
Marie.”

I was
gobsmacked. “Really?”

“Really. And her dad just let
her do it, too. I mean, we don’t go a bundle on
our names either, but doesn’t that show how uncomfortable she
is?”

Uncomfortable? More like spoiled. She could never have legally
changed her name if her dad wasn’t rich.

“Eh.”

“So I’m gonna put, ‘Bully Lisa Renee, not her real name,
changed her name before secondary school because she thought people
would laugh. This is one of many examples of “mean girls” who
suffer under the pressure to be perfect.’”

“She’s gonna know that was you,” I pointed out.

“Why?”

“Because it’s you. You use your
real name in the school paper.”

“Guest article!” suggested Kay. “Say I wrote it. It could be
someone from my old school.”

Right then,
Wacky Macky strode into the classroom in her cloppy, square little
office heels.

“Mr Wallis will not be with you today,” she announced. “I shall
substitute.”

The class
groaned as one. Now, not only was it not a free lesson, but TV time
was off the table as well.

“Marco, hand the textbooks out.” A thud resounded as she
dropped each stack of maybe ten onto his desk at the
front.

* * *

Charlie
plunged his hand into the baseball cap and read out loud: “Aw,
Aimee.”

“Chazzie!” moaned Zak. “You’re not s’posed to
tell anyone who you got!
It’s called Secret Santa.”

“Yeah… I’ll put it back again then,” said Charlie, in what I
sensed was an eager tone beneath the lovelorn sigh that indicated
he might not be concentrating.

“No!” chorused Zak and Kitty, and I realised a moment later
that I’d gone and joined in. Unison seriously isn’t a twin thing,
in our house at least – nurture over nature in a
big way.

I smiled,
secretly – I’d got Kitty, which was terrific, ’cause I now knew
about the secret charity shop grotto for dress-up dolls…


 #4 Chalk & Cheese

“Cheese!”

“Shut the hell up!”

“Cheese!”

“Cheesus Christ, shut up!”

“Say ‘shush please’,” Charlie insisted.

“I thought we were done with ‘shush please’.”

“Well that kid Adam overheard me saying it and he’s been
annoying Ceri’s other little mates with it.”

“So?!” said Zak, exasperatedly. “S’not as if he has the voice
for it, has he?”

“Oooh. Is that a compliment?”

“No. I was only saying he’s a few years off man-boy
yet.”

“Says the even younger boy with nothing on his chest.”

“Better than a triangle of tummy fluff that looks like it was
done with a snooker-ball set-upper thingy made for
mice!”

“Chalk and cheese,” muttered Harry to me with a wry
smile. Great, my
daily dose of brotherly banter was now laced with smart-casual “dad
jokes”.

“Born cheeeeese; as cheesy as-” Kitty piped up, before I covertly covered her
mouth.

“Enough, guys,” Harry laughed, about to take his laptop into
his study. “If you boys have nothing productive to do, then one of
you should go and play on the computer – it’s up and running
again.”

“Going to put music on my phone!” lurched Charlie. He leapt up
and rushed upstairs to continue with the meticulous task of copying
his CDs.

“Grr!” seethed Zak, beside me. His present from Harry had been a new
mp4 player, and he’d no doubt realised he could be filling it with
internet bounty if Charlie hadn’t bagsied the computer. (If, of
course, he was up for waiting an hour for each track to
download.)

I was just
trying to decide between heading upstairs to enjoy my CD and book,
and staying downstairs to keep Kitty company with her Disney
colouring book, when just my luck, the phone rang.

I’d been
thinking it was doubtless for Aimee, prize bitch and socialite, so
I picked up expecting to have to yell her back downstairs.
Amazingly, it was Keisha, for me.

“Hi?”

“Have you noticed summin’?”

“What? Other than Charlie’s started up all this ‘shush please’
catchphrasey crud again, no…”

“I meant, there’s no interference – I’m not on a
mobile!”

“And?”

“That means I’m home!”

I was puzzled.
“Why should I care if you’re at home or wherever if I’m not there
too?”

“You should be.”

“Stop being so vague!” I groaned. I was not in the
mood to decipher her witterings today. Morning break at school had
been an uproar after Keisha sniped at Rindi about her hair being a
little greasy, and Kay just had to add, “Alright,
Keely!”, and afternoon
break spent hiding in the loos with Fern until the usual moosome
twosome eventually found us.

Maybe I’d been a little blurred and
mousy, when I thought about it, because the fact that I was not
hanging out with the intolerable activist and her journalist pal –
Keish and Chan seemed to have taken that to mean I was on their
side over all this.

“OK, OK. It’s an early Crimbo prezzie!”

“Um, thanks, but… couldn’t I have it at school?”

I didn’t mean
to sound ungrateful, and I hadn’t said it the way she heard it.
Keisha exploded: “Because I just got a new one! God, Harley. Try to
do something nice and it’s just thrown back in your face like.”

I sighed.
“Sorry, I meant tomorrow. It’s a bit of a ways to your house, and
it’s nearly teatime.”

“Be here in ten minutes or I’ll give it to someone else,” she
said, seriously.

“How’s twenty or so? It’s impossible to do in ten even if I
catch a bus.”

“Fine!”

* * *

“Thirty-five
minutes – too bad.”

I sighed,
still shivering on the doorstep. My cropped winter jacket had been
a decent idea back at the start of Year 8 when it was big on me,
but now my insides were freezing. “Sorry. I came as fast as I
could.”

Harry was
parked a few doors down from Keisha’s house. He wanted to know if I
was staying or going, but I couldn’t figure that out myself.

“Well I’ll let you have it anyway, because I’m feeling generous
today. If you can guess what it is, I’ll even throw in a free
SIM-card!”

“Easy!” I clicked. “It’s your old mobile, isn’t it?”

After all,
what else would make her want to give me a SIM-card, knowing that I
have tragically never owned a mobile phone in my life?

“Presumptuous cow!” Keisha grinned, borrowing one of her mum’s
favourite words for her. She ducked back inside the house for a
minute, and returned with phone, card and charger, shoving them at
me without so much as a box or ziplock bag, although it threatened
rain. She couldn’t even have known I had a lift!

“Tha-”

“K, bye!”

The door
slammed shut.

She’s like
that.

It wasn’t until I got home that it hit me that I had
absolutely no idea how to
work the thing, and that I hadn’t considered that the card wasn’t
in the phone. It was a puzzle present. Nice mobile though – a hot
pink Motorola with a really good camera and about a million useless
numbers still stored in the phone itself. And one of them was
Malice’s, so undoubtedly Charlie’d be willing to help me figure out
where to put the card…

* * *

Before bed, I
rang Keisha’s house from the mobile, to thank her for it. She
hadn’t let me stay long enough to collect her new mobile number, so
I figured I’d get that, too.

“I haven’t changed number,” she said with what
sounded like a shrug.
“That’s my backup pay-as-you-go SIM and there’s only like a fiver
on it. D’you realise how much this is costing?”

“No… why?”

“You get charged a stack
to call a landline from a mobile –
catch!”

Pretty good
job I’d contacted her before I got to calling Australia, then…

My mind
wandered as she yakked to me, wasting my credit (her ex-credit, I
suppose). I was watching Layla out in the garden, digging a great
hole below the big tree. Sometimes I get the feeling that she
actually does think she can get under it.


 #5 Rockstar Sunglasses &
Fictitious Widdles

The sunshine
was misleading, and Zak had taken to heading off to school in just
his T-shirt. It wasn’t too bad because his Primary is only down the
road, but that was having a nasty and competitive effect on Charlie
and Kit. I’d spent twenty minutes on Friday morning trying to
explain to her why it might not be such a good idea to copy him,
but ultimately had no fear because the teachers would never let her
go out without wrapping up warm.

Charlie was a
different story. He’d developed an aggressive edge where other boys
were concerned. If it wasn’t Zak’s frightening ability to withstand
the cold, it was Andy’s excellent swimming skill. On Monday, as I’d
found out, he’d nearly drowned. I could just picture him getting
smacked in the nuts by the vault horse in gym.

As it turned
out, they’d sprung Cross Country on us at a moment’s notice. It
wasn’t so bad for us girls, because we’d packed tracksuits for what
we expected to be football – the boys only had their shorts and
T-shirts to run in.

I’d just been bemoaning our school’s rubbish choice of course
to my friends (minus a fluey Fern, which meant I had no-one to hide
with from the ongoing snarkathon). The object was to run right
round the perimeter of the campus and the surrounding warehouses in
what could reasonably be described as Serious Arctic conditions. The one
small mercy was to be that it hadn’t rained yet, so what would normally be a
seven-minute slog through the muddy cornfields might for once
involve the rewarding slap of trainers on hard ground.

Charlie and
Andy stood across from us in the icy air of the concrete crush
hall, chugging down cans of what looked like alcohol. While I’d
love to say that this shocked me half to death, my brother’s
persistent re-rejection by Malice seemed to be turning him into a
steroid-grade monster as it was. I’d heard of whisky warming you
up, but I wasn’t so sure about lager.

“H-how mad
would your m-mum b-be if she knew he was c-carrying on like that?”
asked Kay, through chattering teeth.

“She couldn’t care less,” I said, with a shrug. “It’s not news
to her that he’s an idiot. She’d probably nurse him through his
hangover with CBeebies and a Lemsip.”

“M-mmm…” She shivered, producing from her pocket and pulling on
a pair of cream-spotted lilac knit gloves in that soft, strokable
material that’s popular for scarves and socks at the
market.

“Anyway, if he gets proper smashed, he’ll probably fall in that
big muddy ditch beside Polar Cup.” Keisha smirked through a thick
wad of bright pink bubblegum. I could smell it from where I was
standing – it cut through the icy air of the crush hall in a
laboured and mushy way like a toddler’s knife through playdough.
She was intent on angering Kay.

“Shut up; he’ll be roadkill before
then!” said Chantalle, viciously, as we reluctantly exited the PE
block, ready to begin.

“That’s not very nice!” protested Danielle, the unintended
recipient of Keisha and Chan’s activist bait. “Sure, we
don’t like them,
but why’d anybody wish them dead? That’s really horrible!”

Chantalle put her hand on Dani’s shoulder and “explained”.
“Dirty grunge kids make their own way home like carrier pigeons –
they’ll zoom around dropping their crap on people from a great
height, but they won’t die.”

Really? That
was news to me. Those “dirty grunge kids” were more often than not
on the receiving end of bullying, while people like Chan and Keisha
did the crap-drops.

“Ugh, shitfires,” muttered Keisha, looking above the
chewing-gummed wall to the roof, in case any seagulls or pigeons
were there watching her give birds a bad name.

“Less of the language, madam!” cackled Andy, jokily from
behind. He looked as high as a guitarist after a stadium
show.

“Er… exactly how many cans of that stuff did you drink?” I
asked, more concerned about Charlie. Maybe I didn’t care what he
got up to, but him being expelled from school wouldn’t really be
fair.

“Uh…” said Andy, uncertainly. “I had two on the way to school
and two just now.”

“And Charlie?”

“I stuck to water,” Charlie lisped. “I’m a good
boy.”

I knew he was lying, because I’d seen with my own two eyes,
but I didn’t feel like getting into an argument. “You
should stick to water –
people with your emotional instability shouldn’t be drinking alcohol; they
shouldn’t even be drinking orange squash.”

“Give over,” said Andy. “It wasn’t booze, just energy drinks.
It’s caffeine.”

I’d thought energy drinks were like Lucozade – they didn’t
come in cans, or
make people’s pupils the size of saucers.

“You’re still an idiot,” I told him,
firmly.

“What?” said Charlie. “Would you rather we got high on
placebos?”

“Well, yeah. Then again, you would – you’d believe it if I told
you a spoonful of Minadex would get you high.”

“Huh?” Charlie looked genuinely puzzled.

“You don’t even know what placebos are, do you?”

He shrugged.
“Must be pretty hardcore if they went and named a band after
them.”

“They’re sugar tablets.” I laughed. “If you want some Fruit Pastilles, just
ask.”

He blushed. My twin really is
the biggest moron sometimes. And he knew it, and
scarpered before Keisha and Chan detached from ridiculing Dani and
got any comments in.

We saw nothing
more of the boys ’til about halfway round the course. I’d give
caffeine this; it certainly brought him out of his shell. Far
enough out of it to engage in a mudfight with Andy in the
cornfields, which I’d wrongfully assumed had frozen over.

“Told you so!” giggled Keisha.

“Right. D’you think we should tow these two along?” I asked
quietly, hoping one of my friends maybe also felt slightly worried
about my brother. (Prying Aussies should note that there’s
almost always a
reason to be worried about Charlie; I sometimes wonder if when Mum
got pregnant with him, her uterus assessed the risk and resolved to
simultaneously cultivate a minder just in case.)

“Leave them be,” she snorted, spitting the gum out finally. No doubt it
would be picked up by the soles of the next person’s Nikes as they
overtook us. “They’re having way
too much fun.”

“But what if either of them get hurt?” Kay wondered, obviously
on my side. That was so
typical. Despite all her warring with Keisha, who
was so totally talking to me too, she was convinced that we were
the closest of friends and I would eventually relent on the article
front.

Suddenly, Charlie and Andy flew out of the mud and off around
the corner, wearing expressions that looked filched from the
possums out of Ice Age
2.

“S’their problem,” snapped Chantalle, hating the idea that
she’d ever dated Charlie. “They’re nothing but bums in
training.”

Ask her last month, and she’d’ve said “gorgeous little bum” in reference to
him. How times change…

“You mean a butt-type bum, or a homeless-type bum?” asked Kay,
urgently. “You shouldn’t make jokes about travellers.”

“Hobos aren’t travellers,” snorted Keisha, just as the
inevitable seagull thing happened, right into her heavily waxed,
rain-resistant hair.

* * *

By the time
we’d got back, the race was well over.

We’d opted for walking it, speeding up only when teachers were
“monitoring” the corners. Even they
eventually got bored and returned to the
comforting(ish) windbreak of the PE block. That gave Keisha and Kay
a good half hour to argue in. I kept looking at Dani, who kept
looking at me, but we couldn’t agree to run on ahead because
neither of us actually wanted to run.

Miss
Winterbottom looked surprised when we finally arrived back, ten
minutes into her next lesson. “Joint last place, is it, girls? Or
will somebody volunteer?”

We all joined
hands and stepped over the finish line, with a grin each – the
thing we devised together back in Year 7. Of course Kay was new to
that, but she caught on anyway and even put up with that brief
contact with Chantalle.

Luckily, we
didn’t have Fern to explain it to. Luckily for her, I mean – the
situation at school was getting so nutsy that she was better off
with a virus…

“Your brother came in one-hundred-and-ninth, Harley,” muttered
Witerbottom, as if being his twin I should naturally care where
that loon placed. He and Andy had clearly got distracted again
along the way, because there were only about a hundred and twenty
people in our third of the year.

* * *

Charlie, now back in his normal head (OK, not
normal, but y’know),
skipped ahead of us towards our English classroom. That was no
surprise, given that he wasn’t wearing a jumper. Mr Wordsworth’s a
pretty laid back guy – with his joking obsession with planning
Point-Evidence-Explain, and his comical tales of university, we
knew he’d practically be expecting
our latecoming.

“C’min, c’min, be my guests!” he welcomed. He looked
almost cute in his
little elf hat and Homer Simpson Dressed As Santa tie.

Charlie and
Andy had taken their seats in the back row – Charlie so he could be
near the door in case of fire or other disaster; Andy so he could
loudly compliment other people on any new gadgetry they’re playing
with under the desks to get them in trouble.

Today, though,
Charlie had donned his suave black rockstar sunglasses (his latest
wordless joke to accompany the “summer” sunshine and horrendous
chill). He waggled his eyebrows at Andy, making himself look like a
fly with vision problems.

“Put the sunglasses away, Master Hartley – you are not a
rockstar!” was the general sway of teacherly reactions so far, but
Mr Wordsworth (in his equally eccentric way) wasn’t biting the
bait. Either he’d been warned about this in the staffroom, or more
likely he was genuinely being cool about it.

So for the
first time, Charlie didn’t get his chance to retort, “Yes, indeed I
am!”

The work, as narrated back to me and Kay by Norma Dawson, was
to write a Crimby poem. We had Mr Wordsworth’s tape of
Robbie The Reindeer running in the background, adding to the jolly atmosphere we’d
so missed.

Easy-peasy,
lemon-squeezy, drinking diesel makes you queasy. I jotted down some
drivel about stockings filled with toys and food-laden tables; Kay
wrote a detailed (de-tailed, actually) description of Santa’s
reindeer petitioning against the removal and cutting of animal
tails for the purpose of fashion.

I glanced back at Charlie, who hadn’t written a thing. I knew
he wasn’t fitting in so well in my classes, and it was a huge
culture shock – coming from a position of being bullied in a class
where you don’t have to do any work, and being stuck in the chair
of someone bullied in a class where you have to have read
Of Mice And Men,
and Richard The Third already.

He was
scrunched up in that chair right now, peering out from over the top
of his oversized sunspecs at the rest of the class, and looking
like he wished he wasn’t there. Andy’d shuffled his chair to the
other edge of the desk, and was poking him in the belly with his
long metal ruler.

Out of the
corner of my eye, I spotted him swapping the ruler for another can
of drink, and taking a glug from it.

Kay spluttered, passing me a note in Andy’s scruffy
handwriting, which said: Charlie’s gonna
explode!

I snatched it and wrote back: Good.
Hope you both spontaneously combust, in fact.

I hadn’t a clue what he meant by “explode”, but Charlie
did look a bit sulky. If
he emotionally popped in front of everyone, I didn’t know what I’d
do.

The next note said: You don’t follow
me – to pee or not to pee?

I didn’t know this because I’d read it; rather because Mr
Wordsworth’s groin had intercepted it midflight.

Honestly, who
was Andy trying to impress?

“Oh, Andy. Very funny! Positive merit!”

Yes, Mr Wordsworth is such
a crazy guy that he gives out rewards for the most
creative mickeytakes on his lessons. He stroked his little black
beard. “Although it does
have nothing to do with Christmas, admittedly.
Plus, this line is actually from Ha-umm, I’ll let it ride.”

“Gee, thanks, Sir.” Andy smiled.

“Charlie? Have you got a problem?” asked Mr Wordsworth, as
there was a knock at the door.

Charlie
blushed crimson, scowling behind his sunglasses, but rapidly shook
his head, as if to say, “No teacher’s ever gonna go round talking
to me like a five-year-old! I’m not gonna let you think you can
read me as easily as the proverbial Biff and Chip book either.”

He still can’t tell that trying to look grown-up just makes
him seem more of a
child.

As Mr
Wordsworth wended his way to the back of the class to answer the
door, Andy was smiling slightly. He fumbled his can of caffeine and
dumped the remaining half in Charlie’s lap.

I felt myself
draw breath.

“Don’t you always know when somebody’s lying to you?!” simpered Asta Price,
fluttering her eyelashes at Mr Wordsworth like he was the rockstar. “Charlie
has definitely got
a problem!”

“Eh?” He frowned, turning to give Charlie and Andy a bewildered
look each.

Charlie looked
equally perplexed. His slightly dilated pupils darted around the
room in search of something to help him retain his dignity.

I sighed,
pulled off my jumper and threw it to him. He stood and wrapped it
round his waist, giving Andy the most vicious look in the world.
And why’d that be?

’Cause Malice, stood in the doorway in her black-eyelinered,
pale-faced goth-goddessliness, had already spotted the taurine
puddle on his chair and looked for a second taken aback at the idea
that she’d once gone out with him. She blinked her heavily
mascara’d eyelashes in bewilderment, but rapidly fixed her usual
serious expression. “S’cuse me, Sir, but d’you have any idea where
the Romeo and Juliet video is?”

“Er, yes. This young man was on his way out,” Mr Wordsworth
told her, indicating Charlie. He handed a bunch of keys to her. (He
has the best keys,
adorned with squidgy smilies and “World’s Most Fantabby English
Teacher” keyrings.) “He can help you get it from the storage
cupboard.”

Charlie was
stock still and ghostly pale. It looked as if his body couldn’t
decide if he should faint, cry, squeal, or wet himself for real. Or
all those at once.


 #6 Wings…

Shortly after
I got in from school, Mum and Charlie clattered in through the
front door.

“Where’ve you been?” I asked them, kicking my shoes off ready
to take my three KitKats and apple juice upstairs.

“I just took Charlie to the doctor,” flustered Mum, giving his
arm a squeeze and disappearing out of the kitchen.

“Because…?” I’d gone to ask, as she vanished.

Charlie looked
at me hurtly and lip-wobblingly as he shunted his trainers off next
to me. “I told Mum it was for real. Quiet life and all.”

“Why? What d’you mean?” I probed. It didn’t sound like the
content of a quiet life, having your own mum think
that of you.

“Well, me and Andy are mates for life, and I didn’t wanna get
him in trouble. And I really felt like telling her, specially when
Dr Godfrey was asking me all this embarrassing stuff like am I
still wetting the bed and do I think I’m developing normally!” He squirmed.
“But I couldn’t. If his dad found out he publicly humiliated me for
laughs, he’d not be allowed out for a year. You know he’s got a soft spot for me what
with not having a dad around.”

I sighed. “Wait a fizzing second. Why on earth did Mum feel the need to take
you to the doctor for wetting
yourself?”

“You can’t blame her for thinking there’s something wrong with
me ’cause I was actually bursting
when I got in. If I tried explaining about all the
Red Bull, she’d only have said I brought it on my- oh. That
is what I should have
said.”

“Well done,” I said, witheringly, making my way upstairs
whether he wanted to follow or not. “All this’d have been avoided
if you weren’t dumb enough to bring in all those energy drinks.
Andy wouldn’t have got his chance.”

He looked at me eye-wellingly. “Just don’t even
mention any of it to
anyone. It never happened. And that’s Zak and Kitty
and Aimee and any of your friends or my friends or
anyone, OK?”

I groaned.
“You should probably know that was pretty much the only thing any
of our weirdo classmates yapped about all afternoon.”

I heard our
younger siblings burst in through the door and Zak rush into the
kitchen to be dragged into a short and mumbled exchange with Mum.
Charlie went to scarper, but Zak greyhounded excitedly through the
house like a cringe-seeking missile and crashed into us on the
attic landing in record time. “Alright brother-o-mine?
Sister-o-mine?”

“Never gonna be alright again,” whined Charlie.

“Why?”

“Not telling.”

“Hmm. It’s quarter-past-three; you take forty minutes to get
home from school after two-thirty; you’re changed; she’s not; your
hair’s wet and it ain’t raining, so you’ve had a bath. Mum told me
you wet yourself.”

I left them to
it, twitching from the whole experience. Part of me was embarrassed
for Charlie because he was so useless at life and lies, but I also
felt squirmy for a whole other reason. Seeing Charlie rush to
protect Andy after he’d landed him in so much awkwardness had made
me realise that perhaps I really was doing the same thing for my
friends – not just Keish and Chantalle, but Kay as well…

* * *

The town
centre was packed on Saturday, but I couldn’t care less. There
would be no competition at the type of shops I was going to.

Since I’d rolled Kitty for our Secret Santa, I was thankfully
relieved of the stress of buying for Mum, Harry, Charlie, Zak or
Aimee. Prying Aussies should note that it’s always like this. Last
year I’d got Zak, and been moaned at because I didn’t choose the
right type of
Pokémon cards. (Silly me, I’d thought the surprise was the whole
point.) The year before, I’d got Shelley, and found the clay pot I
made her in Art Club mysteriously smashed up. Kitty was
simple, by comparison –
she only cared about Bratz and colouring anyway.

“Mummy, not those! Those are the stupid ones!” shrieked some
spoiled child by the big teddy rack in the card shop.

“But everyone else has an advent calendar!” wailed another, when I popped into
the newsagent for a quick Mars Bar.

“Well, you should’ve thought about that before you opened the
whole thing!” snapped what was hopefully an older brother and not a
teen dad.

“BUT IT’S! NOT! FAIR!”

All this reminded me of the temper tantrums Kitty had
not quite grown
out of. So you probably wouldn’t find her writhing on the floor of
Newsround with fists full of chocolate buttons? She could still be
pretty vicious when things didn’t go her way. Just last week she’d
bitten Harry when he refused to buy a Christmas tree quite yet. (We
all knew from experience that come Crimby Day, we’d be wading
through a sea of pine needles to unwrap gifts underneath a brown
stick with tinsel on it.)

Was I being
presumptuous (to quote Keisha’s mum), thinking that Kitty was the
easy option? Chewing my Mars Bar, I started to wonder if maybe I
should’ve put a bit more time and effort into my present ideas. I’d
been planning to raid the charity shops for further Bratz dolls and
maybe some Barbies. Unoriginal, I know, but why mess with a
successful formula? She’d got months of happiness out of the ones I
tracked down for her birthday.

I went into Argos and agonised for half an hour over the toy
section of the catalogue. The pages of the Christmas Offers
leaflets had a comforting smell – it reminded me of the hours me
and Charlie had spent poring over that stuff, CITV adverts blaring
in the background. We were never very materialistic, but when
you’re that poor it’s easy to put a lot of emphasis on the one or
two gifts you only might
get each year. Despite not having many nice
things, there was no denying that it was a heck load simpler when
our only efforts towards Christmas were a bit of politeness and
glittering and gluing cards for all our teachers.

I cringed at
the thought of giving a card to any of my teachers this year. Some
of them might’ve deserved one, like Mr Wordsworth or Miss Bowman,
but selfishly, it wasn’t really worth the cackles from the rest of
the class. Even the fun teachers had only got one or two cards from
our class last year, although I’d mistakenly made a point of giving
them out to everyone in Year 7.

The doll
section of the catalogue was pink and inviting, with pictures
showing little girls rocking Baby Annabelle or dressed up as Snow
White while holding a miniature approximation of the character. I
eyed the prices – nothing was cheap enough. Even the sets of tiny
clothes for fashion dolls were above what I was able to pay. I
tried telling myself that it didn’t matter too much, because Mum
and Harry would be buying her big present, but part of me still
pictured her ruining things for everyone if Zak, Charlie and Aimee
proved better gift-givers than me. I knew they wouldn’t have, or
want to spend, any more than I could on each other, but my head
still span with worry.

I slapped the
laminated catalogue shut and walked out of the shop. It was no use
– I’d have to try Woolies, or failing that, Zodiac Pound Shop.


 #7 Charlie & His Famous
Grumbles

The rest of the weekend flew by in a flash of stupid songs and
stupider brothers. By stupid, I guess I mean repetitive. Zak and Charlie continued
to tell crap jokes and answer only to the name Jesus, respectively,
and came up with some of the most horrendously rude Christmas carols
which I won’t print here. The titles might give you a clue (if you
have anything like the same sick imagination they do).

They were mainly about Rudolph the red-arsed reindeer and his
butt like a Japanese flag, but there were also “I’m Screaming Of A
Bloodsoaked Christmas”, “Shingle Bells, Batman Smells” (yes, how
original), “Away In A Bus Shelter” and their own home production
of Jesus Christ, Superstar
starring Charlie. Amongst it all, I was just kind
of glad that my brothers were getting along, even if it
was super-annoying to
behold.

It was now the last week of term, and the usual total anarchy
of any well-respected ex-comprehensive school had taken over. Malice
and her non-goth Performing Arts friends were kicking up some kind
of party with music of all varieties involving mostly Years 10 and
11 on Grunger Island – giving Charlie nowhere to escape to, not
being able to look her in the eye without wanting to die. He was
limpeting along (unwelcome) with our group, giving
us nowhere to escape to
to discuss girl things (or complain about him). And he was probably hoping
we would, just so
he could retaliate and try to win some fans. Trust me, whatever the
world might lead you to think, you do not want a tagalong twin
brother…

The younger part of the school (Years 7 and 8) were making
paper chains and skipping about in the “playground” as some of them
still put it. They all seemed to be having way too much fun, especially Malice’s
kid sister Ceri and her boy mates Adam and Danny who for some
reason were allowed to gatecrash the Key Stage 4 party despite
being only about twelve. I almost believed they’d done this to make
Charlie jealous, and lawd knows it was working.

We were all leaning against the radiators in the library,
doing our best to ignore him and/or derive interesting facts about
Jordy from that careless mind of his, when Charlie suddenly said,
in a terrible American cheerleader accent, “Is there
absolutely nothing you guys can think of to talk about except my BFF?”

“Well, sor-ree!” I sighed. “If you’re not content with our hospitality, why
don’t you just go and find Andy and play Chunderman and Twatwoman
or whatever?”

“Hey, that was one time! We were really bored.”

“So what?!”
Keisha laughed. “You could
go and chuck mud at each other, like on Cross
Country!”

“Not funny – you’re not responsible for your actions when
intoxicated!” he insisted, in a voice like the guy on the “Don’t
Drink And Drive – Don’t Drink and D I E” DVDS from PSHE.

“Intoxicated my arse!”

“What with?”

“Oh, shut up you two!” Chantalle snapped. She’d clearly had
enough of being “hospitable” to her ex-boyfriend. “And Charlie,
you’re pathetic hanging around us all the time – there’s got to be something
more fun to do than make us feel uncomfortable in our own free time!”

As opposed to
any other time…

“Hey, it’s a free country! If you fancy me, just say the word…”
he said, oddly, without any kind of feeling. (I’m not even sure
what word he was aiming for.)

“Why do you sound like you haven’t got a soul?” I asked,
curiously.

“Duh, ’cause I sold it to Andy and he ate it…”

“Give us a break. We’re even-stevens at the moment. I owe you
nothing and you never told us where Andy was, either.”

“Why, are you looking for him?”

“No, I was wondering if you
might like to… look for him, I mean.”

“Take a hint?!” added Keisha, sparkling from the eye area in a
naturally growly way, so not just because of her festive gold
’shadow.

“He’s not really my best friend anymore,” Charlie sighed,
knowing when it was time to own up. “He sort-of went off with
Jordy, and they don’t want to talk to me.”

I more expected Kitty to complain about her friends
evaporating at random, but Charlie wouldn’t exactly be
last on the list of
social failures…

“What, he thinks you
told Mr Wordsworth that he likes me?”

“Some friend he is anyway, if he’s more than willing to
saturate your Superman undies at a moment’s notice,” mumbled
Danielle, through a mouthful of Penguin.

“For God’s sake, SHUT uuup!” Charlie wailed.

“OK, OK, don’t wet yourself over it,” Rachel
spluttered.

“I think I’m better off on my own!” he yelled, and stormed
off.

We definitely thought so, too. He’d followed us everywhere
except the girls’ toilets, and was ready to try that until Keisha motioned to kick
him in the groin with her pointy patent dollies.

* * *

“I think he’s
quite sweet really…”

As far as I
could tell, Kay was cooing over one of the (many) baby guinea pigs
in the garden.

“Mmm…”

“Charlie, I mean.”

“You what?!”

“I think boys are really lovable when they’re depressed. Don’t
you just wanna hug them?”

I shuddered. “So… if he went all broken down and cutty, that’d
make you go jellyfish? You’re
nice.”

“I don’t mean like that; it’s just a nice distraction
from school watching him mope around like a little stray
puppy.”

“Dear lawd, Devon, please never actually
become a therapist!”

“Oh, face it, he’s lonely and you’re lonely too – be
nice to each
other!”

I seethed. “I
understand that you really do fantasise that this helps, but sadly
we don’t live in Moonboots land – we can’t pull Charlie out of the
poo; he has to learn to swim!”

“Do you ever listen to yourself when you talk,
Harley?”

“I’m not in the habit of having conversations with myself, no,”
I managed, although that wasn’t even strictly true.

“That’d be why you don’t know your own phone number then,
wouldn’t it?!” she tittered, following as bonkers a link as she’d
alleged that I ever could. That was the point where I slumped dramatically
over on the hutch and scraped my forehead on its
grey-glitter-sandpapery roof. Ow.


 #8 Equal Opportunities
Offender

Charlie had
his sunglasses on again, but not his caffeine trousers and wide
eyes.

He was slumped
in his chair at the back of the classroom, glowering at Mr
Wordsworth in a kind of grungy sulk. Somehow, our telepathic
teacher had sensed this (although he could certainly not see
Charlie’s eyes for the black glasses) and decided to do something
about it all the same.

“Andy, could you please go and ask Mrs Phillips for that video
back; the one Marilyn borrowed on Friday?”

Andy grunted
and went out of the room. Mr Wordsworth wandered over to Andy and
Charlie’s table, began to leaf through Andy’s English book (he has
undeniable right to do that, being the English teacher) and after
finding nothing useful in it, started scrutinising his homework
diary. A tiny smile played across his face; he winked at Charlie,
replacing everything as it was.

Andy returned,
handed over the video, and slouched back into his seat. He crossed
his eyes at the page and began to scrawl something along the lines
of the Starter Activity we were supposed to have done already. The
moment he was sure Andy wasn’t looking, Mr Wordsworth set to work
at the board. He drew a great big loveheart and in an odd gothic
handwriting I hadn’t seen him use before, wrote three words in the
middle of it:

Andy loves Harley.

Several people
sniggered.

I just scowled at the board. He couldn’t have written
that in his
diary.

I turned to look at Andy. Justin kicked him across the aisle
(he kicked Andy from across
the aisle, I mean to say – he didn’t boot him all
that way), a motion for him to look up at the board. He looked up
at the board as if he was going to be
sick. All a joke, then.

“No, Sir, I don’t! Honestly, I don’t! Swear to God!” he protested,
indignantly. The cynic in me realised that “swear to God” wasn’t
much, coming from such a vocal atheist.

Mr Wordsworth added: The more he
tries to deny it, the more people will think it’s true…

Everyone
cracked up.

“But I don’t!”

Andy rushed up to the board, in a vain attempt to scrub it
off. Mr Wordsworth wouldn’t let him past. He didn’t need to make
physical contact – just stood so that there was no way Andy could
get close enough. Mr Wordsworth continued to write:
Andy Godfrey loves – (not LIKES, but LOVES)
Harley Hartley.

Again, most of the class creased up, except Andy and, let’s
not forget, me.

I felt myself
turning red – the same sort of prickling humiliation that Charlie
must’ve felt on Friday. It wasn’t fair. I hadn’t done anything to
wind anyone up, and I’d even felt bad for him when it happened, but
Mr W’s attempts at embarrassing Andy were equally affecting me.

“Terribly sorry Andy, but it’s somebody else’s turn to be embarrassed now –
I’m a very fair person, you see.” He smiled apologetically, which
just wound me up more.

“B-but, how could you get that sort of information?
Charlie?!”

“Are you trying to say that it’s true?” The teacher raised an
eyebrow.

“Well, no,
but… did he tell
you this, Sir?”

“No, of course not – but I do have a very reliable source!” He
tapped his nose.

Everybody was in peals of laughter by then – even me. After
all, the embarrassment was rightfully his, and he was very
welcome to it…


 #9
Superstarring Charlie / Zak / Kitty

“I’m hungry!”

“Hi, I’m Harley; pleased to meet you,” I replied,
wryly.

“I’m Mary!”
wafted Kitty, with a wave of a pink wad of paper.

“I’m bored!”

“You’re beautifu-ul…” fuzzed Aimee’s
mobile phone to greet an incoming text (or boost her already
bursting self-esteem).

“Hang on!” I groaned, with sudden realisation. “Did you say you
were Mary? In the
school Nativity? Which is in four days’ time? And they gave you the
script today?!”

“Yup!” Kitty beamed. “It was going to be Brooke, but she’s got
tonsillitis. You have to help me learn the lines, and I need a Mary
costume!”

Ambitious as she is, I’d pictured my little sister more as
background angel or even sheep material. “Well, I’ll do the lines,”
I offered. “But don’t ask me
about the Textiles area. I dropped that last year
for a reason!” I added the last bit to no one in
particular.

Zak (almost) saved the day. “Get Charlie to make the outfit! His old
black hoodie would be like a dress
on Kit!”

“No waaay!”
Charlie whinged. “How many young Jewish virgins go about in tatty
Bullet For My Valentine merch anyway?”

“Take it from me, Chargrill, this is the twenty-first century,”
Zak reasoned. “There must be plenty of ’em out there – maybe even
one for you!”

“I meant about
two-thousand years ago!” Charlie growled.

“Gahh, who cares anyway?” I shrugged. “Kay can do it as payback
for being rude to me.”

I hadn’t been
going to say anything, but I had to open my mouth to lick the
tempting candy cane I’d unwrapped five minutes ago only to let
stick to my hand when the sibs distracted me. And when I opened my
mouth, a betrayal shot out: “She told me she fancies you.”

“Sh- yeah right! Although I am naturally beautiful.” He grinned, tossing his hair which
seemed to be getting longer by the second.

“You? Naturally beautiful? After your little accident? Don’t
make me laugh!” snorted Zak, who was definitely taking it too
far.

“That… was… not… my fault!” he frothed back. He’d gone
for the “it was Andy” option at school, and drawn the pity card at
home.

This made Zak titter more and more, but he hadn’t even
been there. “It never is,
Charlie; it never is.” He rolled up the sleeves of his T-shirt,
motioning to start a mock wrestling match.

Charlie
wrenched off his own top and made as if to strangle Zak with it,
muttering nonsensically: “I’ll show you ‘never’, you little-”

“Aww, how very cute,” snarked Aimee, from her vantage point on the sofa. “Both
the little scabs have matching
little scabs of their own!”

“This is no scab!” protested Zak, flexing his ten-year-old muscles and
stroking his shoulder mole affectionately. “This is my extra
brain, with a gazillion
gigabyte memory and built in mp3 player!”

“And this,”
enthused Charlie, not to be outdone, losing the fight with Hendrix
to keep hold of his Avenged top, “is a tattoo! I was gonna get Kermit the Frog
done, but I figured the teachers would find a little chocolate
heart more acceptable.”

Because the
teachers would have so many opportunities to eye up his chest mole
outside of swimming…

“I’m off to get Ry’s Crimby prez,” said Zak, suddenly, heading
into the hall and unhooking his waterproof coat.

“Very funny boys,” mumbled Aimee, obliviously, now inside the
fridge. “Now who’s eaten all the cheese?”

Charlie
grabbed the said Bullet hoodie (forgetting his shirt) and schlepped
friendlessly off to the record shop.

* * *

“If you’re willing to sort Kitty out a costume for the
Nativity, I’ll tell you how to get a glimpse of Charlie’s very own
chest.”

“You are joking,” said Kay, three pins slipping out of her mouth to be
lost in the carpet around her tapestry of an animal-laden
stable.

 

“Not at all,” I said, schemingly.

“Deal!”

“Really?”

“Yeah, of course I’ll make Kitty’s costume, but I was actually
just winding you up about Charlie. So there.”

“I don’t believe you, but anyway – it’s Mary, and has to be
ready by Friday.”

“Sure, fine. There’s an old nun outfit I could modify and be
done in no time at all!”

I didn’t even
want to ask why Kay had a nun outfit…

She looked at
me expectantly.

I hmphed a
bit, and finally said, “Just ask him about his mole.”

* * *

“Innkeeper,
Innkeeper, please let us in!”

“This needs a little modernisation: Yo, inkeep-dude, I’m nine
months preg-ting with God’s baby, and my waters just broke – have a
bitta sympafee!” Zak cried out in his “best” rapper
voice.

“Look,” I sighed. “If you helping at all, do it properly. I
understand that you’re totally gutted that you don’t get a Nativity
in the Juniors, but get over
it!”

“Fine. No, we have no more room at our inn; go find yourselves
a barn in hoboland-”

“Properly!”

“Sorry, we have no more room at our inn, but there’s a stable
out the back that might do? …Cue… music for how do you say this word?”

“You don’t need to say that bit!”

He ran his fingers through the wonky spikes on his head.
“Whatever, off to watch Jackass.”

“I’ll do it,” I reassured Kitty.
“Let’s try it again: One day, an angel appeared to her. It was
Angel Gabrielle… hang on, isn’t it supposed to be Gabriel?
Gabriel’s a boy; Gabrielle’s a girl!”

“Miss didn’t want to be sexist.”

“Gee… are they having a female Jesus, too?”

“No, but…”

“D’you think you can do all these lines? ’Cause if you’re not
sure, we’d better make sure your teacher knows right
away.”

“Yeah…” she quivered, sounding a bit unsure. “Are you coming to
see it?”

“Yes. Miss Atherfold said she wanted prompts, didn’t
she?”

“Yup. She also asked if Charlie was coming.”

“No. He’s doing that Battle Of The Bands thing on Friday after
school.”

“The play isn’t after school,” said Kitty. “And isn’t Charlie
scared of guitars?”

Oops. We
might’ve teased him so much that even Kitty had caught on.

“I’m being a stage hand,” explained Charlie, who was uselessly
flumped on the sofa instead of helping with the very important
business of Kitty’s lines.

“Is Devon coming too?”

Kitty had
taken an absurd new liking to my mad mate and her dopey nickname,
and seemed more than happy for her to tag along and trail glitter
all over the pint-sized shepherds and that.

“Probably. We’ve got the afternoon off anyway, if we finish
Cross Country in time.”

“Don’t remind me…” groaned Charlie. “Pulling a sickie if I can
help it.”

“Just like yesterday?” I tittered, remembering how I’d
overheard him lamenting his “time of the month” to Mr Ball in the
crush hall on Monday. Ballsy had blatantly only let him off because
he couldn’t be bothered with the hassle of diving in to rescue him
again. “Not advised.”

“You’re right. It’s not the Cross Country I’m afraid of – only
the memory.”

“Get over it, Charlie. It could’ve been so much worse – a)
Malice already hated the sight of you, b) it’s not as if you
actually did anything stupid, other than thinking you could win Cross
Country with caffeine, and c) most right-minded people have already
forgotten, and THIS IS THE LAST TIME I AM DISCUSSING IT WITH
YOU!!”

“Yeah, Charlie,” said Kitty, in her best teenager voice. “How
can we ever forget about it if you always talk about
it?”

“See?” I said smugly. “The seven-year-old has said it. No
more!”


 #10
A Mouse & A Mishap…

“This mouse is
a boy. Without doubt.”

“Thanks for that, Zak,” I sighed. “Now put it back into the
wild. You shouldn’t keep wild animals as pets.”

Zak had
abetted Kitty in “rescuing” a mouse they’d found in the kitchen
last night, and I was trying to convince them that it was a) cruel,
and b) unhygienic (as suggested by Harry) to keep it.

Kitty stated
the obvious to me, dressed in her just-delivered Mary outfit: “He
was in a shoebox last night, but he ate through it and he got
out.”

“I know, Kit.”

“D’you think it’d be alright for him to share Eminem’s
cage?”

“I don’t think so, Zak,” I panicked. Thoughts of squashed mouse
soufflé served up by a rather plump rat were racing through my
fuzzy brain.

“So what’ll we do about him?”

I gave in to
the two pairs of puppylike Christmas Sibling eyes gazing up at me.
“I guess I’ll see if Fern and her dad have anything.”

Ah. That was
the
something-that-I-hadn’t-done-this-week-and-almost-definitely-should’ve.
Fern had been absent from school long enough to warrant a search
party, and I hadn’t even called. What a bad friend I
was…

*****

Come right up, said the piece of
cardboard box hanging out of the flat window. Well, it didn’t say
it out loud, but presumably Fern had written it.

I did go up. She was curled up in her pink Barbie bedspread in
her very pink
bedroom, with a box of pale pink tissues on her bedside table. An
even more pink
fluffy toy rabbit sat beside her, with a vaguely grumpy expression
stitched on his or her face.

I can’t speak, proclaimed another
piece of cardboard, also advertising glow-in-the-dark cat collars,
but that wasn’t the bit I was meant to read.

“Right… Has anyone else been to see you?”

I immediately realised that it would probably have been nicer
to ask why she
couldn’t speak, or if it was serious, but she was scribbling away
already.

No. Dad has his work cut out running the shop without me, and
he just had to sack the saturday bloke cos he gave someone a huge
discount just for being pretty.

I imagined Keisha trolling in with a cat stretched round her
neck like something out of The Worst
Witch.

“Oh.” I dug my nail into the palm of my hand and struggled to
smile. Obviously there’d be no huge discount on mouse cages, then.
“You’ll never believe…”

I’d kind-of
figured that the best conversation would be one where I did most of
the talking. As I blurted that line though, I had no idea whether I
was about to tell her about the Nativity play and Angel Gabrielle,
or Charlie’s social failure, or the arrival of the mouse.

“I’ve been growing my nails for a month,” I said, suddenly,
nervous to start wittering about my week. “Ortho said I’ll need ’em
to manipulate the tight retainer once my braces come
off.”

But soon enough, all the angely, mousy, cringy things started
streaming out of my mouth, and by the time I’d relayed everything
right back past Mr Wordsworth one-upping Andy, and
life one-upping Charlie,
and my old, new mobile phone, my mouth tasted like mouse poo and my
throat felt like I’d swallowed the whole stock of
sawdust.

Fern made a trippy creaking sound, and then remembered and
reached for the pad of paper beside her. She frantically flipped
the pages back, lip curling with the realisation that they were all
covered in doodly sketches of anything but the fairy design on her wall, and
notes to her dad asking for more water, or a microwave teddy, or an
ice lolly (a sure sign that she was pretty ill), all with a
meticulous “please”s and “thank you”s.

She gave up,
and gestured at my hand and lap, before groaning and pulling her
shaking arm back under the covers. I turned over my hand to reveal
that all the digging of my unwanted fingernails and the stress of
having none to chew in whacky moments had led to a pair of crescent
cuts where my thumb met my wrist, with a smear of blood on the
thigh of my jeans and a matching one on the bedspread. “Omigod…” I
groaned, picturing the weekly guinea pig change ending in a rotten
hand and the eventual loss of an arm. Or simply poo in my immune
system, which sounded equally disgusting.

I scuttled off
to the bathroom for tissue, and considered not coming out. I
considered leaving right away. I considered Aimee’s alien
spacecraft zooming down to abduct me. Those were all perfectly
sensible ideas (except maybe the last one), and I was utterly ready
to try any one of them, but needlessly occupying the bathroom,
running off home, and being intentionally abducted by aliens are
not good ways to treat a sick friend.

Instead I grabbed a wad of loo roll and pressed it into my
fist, then wandered back in to inspect the damage. The blood on the
bedspread looked genuinely morbid, and Fern clearly had a thing
about that – and it wasn’t an intensely interested
goth thing.

Just as I was running my brain over her dad casually wandering
in and thinking she’d sneezed blood or had a mortifying puberty
moment, she flicked to the probably most-used page in her
notepad, THANKS.

I thought at first that she was being sarcastic, but Fern is
your adorably sweet sort of person who would never be cynical and
probably wouldn’t know how. She answered that thought with an
icked-out look at the stain and a clacking of the keys on her
Piglet-fascia’d phone. A moment later, she turned the screen to
face me: Its one way to get Dad to buy me
new sheets. He knows id never be able to sleep well knowing thered
been blood on them!

“I’m so sorry!” I squirmed.

Its fine. He had to scrape rabbit mess off his best white
jeans yesterday – hell live.

“But it’s gonna cost!” I panicked. “On top of his jeans replacing that
is…”

She looked at me as if to say, “Did you think this is my
scene?” and tapped, Ive had this duvet
since I was five. Hes overdue parting with the
cash...

“Oh. Right.”

I glanced
around the room, and apart from the newly done-out fairytale walls,
the clean pink cabinets, and the patch of Barbie’s blondeness which
could be mistaken for a mouse-sized massacre, generally everything
could pass for little-girly and nine years new.

I heaved a
sigh of relief and dragged back my end of the duvet for her in case
she was still squeamish, wondering when would be the soonest
acceptable time to leave.


 #11
Spangly, Bangly Tortoises

The sea of
cerise swamped Kay’s whole room.

Not to worry – my bloody palm wasn’t destroying yet more
decor, and nobody’d spilled the fabric dye this time.

“Alfie’s sent me a Christmas card, Harley!” Kay grinned through
four pins she was holding between her lips.

“Mm-hmm…”

“D’you want to see it?”

No, I didn’t
really want to see it, but my mate wanted me to see it, so that
meant that I had to see it really, no choice in the matter. “Yeah,
OK.”

She passed me
a card with a great big glittery picture of a tortoise in
sunglasses on the front and inside it said:

Dear
Devon,

Do not use the
word “Christmas” in Spain. We have our own word “Navidad” and by
the time I worked also in England celebrated the shop was out nice
card Christmas cards. The only one I could find was this. Feliz
Navidad, Merry Christmas and a Happy New Year - Gee and I was
wondering if you go to a New Year celebration. If you do, have
fun.

Alf.

“Cute, isn’t it?”

“The tortoise?” I said, stunned.

“No, you twit! The whole going all that length to wish me a
Merry Christmas…”

In a world
where walking to a shop and picking a card is “all that length”…
OK, maybe I was just jelly because I hadn’t heard a thing from
Gerardo as of yet.

“Nothing from Gerardo,” I mused.

“I’ll tell Alfie to remind him it’s Christmas.”

“Um, I’m not that desperate, Devon. If he’s ‘Gee’ he’s totally
aware it’s Crimbles. If he doesn’t send me a card, he
doesn’t.”

“Get his email addy,” she suggested. “You have a computer now,
don’t you?”

“Erm… I suppose. But maybe he wouldn’t like to speak to me every
day.”

“You mean, write to you every day,” she said technically. “I think you just
can’t work email properly!” she teased. “And you don’t fancy him.
He does look a lot
like a mole, actually.”

“Kayyy…” I groaned. “No, I don’t fancy
Gee, and he probably doesn’t exactly cherish the look of me, but
all the same I don’t want to have to retell my painful life story
to somebody every night – it’s enough going over it all for
Shells.”

“Do what…?”

“Shelley, my cousin.”

“I know, duh. I mean writing it all out. You
serious?”

“I am serious,
and before you suggest emailing that, think again – Harry hasn’t got
us our own user areas yet, and he says it’ll be a while before
we’re allowed our own emails. We’re all having to share an address.
It’d be agonising if one or both of my brothers got to read all
about it!”

The doorbell went, and Kay did a double take. “In that case,
do not, under any circumstances, email anyone!”

“Speaking of,”
I snickered. “Charlie and Laura got to emailing now.
Maybe sharing an account
account might be useful after all!”

“I need to finish my sari before tonight,” said Kay. I realised
she had not taken in a word I’d just schemed. “Eileen and I are going to the
Christingle thingy tonight, and I was thinking of doing an
I-love-EVERY-religion bit, clothing-wise!”

“How would that help?” I giggled. “They’ll just think you’re
some completely mad Hindu or Buddhist or something, showing up at
church.”

“What’s that about mad Hindus?” came a voice from the
hallway.

I jumped.
Eileen had to be out, because most everyone got waylaid on the
stairs when they were let into the house. (Not that it was a
problem for me, since I’d stopped using the front door.)

“Oh God, Rindi!” I cringed, brain going off on an unnecessary
one about how what I’d just said could have sounded mildly
racist.

“What? I got paid in leftover cards
for my paper round, so I thought you two might like some.” She
raised a neat, dark eyebrow.

“Sorry.” Kay winced at the large satin expanse.

“What for?” asked Rindi, confused. “Hey, why’d you bother with
all this? It’s
horrible. Not your outfit, I mean, but… OK, your outfit. It reminds
me of this awful thing I had to wear to my cousin’s
wedding.”

“Phew,” said Kay, adjusting her headscarf self-consciously. “I
thought for a second that you thought I’m a racist.”

“You, a racist?” sniggered Rindi. “No
wayyy. But I
do think it’s a
children’s rights violation to be made to wear loose pink and
yellow pattern trousers out in public, even for a special
occasion. Especially for a special occasion! You got off lightly at your mum’s
wedding, Harley!”

I didn’t think
so. As nervy as I’d have been wandering around in foreign garb
(mostly in case anyone thought I was racist), the pink Harley
Davidson top beat that for humiliating.

Kay fumbled
with the sheet and pile of probably more than twenty glittery
pipe-cleaner bangles. “Any idea how to pin this up, Rind?”

Rindi nearly
fell back out of the room laughing. “Nope, sorry…”

“I’m giving up on this…”

 



 #12 Warning: Made In
China

“It says ‘Made
In China’ on Jesus’s bum!”

“Kitty, you shouldn’t say that… here,” I warned her, gluing
sequins onto the paper tablecloth on the Infant-height table by the
door. While it’s totally OK to be mad as a starfruit in our own
home, Kitty hasn’t quite grasped that people on the outside (a.k.a.
the Sane Ones) can react very differently.

“But it does!”
she insisted, holding up the plastic doll that’d been lying bum-up
in the plastic storage box “manger”.

“All the same, I’m sure it makes no difference,” mused “Devon”.
It was a virgin birth, so Jesus wasn’t actually made
anywhere.”

“Kay,” I hissed, motioning a cut throat to her over any comment
that might probe Kitty to ask what exactly about Mary being a virgin
(her definition: “pure and innocent”) meant Jesus wasn’t
made anywhere.

“Should I go and tell Miss?” persisted Kitty, thankfully still
preoccupied over the stamp on the plastic doll’s behind, and not
the details of the Immaculate Conception, or any conception for
that matter.

“Definitely not, hon.”

“Where d’you reckon he was conceieved?”

“God only kno-” I spun around, realising that it hadn’t been
Kitty who spoke. “Charlie. Go home.”

“No. This looks like good fun to me.”

“You’re supposed to be getting ready for the Battle
final.”

“Whatever. We were conceived in China y’know…” he said, plonking his own bum
down on the Infant-sized plastic chair that was supposed to belong
to the hovering Kitty (who was now stroking the embossed plastic
detail of “Made In China” on the little baby Jesus in a way that
Miss Atherfold or any passing staff would surely find seriously
questionable).

I sighed. “I don’t care. I don’t care in public,
or at home.”

On the one
hand I didn’t want to be the one who had to let poor, mopey Charlie
know that the whole “conceived in China” thing was just one of
Mum’s made up holiday stories, designed to make it sound like Dad
had an accessible loving side (which arguably did Charlie more harm
than good searching for it). On the other, I just didn’t want any
sex talk in general around Kitty today – no need to get her all
confused/enlightened before her big show.

“‘Warning: Made In China’. That’d be a good name for a song…” he
mused.

Instead of the
“No, Charlie, it really wouldn’t”, sensibly PC answer I’d usually
have given, I flumped for, “Go home and write it, then.” I was
exasperated, and tired of glitter and glue. We didn’t need his
disturbance if he wasn’t even going to help.

“Will do.” He shrugged, rose, and surprised me by disappearing
out of the assembly hall. The five minutes home from the Primary
school obviously seemed worth it, compared to being told to shut up
unless he wanted to make an effort for the play. Such is the dizzy
head of a lovestruck/mortified boy.

“Harley, love – could you hold this bit of banner up while I
staple it?”

“Sure.”

Kay and I were
down for an afternoon of banner holding, tea-towel turban fixing,
and face paint application for the poor kiddies subject to the
hidden social embarrassment of being called “sheep”. I could
remember when Mum used to do all the face painting for ours and
Zak’s classes, back when she was still kind of a mum. This year
you’d never think she had four children and another on the way.

“Don’t you think she looks cute as Mary?” asked Kay, smugly,
still tweaking Kit’s headdress thing.

“Yeah. What you meant
was: ‘Am I good or what?’, but in the spirit of
Christmas I’ll let it go.”

“D’you think it needs a bit more glitter?” she mused, going to
pull out a glitter tube from her heavily-adorned handbag. It was as
if Kay personally acted as a warehouse for the local craft shop,
with her bag of TARDIS dimensions that somehow fitted all the
“necessary” crap that goes everywhere with her.

“Not really, no…” I mumbled. Kitty was struggling to
move, for all the tassels
and glittery bits already attached to her Mary outfit. She looked
set to upstage the angels already when it came to sparkling
heavenly glitziness, and I actually felt that it went kind of
against the point of Mary, a lowly, ordinary girl, tasked with raising the son
of God.

“Maybe a bit of glitter glue on her eyebrows?”

“No, Kay. Do you know how long it takes to fall
out?”

I was thinking
of the decoration she’d given to Charlie’s HIM T-shirt.

She
wasn’t.

“Oh yes. When I did that I was narked that I had to redo it so
soon…”

“Two minutes ’til the Juniors arrive!” Mrs Simpson called from
the front of the hall.

“Hey dare gawjus!” came the voice of a small someone with a
stuffy nose.

We all spun
round, thinking it was probably another stupid Charlie-type joke.
But it was Matty.

Kitty blushed. “Hi, Matty!”

“Kiddy, you are lookig stunnig
today!”

Every word
that came out of his mouth seemed like a “line” – rehearsed, as if
he didn’t quite understand what he was saying. I couldn’t picture
his acting being any less stunted.

“Thanks!” Kitty smiled. It was one of those little-kid smiles
where the lips stretch over the teeth and the eyes light
up.

“Doesn’t he look sweet
in that Joseph costume!” gushed Kay.

“How’d you figure out he was Joseph?”

“Because I can’t exactly see Kit pretending to be infatuated
with some other boy.”

“I’m Joseph!” someone announced from behind us. Someone who
sounded suspiciously like my ten-year-old brother. “Joseph of the
Amazing Technicolour Yawn!”

“Zak…” I tutted. “Go and sit down…”

“C’bon, Kiddy-Kat,” said Matty, sniffishly. “You will be abazig
tonight!”

I watched awed as he put his arm around her waist and towed
her away to the front of the room and behind the curtain. I mean,
sure, I might have married Andy once or twice in the playground
when we were their age, but Matty’s attitude to Kitty bordered on
being more mature than anyone Keisha’s been with since I knew her.
Not mature as sexual; mature as in… mature.

The rest of
the Juniors filed in, and then parents. Kay and I took our “seats”
stageside, disguised behind some cardboard palm trees. The room
went dark, but not too dark, because y’know, five year olds were
part of this. Before long, I heard and felt a thud next to me on
the stage. Zak had joined us for a different view.

The first narrator began: “A long time ago, in a land
far, far away,
lived a girl called Mary. Mary’s home was a town called Naz-ar-eff,
where she lived a simple life.”

Kitty came on,
costume sparkling in the spotlight, and sat down on the edge of the
low stage.

“She loved everybody, but most of all she loved
God,” continued the
second narrator, to peals of parental laughter. “One day, an angel
appeared to her. It was Angel Gabrielle.”

Instantly, in
a flash of party poppers, the Acute Angel appeared.

“I am the Angel Gabrielle. Do not be afraid.”

“Uh?”

“You have been given a mysterious gift; the most precious of
them all. You are pregnant with the son of God, and you will call
your baby Jesus…”

“That sounds wonderful. When is he
due?”

“On the twenty-fifth day of the twelfth month.”

Hey, that
probably wasn’t the kind of information that the Angel Gabe
actually had to give away, but it sounded a mighty great deal more
useful than Zak’s “So I’m in a stable with my husband, going into
labour with God’s illegitimate baby in five… four… three… two… one
– liftoff!”

Actually, it
sort of made me wonder about the ethics on making naïve kiddies act
out the birth of a Christian role model. Sure, the census showed
that less than 2% of people in our town claim to be anything other
than atheist or some flavour of Christianity (OK, occasionally
Jedi), but surely that 2% (and the atheists and Jedi Knights)
deserve a choice? I never saw any letters go home asking permission
for the children to participate, but everyone’s
parents/guardians/childminders had come along to watch all the
same. What sort of emotional witchcraft were they using? They had
better not go selling it to dictators…

“We need another wise man!” whispered
Miss Atherfold, jolting me out of my Trance of Aww. “Where is
he?”

“Billy’s poorly today,” hissed Mrs Mould.

“Harley and… Kay?” mouthed Miss Atherfold in our direction.
“Would one of you fill in for Billy? He’s the one with ‘gold’ –
it’s behind the manger.”

Kay looked at
me for encouragement (I couldn’t believe she needed to ask if I’d
had my heart set on being Billy The Wise Man), before slipping back
into her uncool-for-school red and purple striped Moroccan duffel
jacket and strapping a tea towel to her head with an overstudded
thick burgundy sweatband. Billy The Wise Man wasn’t looking so
wise, and as usual I failed to see how hard it could be for people
to decide if the three had been kings or learned gentlemen.

I breathed a massive sigh of relief that it was her and
not me.

“Dead sweet, huh?” I whispered, as “Kiddy”/Mary and
Matty/Joseph took over the stage from the chorusing angels,
mumbling shepherds, fidgeting sheep, William Frankincense, Brett
Myrrh and Devon Magenta of Gold once again.

“Yeah,” he agreed (very, very
quietly in case anyone heard).

Kitty beamed
into the crowd, and announced: “The Baby Jesus has arrived – our
new King!”

* * *

“Harley!” Miss Atherfold was smiling, her hand on Kitty’s
shoulder, as all the other Infant kids rushed out of the held-open
fire door with their parents, into a chilly fortnight
off.

Kitty didn’t
have proud parents ready to receive her though – just me and Zak
and glittery Kay as happy compensation. Mum and Harry’d had to
work, and dare I say they’d seemed less than interested.

I smiled back
at Miss Atherfold. She was one of my favourite teachers, and had
always been interested in my stories and drawings, and there for
Charlie to help him come out of his shell, and she’d rooted for Zak
with his spelling and depression, and now she was teaching Kitty!
It was actually nice to see her seem less jaded than she had done
the last few times we spoke.

“Your sister!” She beamed. “Is born to the stage! This is something
I noticed when we were casting – she she’s got the most
gorgeous singing voice in
the whole choir!”

I grinned,
taking Kitty’s hand. “I know, she’s good; she’s always practising
singing and home.”

“Well it’s good to see she’s got a talent,” said Miss
Atherfold, who promptly breezed off.

I’d never really looked at it that way. It sounds horrible,
but if you asked me I’d never have said Kitty was a fantastic
singer or dancer or actress. It was utterly mindblowing that she’d
managed to remember her lines, but she wasn’t really
good for anything else
except being cute. Even the actual cuteness was considered
debatable by most people who weren’t in our family.

I nudged Kay. “Hey, d’you think anyone’s gonna send the video
of you onstage to You’ve Been
Framed thinking you weren’t meant to
be there?”

“Hope so!” She winked, noodling with her wavy hair and
reluctantly removing the Jersey-cow turban to reveal her red, gold
and green swirly patterned headscarf. “I think I looked quite
pretty really.”


 #13 While Shepherds Washed My Socks
By Night

I awoke with a
start, an itchy nose, and a very damp sock. Layla was at the foot
of my bed, engrossed in licking my toes. I rolled over to shake her
off, and found myself nose to fluffy back with Hendrix, so that I
couldn’t breathe for fur.

This was ridiculous! Kitty was snuggled with her cuddly toys
across the room, and Aimee hunched in a moody foetal across from
her, and as tempting and pink as their bedcovers must have
been, both dogs
had chosen to seek refuge where I was. It was so hot with two heavy
bodies pinning down the duvet that I felt like I was burning up –
but I couldn’t kick off the plushy trap without kicking the hairy
fairies off too.

I tried to
distract myself from the dog humidity, thinking of things that
usually cheer me up (mainly Jordy), but nothing worked. I was just
groaning to myself at the fact that so many people out there
would’ve killed to wake up next to the “real” Hendrix, when:

Chink!

Something hit the windowpane. It cast a fast-moving shadow
across the carpet for a second, then disappeared. Another
chinked against the
window, and then my mind chinked too. Somebody was after
attention from one of us, and I was fairly sure that “one of us”
wasn’t Kit.

Dislodging a
doglet, I ambled over to the window.

Nobody was
there.

As I dragged the covers (and obligatory furry blanket) back
over me, a watch bebeeped, and Aimee stirred. She hadn’t spotted that I was awake. I
watched as she pulled a hideous pastel cardigan around her
shoulders, and once accustomed to the dark, managed to apply some
mascara in Kitty’s Bratz mirror.

Another whatever chinked against the window. Aimee let
out a muffled squeak of not-readiness and frowned indecisively at
her image in the mirror, vainly worried that she didn’t look
prom-night perfect in her aptly chosen Little Miss Chatterbox
vest-top and shorts set. She pulled on a pair of cotton trackies
and tiptoed towards the door. I frowned in the dark as she stepped
on my hoodie and therefore my new second-hand mobile, making
it bleep! into the
silent room.

The Shepherd
vigil was over. Hendy leapt off the bed and sauntered out of the
room as she left. Layla padded after him sisterly.

Why was Aimee
sneaking out?

Who was out there chink!ing the small
objects?

And why oh
why were they out there at night?

“Who’s that?” I heard Harry shout, from the parent
bedroom.

“Me, I wanted a drink,” Aimee replied, from the
landing.

I waited.

And
waited.

I heard the
creak of a floorboard as Harry got out of bed, and the reluctant
shuffling of Aimee’s return.

“I thought you were never coming back,” joked Harry.

Nervous
titter.

A moment
later, Aimee reappeared. She wandered towards my bed, and I thought
for one horrible moment that she might be making a mistake about
which one to get into. She turned, hovered for a minute, and
disappeared into the wardrobe.

Ben! I thought
Aimee’d split with him last month – possibly, but not entirely,
because I’d overheard a dodgy-sounding conversation and made them
feel awkward. A dodgy conversation, as a consequence of which (if
I’d not been too delirious from lack of sleep) they’d reassured me
that they were not in a sexual relationship at the time.

At the time.
Well, it wasn’t as if I wished to perve further. My stepsister was
welcome to her stupid sixteen-year-oldness.


 #14
Dog Pee & Zoflora

Harry finally went to get the tree on the morning of
the eve of Crimby
Eve.

I’d tried explaining that you need to have bought one sooner
for it to be worth the money – it’s got to be down by the
12th day
or something, or else you get bad luck. Not that I’m superstitious
(Kay is, but not about that – her room is like that all year round
if she can help it at all), but I had wanted to get the halls decked
sooner rather than later, to shift my winter grump.

Kitty made a huge fuss about being allowed to ride up in the
car with him, even though it meant getting covered in pine needles,
because legally she’s meant to sit in a child car-seat, and you can’t fit one
in the van Harry’s mate was going to lend for a hassle-free
tree-shopping trip.

We’d spent lunchtime pinning old decorations on a lopsided
tree (the best Harry could find with less than two days until Santa
Night), and trying to get the fairy-lights to work. In the end we
had to go next door and ask Eileen if she had any bulbs that fitted
these really old
strings of lights. She turned it into an age joke, and Harry didn’t
know where to look. Eileen is not one bit old for an adoptive
grandparent…

Zak and
Charlie wore the baubles as earrings, and because they were old and
glass, shattered half the set. We had to go next door again, to ask
Kay if she knew where to buy Christmassy decorations on the cheap.
Eileen answered and took it as a budget joke. Again, Harry didn’t
know where to look. Eileen is not one bit poor – she belongs to a
three-person family unit living in a five-bedroom house.

We tried
eighteen times to stop Hendy peeing on the tree. In the end we had
to get the baby gates out of the box-room several months earlier
than anticipated, and place them around the tree so it was caged in
like the one in the town centre to keep our own doggy vandals off.
Bet Harry was just glad that we hadn’t had to go next door and ask
Eileen if we could borrow a tree from her perfect garden…

Then we discovered that we didn’t
have a star or a fairy for the tree. The tinfoil stars that me and
Charlie and Zak made in our respective Year One classes had gone in
the bin after Kitty brought hers home last year only to find them
all crumpled and ripped beyond repair when unfunnily enough, Hendy
(newly adopted at the time) had peed on and knocked over
that tree too. We
should’ve gone next door to ask if we could trade
dogs and have their
relatively tame crimson-dipped border collie Bilbo for the
holidays.

I slipped
round Kay’s for some peace, and a smidgen of advice on the sisterly
present front. Time was running low. As it happened, she’d made a
batch of interdenominational fairy/angels for the church Crimby
fair, and still had some left over. The nicest-looking one
immediately went onto the tree, and we decided to walk the dogs and
go for another rummage in the charity shops.

I nipped to
the kitchen to fish some poo-bags out of the cupboard. When I
wandered back into the lounge with the leads, I was not prepared
for the scene that met my eyes: Hendy was running around the room
like a mad thing listening to The Madness, with the fairy I’d just
plonked on the tree attached to what you might call the back of his
thigh; Layla was skidding about the floor, peeing excitedly; Fisty
and Misty were trapped under the tip-top part of the tree which was
lying on the floor, baby gates entirely dismantled.

Speaking of
dis-mantel-ig things, the Christmas card collection from the
mantelpiece was spread liberally around the carpet, and Fred was
contentedly napping through the whole drama in the armchair that
Harry had commandeered no sooner than he first set foot in our
home.

Moments later,
Aimee reappeared from the Cox residence (she’d been in Ben’s room
around the time I was getting my fairy), saw the state of our
living room, and promptly exploded:

“Daaaaaaaaad!! Saaaaaandiiiieeee!”

Since somebody
else was about to clear up (and rant about) the mess, I decided
that there’d never been a better time for a walk – after I’d
detached the fairy from Hendy’s bum, of course…

* * *

The
prezzie-hunting idea all but went out the window when I found out
what Kitty had done. In the spirit of merriness, she’d
hand-scribbled a Christmas picture for Harry to surprise him in his
study – it was just a pity she’d glitter-glued it to the desk,
where he couldn’t miss it.

So great. I’d
hugely diminished my chances of finding the perfect gift for my
sister by trying to separate all the household excitables. If it
hadn’t been for Kay, I dread to think how things would’ve worked
out.

By the time we
got into the town centre, the public decorations were all lit up.
The sun hadn’t yet gone down, so it was coming to the most
nostalgic time of day for me. I thought about when we were little
and used to be heading back from Saturday shopping with Mum around
this time – Zak was in the pushchair, and Kitty was in Mum. It
would start to get dimmer out, and the lights would be all the
shinier for it. This I anticipated privately, as Kay rambled on
about how she hoped to be a grotto elf next year when we’d be
fourteen.

Kitty had just reached the stage where she realised that the
Santa we saw in the shopping centre wasn’t really Santa – in her head, it was
all figured out. Father Christmas hired people to pretend to be him
at the shops because he had to conserve his energy for Christmas
Eve.

“I’ll mind the dogs while you do Woolies,” offered Kay,
reaching out to take the two other leads from me. She was ambitious
to suggest that she could keep Hendy, Layla, Fisty and Bilbo from
interfering with each other, but I didn’t have much
choice.

“Alright. Kitty, you stay with Kay for a mo.”

“But I wanna go to Woolies!”

“Well I’m going on my own,” I told her.

“Because you’re buying my present!” Kitty accused, although she
had no way of knowing who her Secret Santa was.

“Don’t be a daftie,” I said, ruffling her hair. “No one leaves
it this late to do Christmas prezzies.”

“Then why can’t I come?”

“Because you’d tell everyone…” I tailed off. That tack wasn’t
going to work, because I’d already said I wasn’t buying presents of
any sort. “Because… fine, but you have to go and look at the
toys.”

I had a plan. By getting her into the toy aisle, she’d have to
stop believing I was looking for something for her. Not to mention how obsessed
she’d got with independence.

“Really? On my own?”

“Yeah, it’ll be fine.”

It was fine.
I was stalking her the whole way, from behind a lady with a double
buggy. I watched as she rifled through the Pokémon plushies and
mini baby born doll display. It sure looked less exciting than it
had way back when I was her age. I caught myself wondering if I was
grown up or just jaded, and then only felt worse as I noticed the
price tags on these things. What was she imagining she’d unwrap on
Crimby morning?

She’d gone on about how Emily asked Santa for the standard
talking puppy and Beanie Baby stuff, and Jade wanted only Bratz
things, and Kayleigh’s family were going to Center Parcs (brr?),
and Amber was getting riding lessons. All of these families had
more money than we did, and while I wanted to count on Harry, this year
Zak’s precocious prezzie search had turned up nothing for anybody.
I could just picture the heartbreak if my measly present was all
she got to open. The heartbreak and the screaming.

I ducked back
out of the aisle and headed for the till displays. There had to be
some sort of stocking filler selection that I could scrape with my
five pounds. I’d already picked up a peeling tiara from Mind that
said “Glamorous Girl” in foil writing, and I kind of regretted that
because I probably could’ve afforded one of the items Kitty was
eyeing if I hadn’t bothered with it. What could I get for a
fiver?

Lucky bags and
sticker books! Kitty loved that sort of thing. I readily recalled
the good old days when we’d unwrap crinkly Trixie packets with
cutout dolls and sweets inside, and how Charlie would moan because
he wasn’t interested in Spiderman or Man U, and Zak would try to
put everything in his mouth because he saw us eating the sweets. I
didn’t have high hopes of Kitty managing a cutout doll, but at
least the sticker book was more straightforward.

I made my way
down the long queue, paid, and dove outside to leave my bag with
Kay. Then I went to look for Kitty. It didn’t take me long.

“Where were you?!” she demanded, traumatised, from behind a
till on the far side of the shop.

“I was right here watching-” Ugh. That wouldn’t wash. The
mumsy-looking cashier seemed to have been waiting a while. “Sorry.
It won’t happen again.”

Kitty scowled and exited the till, taking my hand so violently
that my shoulder was nearly dislocated. “You’re a horrible cow!”
she shouted, as we walked out of the shop. “I wish
Devon was my sister and
not you!”

“You’re not allowed to say that,” I grumbled. “And put the
Mudkip teddy back.”

“Lady said I could have it.”

I didn’t dare go back and ask, so we walked briskly away down
the high street. Fab. Now some random till woman had upstaged my
Christmas presents and obviously muttered to my sister about what a terrible guardian
I made.

“What’s got in your crop top?” sniggered Kay, who sounded like
she’d been waiting since the summer to say that to
someone.

“Oh, apparently I’m a ‘horrible cow’ for leaving Kitty
unattended like she wanted. It was only for a minute, and I was
mostly watching.”

“Oh, Harley, melodrama!” she tutted back, as if all of this was my fault. “You
make such a big deal out of nothing. And Kitty, that’s not a very
nice thing to say, now, is it?”

Kitty
shrugged.

“See? I don’t think she even knows what that means.”

Really, Kay? My sister may have been
a bit behind on her life skills and coordination, but there was
absolutely nothing wrong with her vocabulary. What seven year
old doesn’t gather
the significance of “cow”, and especially “horrible” as an
insult?

Kay handed me
two of the leads, and with a heavy sigh added, “Kitty, say you’re
sorry.”

Behind Kay’s back, Kitty blurted, “I’m sorry I didn’t
know!” and stuck her
tongue out at me, before detaching her hand and rushing to her side
instead.

* * *

We walked the
whole way home together but not together. I had to stay in a huffy
silence, because nothing I wanted to moan about was appropriate for
Kitty’s ears, and the pair of them gossiped about everyone else’s
Christmas lists about as insensitively as possible, considering how
poor I’d been in Primary school. Not that, I supposed, either of
them quite grasped the fact.

Blinky-bulbed snowflakes and holly wreaths and fir trees
adorned the lampposts, and now past closing time it should’ve been
relaxing or exiting or just plain attractive like yesteryear. I
wanted to be anywhere but 2006, and I didn’t have any faith that
when in a week that wish would be granted, much would get better.
For the first time in my life, I truly felt the stress of Christmas, and I wanted it
to be over about as badly as I’d ever wanted anything.

Mum and Harry were off in their own little world, failing to
acknowledge much about the season that wasn’t an excuse to be
lovey-dovey and stupid together. Aimee and Ben were what I imagined
to be worse, only
I was mostly saved from it by their holing up next door, and left
to wonder about how it would be to have a boyfriend at Christmas.
The embarrassing Crimby moments column in Mizz romanticised mismatched gifts
and farts at the family dinner table as pretty perfect compared to
what I had to look forward to.

To make matters worse, Aimee had convinced herself that Kay
and I were stalking her and Ben, as if we had no better reasons to
hang out at each other’s houses when they were. Zak was beside
himself with excitement about the console Harry had probably
forgotten to buy him, and Charlie had trodden on a snail and gone
back to being as cheerless as Neil from The Young Ones at a funeral. But as
Kitty fascinated over the Christmas lights, I couldn’t help
realising something which should’ve been plainly obvious all along.
At the age of thirteen, we’d already forgotten how amazing
everything is through the eyes of a little kid. We’d been none the
wiser when our presents came from charity shops, and yet we were
allowing trends and technology to tell us what the minimum standard
was – not our own specific sister.

Once back in
our street, Kay passed me the extra dog and Woolies bag, and
disappeared into her house. Kitty had perked up, and didn’t seem to
understand why I wouldn’t have. I unlocked the front door and was
hit by the smell of dog pee and Zoflora, which with the heating
cranked up like Aimee liked, could be detected from as far from the
living room as my bed. Against my better judgement, I crept through
the wardrobe and lay down on Kay’s bed with a chemically induced
headache.

Kay came back
from tea and offered some sarcastic words of consolation. “Look,
I’m sorry you’re stressed, and I didn’t mean to be so jolly.”

“Please,” I groaned into the pillow. “Don’t. I’ve got a
headache. The sort that makes your eyes water. It’s
awful.”

“Huh…” she mumbled, and sat down at the computer instead of
saying any more.

That’s right.
My Best Friend For Now was content to surf eBay while I cried
shamefully on her bed, and I missed you more than ever.


 #15
Less Miserable

On Crimby Eve evening, we watched The
Simpsons as usual. This year it wasn’t the
“let’s all be merry in front of Channel 4 because we can’t afford
Sky” version – it was a DVD. Sure, me and Charlie had already seen
most of it in Art, but it went some way to make us feel less
miserable than we had the past two weeks.

We lounged in the living room, eating mince pies (I say
eating, but in reality I
mean hoovering up the little left of the 24-pack that the dogs had
discovered in the kitchen) and trying not to puncture the eight
years new teddy-shaped blow-up chair (Kitty), rustle the beanbag
(Zak), or get swallowed up by one of Harry’s daunting leather
sofas.

The last ten minutes or so I’d spent absentmindedly snapping
pictures of the decorations (and covert pictures of my siblings)
with the phone-camera I’d finally figured out how to use. OK, I’d
be lying if I said I hadn’t taken a couple of unflattering
self-shots with the interior lens upon the unknowing suggestion of
Charlie who I could see mooning over his own pimply face on the
rug. It was around my fourth try, with the sepia filter on, that
his phone emitted a rude Dink! and frightened the fluff out of
the seven of us, all three dogs and possibly our unborn
sibling.

I craned my
neck as much as possible undetected.

call me. Jordy. Jordy! Intriguing.

Charlie tapped out: Nah.

Trust him to
feel the need to respond, because ignoring his best bud flat out
just wouldn’t transfer sulkily enough over possibly-undelivered
text.

A moment later
the phone rang. Charlie looked a little startled and panicked,
dismissing it either intentionally or unintentionally. This was
even more interesting than our favourite dysfunctional yellow
family!

Dink!

Charlie groaned. 1 new voicemail
message. He keyed in the appropriate
number, still fumbling edgily. What on earth could be his problem?
The way I understood it, no one in our year group was on so much as
speaking terms with him after his embarrassing moment – why would
he be so disgruntled when someone as wonderful as Jordy
tried?

“-ry I said that. Dunno why I did it
really.”

Perfect! He’d
somehow hit speakerphone.

“It’s gettin’ to me cozza Christmas an’ all that, an’ I wannid
to say I still wanna be mates.”

Bless him!

Jordy, I mean.
Charlie looked aghast. Zak and Aimee’s full attention was on the
message, and even Kitty had looked up from the television with
interest. But it was what came out of that tiny black speaker next
that really struck me as special.

“Coz like, nobody’s perfect and you can’t impress everyone
even if you try. Merry Christmas, man.”

One small,
inconsequential thing somebody says can bring you this weird
comfort. Somebody who didn’t mean it for you, and has probably
already forgotten about it. Somebody like Jordy Johnson.

I don’t know
why it meant so much to me, but less than a day after I’d been
curled in a ball on Kay’s bed, lamenting the superficial friendship
values of a sister half my age, it was exactly what I needed to
hear. I’m not usually the type to take advice that was directed at
someone else – the kind of betrayal I’d once committed when your
Aquarius horoscope seemed to apply more to myself – but in what I’d
come to associate as my forty-eight hours of need, it being Jordy’s
voice meant the world.

* * *

Some fifteen
minutes later, the munching and watching was interrupted once
more.

“What time does Santa come?”

“Twelve o’ clock, Kit,” Zak reminded her. “It’s twelve in
different parts of the world at different times.”

“So it’s twelve o’ clock now, somewhere?”

“Yes.”

“When is it twelve o’ clock in Australia? If I phone Lioum then
he will get to see Santa!”

“I don’t know! I’m not bloody Jesus,” Zak exploded. “He’ll have
to be asleep anyway or Santa won’t come, duhh!”

“He’s just jelly because I
am,” said Charlie, unnecessarily.

Zak kicked him with a socked foot. “Oh yeah? Look whose
birthday is just nine days away!”

“Yeah, we know…”

Harry appeared to wither from behind his newspaper. “Not to
burst your bubble, Zak, but the pre-order list is about eleven
years long. And by
then you’ll have a job and a car of your own.”

“You can’t mean the Wii!” Zak wailed. “Most people are saving
up for the PlayStation! You mean you haven’t got it yet?!”

As far as I knew, he hadn’t got anything yet. This was the first I’d
heard of Harry having some sort of present plans.

“’Fraid I do.” Harry shrugged.

Zak fell off
his beanbag theatrically. “Nooooo! That’s not possible! This is the
first time anyone ever offered me something so expensive!”

“We’ll try our hardest,” said Mum, flatly, looking about to nod
off right there.

“Hang on! Aren’t those things meant to be radioactive?”
panicked Charlie.

Harry was
starting to deflate as well. “Charlie, what?”

“Wireless things…” mumbled my anguished twin. “Like wireless
internet and wireless controllers and Bluetooth and stuff…
I’m not sleeping
in the same room as something that gives you cancer!”

“It’s going on the downstairs telly,” laughed an equally tired
Harry, taking him exactly 0% seriously. “Anyway, it wouldn’t be
like that when it’s switched off.”

“I’m not giving myself a brain tumour to play wireless tennis
indoors!” Charlie whinged, slamming up to his room, probably to get
an early night and nightmare away about all the latest technology
in private.

Harry smirked.
“D’you think he’d stop wasting so much credit if I told him that
new phone of his was also carcinogenic?”

“Is it?” Kitty asked, suddenly, after
a couple of minutes figuring out what he’d meant. She shuffled away
from the charger which was plugged into a socket on the extension
cord under the TV cabinet.

Great, I thought. Even seven year olds go all panicky over tech rumours these
days.

“No, Kitty…” I just about crumbled, not entirely sure that this
was true. I simply didn’t want to give my lil sis a chronic fear of
telephones for the rest of her life; I have a tough enough time
myself with my nervous phone disposition whenever it’s time to ring
up the library for overdue or even the speaking clock. I blame the
majority of my life up until Harry being spent discouraged from
going near the phone, and not to mention the amount of time it was
cut off for.


 #16
My Very Own Almost-Secret Santa
Mission

“Has Santa
been yet?”

“No,” I croaked. “Probably not, Kit.”

“What time’s it?”

I leant over and bleep!ed my phone alight, far too
tired to care if it might be radioactive. It said
2:00am. “Eleven o’
clock.”

Of course “Santa” hadn’t been yet. But if Kitty thought that he always
came at twelve, and nobody had tiptoed in yet to stuff our
stockings, then she’d probably remain awake until she spotted such
an intruder. I counted on her finding her way to the land of nod
sometime before the first cracks of light made their way past the
curtains.

“S’it twelve yet?”

“No, it’s still eleven.” I turned over and put the pillow over
my head.”

“Now?”

“One minute past.”

“You didn’t even look at the clock!”

“I’m counting in my head,” I promised, leaning over to the
table again. “And I was right – one minute past.”

“Now?”

Hastily I turned the phone over, not trusting it to dim down
before she came over, nor avoid bleep!ing and illuminating with any
lost “Merry Crimcrim” midnight texts still lurking on the airwaves.
“Come and get in my bed. Santa won’t visit unless you’re asleep,
y’know.”

“But what if I can’t
sleep?” she wavered, hovering beside her bed as if
to say she wasn’t sure how many Beanie Babies needed to join us
tonight. “What if I’m an unsongkneeapp?”

“You’re not an insomniac,” I reassured her. “Your cuddlies can
keep watch for Santa. They’ll tell you that they saw him. Hop in.”
I shuffled over a bit and pulled the pillow, half the duvet and my
Bagpuss-cased hot water bottle over my head, burnt my ear, and
sighed. “Now remember, go to sleep,” I added as I felt a warm
sister land on the mattress and heard the tissh! of at least eight beanbag
kittens plop beside my head.

At around ten
past three, a quick kick in the stocking direction let me know that
still nobody had been. That or the Grand Authority had searched by
mobile number and mistaken me for a bad, bad girl. (Keisha.)

I slid out of
bed and into my slippers, giving Kit’s stocking an experimental pat
just in case my nutsest nightmare had come true, or we’d been given
only vouchers.

I crept out of
my room and down both flights of stairs into the kitchen. Through
the window I could see that Santa’s milk and one salvaged whole
mince pie still lay on the patio table untouched. Mum and Harry
were asleep in the living room in front of pro wrestling – my best
bet was that they’d noddled in front of the DVD, as the player
switches back to TV as soon as it’s finished the Play All run.
(Which is definitely better than sitting idle on a repeating menu
screen, or showing that zebra documentary you get after a
video.)

They looked knackered. I didn’t want to wake them
up. In a way I thought they would think me selfish for waiting up
all night in case of presents. I was just so certain that nobody
else knew how responsible I felt for Kitty’s happiness. Instead, in
a marvellous and delusionally kind
state of mind, I pootled off upstairs to the
airing cupboard and brought down the sack of Zodiac Pound Shop
stocking fillers, each in a sandwich bag with a name on, and
tiptoed around the house delivering them to their rightful
recipients. I stuck a Post-It note on Harry’s forehead,
saying:

I’ve delivered
the presents; don’t panic – Harley.

With that, I felt so
much better about sleeping, even if it had to be
in the vacant and cold sister-smelling bed, due to a Kitty and her
litter now stretched out over my entire mattress.

Or would’ve
done, if I hadn’t stumbled into Kay on my way for a wee.

“What’re you doing here?!” I hissed, paranoid that she’d been
perving on Charlie while he slept.

“I felt bad…” she mumbled, tiredly. “And I couldn’t sleep. So I
switched the present I bought Kitty with the one from
you.”

“Why would you do that?” I asked, incredulously. The
philanthropic intentions flew right over my head in my sleepy
panic. “Why, why, why would you sneak into our house at gone three in the morning
and do that?”

“Because my present is better, OK!” she explained, tactlessly.
“It was more expensive and I didn’t think, and I was just lying
awake imagining how she’s going to like me better than you come
morning, and how it isn’t really fair. On you, I mean.”

After that, it
was a miracle I got any sleep at all. It was probably four before I
managed to stop wondering what on earth she’d even bought. If my
presents hadn’t been so piddly cheap, I’d be worried about my
reputation for purchasing a Devon gift, but in the end I had to
figure it was safe to assume Kay was right about this.


 #17 Long-Suffering Sibs, More
Tortoises, & 50% More Free!

“Santa’s
been!”

“Has he now?” I murmured, hoping I sounded like a half-asleep
but well-rested, sweetly-nice older sister, and not a grouchy,
grumbly, groggy grump of a girl.

“Yes, he has! He HAS!”

I couldn’t really be awake – my thirteen-and-a-bit year old
twin brother was bouncing up and down on the end of the bed
fully-clothed before eight on a Monday morning in the holidays! (As
opposed, of course, to his usual position still sprawled out in his
own bed in his –yeurgh- boxers, dreaming radioactive dreams and refusing to leave
his scrungy-grungy lair even for a family Crimby.)

Oh, hang on. This was
real life. Real life, just the way it is in a
real(ly dysfunctional) family.

“Look, Kitty! Santa’s been!”

Ah, right.
Charlie was doing the long-suffering older sibling bit so I could
sleep more.

Or maybe
not:

“Mmm, choccy coins…” he teased, trying to get me out of bed by
eating my food over by her side.

I launched
myself over there and swatted him. “Get your own.”

He
disappeared, only to reappear with his own stuff. “And a remote
control mini!” he enthused. “With a Union Jack on top!”

“It’s only a mini mini,” said Zak, who’d sprung into the room with him in
genuine morning bubbliness.

“What’ve you got, Kitty?” I asked. (Even though I knew.)

Kitty scrambled out of my bed, and rushed to investigate. She
tipped her stocking out onto the warm spot I very much I wished to
occupy again. A Bratz mini-makeup kit, matching chocolate coins
(matching both with ours and with each other – these cheap 99p
store versions didn’t even vary in size), a pink and purple slinky,
a pair of stabilised roller
skates?

So someone had been in…

“Photo! Say cheese!”

“No way!”
squealed Aimee, as Harry shot her in the face with Zak’s new water
pistol camera. “I hate you all!” she bawled, going to haul the
duvet back over her wet, blonde head – but she didn’t get that
far.

Something
clicked in the background, and Aimee froze.

“That was the real camera!” Zak cackled. “And it plugs straight into the computer to email
to all your mates. And Ben.”

“No!” she gasped, soggily, outraged and unable to take a
joke.

So Zak had
been the first to make any light of the four of us sharing
email…

* * *

After Crimby
lunch (i.e. a Morrison’s microwaveable roast dinner each, as Mum
was far too tired to cook and Harry didn’t trust himself to
transition to our gas stove yet), we sat around (what was left of)
the Christmas tree to open the big presents.

The presents
that hadn’t been there the night before. They were now perched on
cardboard boxes to keep them off the carpet (which still smelled
badly of wee), but they were very much there, and they were many,
compared to any year before.

Kitty went first, being the youngest (and if all went to plan,
that would no longer be true this time next year). She got a children’s cook
book, paint-your-own pony, and a pencilcase with cats on from Mum
and Harry – and then on top of that, her big present was a girls’
Meccano set (a Harry idea, obviously out of total sickness about
how Aimee turned out). Next, she unwrapped the lucky bag, sticker
book, and tiara.

“You’ve still got a big present left, Kit,” said Zak,
helpfully, after five minutes of patience. He was twitching to get
to his turn, and I was on his side, because I really,
really wanted to know
what Kay had bought for her that was so much better than my
gifts.

Kitty ignored him. She was by now wearing the tiara, had her
lucky bag candy hearts arranged by colour (undoubtedly to force me
to read out the phrases later), and was already engrossed in
designing her dream house with the sheaths and sheaths of stickers
in the laminate fold-up house that had turned out to be
well worth the
£3.50.

“Kitty…” said Mum. “You need to unwrap your prezzie from Harley
so that we can move on to Zak’s turn.”

“Is Devon coming today?” asked Kitty, blanking Mum and
Zak.

“Probably,” I sighed. It would be very unlike her to shy away
from the festivities in our tumbledown house. Next door, Eileen had
a pre-lit white plastic tabletop tree, and she kept all the
presents hidden under the coffee table out of sight and out of
mind. Kay’s room was practically Narnia all year round, but she’d
made clear quite how lonely that was.

“Yay!”

“Perhaps she can have it later,” suggested Harry, realising
that it might be a bit unfair to prise Kit away from her enjoyment
of the presents she already had.

I felt mixed up and sick, really. I had been the one who
purchased the things she was ignoring us for, and it hurt to think
that she might’ve dismissed them rudely if she knew that they
weren’t from Kay. Sure, she looked
like she was having fun, but it had to be the
wilful misunderstanding keeping her from being remotely as curious
as I was.

“Yeah, my turn!” announced Zak, boisterously, tearing the
wrapping paper off the empty game box that was already in his hand.
(It had a piece of paper slipped under the plastic protector with
“I.O.U one Wii game” written on it in Harry’s handwriting.) “Thanks
Mum! Thanks Harry!” With that, he was on to the next one. (Prying
Aussies should note that Zak has always been the sonic-speed gift
unwrapper – I remember how the year he was nearly three, he burned
through everyone’s gifts as soon as he got downstairs.)

Once finished,
he proudly produced the present he had got for Charlie. I held my
breath. Last year when he’d got Kitty, he’d tried giving the rest
of us a prank present on top of the Secret Santa, but since it had
to be from things he could find around the house, his ideas were
less than funny. Mum’s had been an empty chocolate box, and
Charlie’s had been a Baby Born nappy, while mine was a box of dog
poo bags.

Charlie gave
his best poker face as he carefully removed the giftwrap to reveal
… his own copy of Pokémon Ruby. “Ha ha, very funny,” he tutted.

“No, you have to actually look on there. I caught Groudon for
you!”

Charlie and I
had never been very good at Pokémon, so it was a legitimate gift
where Zak was concerned – no matter that neither of us had touched
the games since we started Year 8.

“Oh, well that’s cool. Thanks man.”

Mine and
Charlie’s other presents were basically underwear, fleeces, wellies
and money, as much as we cringed at the first part in front of
Harry. I guess at least I just got stripy knickers and white bras –
Charlie’s Superman pants were easily more embarrassing.

Charlie
presented Aimee with a roll-on deodorant, “because if we absolutely
have to smell you, please don’t give asthma attacks to people who
don’t even have asthma”.

Aimee bought
me a Pound Shop periscope. Charming. And that was pretty much
it.

* * *

We never
really get up to much on Crimby, and I decided that Mum and Harry
really needed a rest what with being pregnant and having a seven
year old girl and two boys who behaved even younger than that as a
general rule. Oh, and a spoilt brat fifteen year old who stalked
off with her boyfriend the minute it became apparent that she was
majorly cutting down on presents this year.

I sort-of shepherded Kit and the boys outside, and decided to
go and see Kay (and see if
Kay was as deserted as she made out for
Crimby).

“By the way, I did get the rest of you prezzies!” Kay enthused, the minute I’d
pointedly entered her house via the front door, to be sure to wish
Eileen and Ben a merry Crimby and all that. I felt a sudden
dangerous pang in my chest. Right, so that was what I hadn’t got around to
yet – buying my mates’ gifts.

“Um… I…” I creaked, nibbling my lip. Due to a mixture of indoor
carolling with the family and immediate-action guilt, I couldn’t
quite manage words once again.

“Yeah, I know,” she blathered. “I’m gonna get everyone to do
presents at Ben’s New Year’s Party at bLIMEy. I just wanted to give
you mine today!”

“Kay, come indoors,” yelled Eileen. “You’re letting the heat
out! You don’t have to hang around the doorstep like a latchkey
kid! You have no idea the trouble I’ve been through to be rich
enough to keep the house warm for you!”

“Yeah, alriiight, GRAN!” Kay bit back.

“Don’t call me Gran, madam. I’ve been in the Hell’s Angels, and
I have a tattoo to prove it.”

“Y’don’t need a tattoo to prove you’ve been in the Hell’s
Angels,” I heard Ben point out distantly from the living room. It
said everything for the decibels Eileen was speaking at.

“I’d like to see you find one who hasn’t got a tatt,” scoffed
Eileen. I saw her emerge from the kitchen with a tray of Crimby
cookies and disappear into the lounge to offer him one.

“Thanks,” I heard him say, before he came into view with the
warm cookie gripped between his teeth and Aimee in tow also with
biscuit. “We’re going out,” he explained, pulling on his sports
hoodie and dashing back into the lounge for a second. When he
returned, he was lifting a camo-print scarf from a bundle of neatly
unwrapped paper, as if somebody had been going to kill him for
tearing or being ungrateful.

“Here’s your presents,” said Kay, who I hadn’t realised was
even gone from the hallway. “I made the paper and gift tags
myself-”

“Oh Kay, what
a waste!” tutted
Eileen, thrusting the cookies her way authoritarianly. “You must
always use the shop-bought stuff made of recycled newspaper. It’s
fifty percent more free at the corner shop, and good for the
environment like you’re always stressing about. And always make
sure that you use exactly
three centimetres of tape for each corner, and…”
Her voice drowned out as Kay dragged me upstairs. I was starting to
believe that Ben must’ve spent half his life being ordered to sit
tight and shut up, use exactly four sheets of toilet paper and
organise cutlery at right angles.

Only when we were safely shut into Kay’s Crimby Grotto, and I
was sitting down,
did I even dare look at the presents – it went without saying that
even if Ben or Eileen had taken charge of the giftlets, the choice
of wrapping paper would be nothing short of outrageous.

They were all
printed with teeny-tiny, carefully coloured tortoises and sealed
entirely with glitter glue. It seemed that Eileen was at least
right about Kay’s conscience conflict over the environment v.s.
hoarding snazzy craft “waste”. I gathered that the tortoise thing
had everything to do with that card from her long-distance
crush.

The gift tags
were shaped like tortoises and made out of a mix of corrugated and
flat card with little rhinestones in the shells. Our names were
written about a hundred times each in our own special colour,
following the shape of the tortoise like in the shape poem Kitty’d
brought home for Halloween (something mildly adorable scrawled
around the silhouette of a cat).

“O-pen it,” said Kay, pronouncing all three syllables like a
separate sentence each. (Nature/nurture debate solved
finally.)

I carefully
peeled the edge of the paper, having already OCD-biker style
decided to keep it all for my future children(?) to observe and
rationalise what sort of maniac to avoid. Or maybe glue all the
tags to the fridge.

Right. Socks. Long, fluffy, stripy pink and tangerine
socklets. Yes, I’d noticed that they were the sort of thing Kay
wore everyday, most evidently any time we had Drama, and yes,
of course she
seemed to have her heart set on turning me into her clone. (I set
my mental alarm bells for a gift of brown contact lenses and/or
attempt to tan my skin while I sleep.)

“Um, tha-”

My voice’d stopped working entirely.

“Ah, speechless!” She grinned. “I noticed your fam didn’t seem like the sort
who gave socks at Christmas, and I noticed that your end toes are
purple every time we do PE.”

Of course, she
was right. I only have about eight pairs of socks – seven of which
I’ve had since they were a mini style craze just after we started
Secondary; trainer socks with “Monday”, “Tuesday”, “Wednesday” etc
printed on them, kinda like the bibs you see in MotherCare. The
other pair could also easily be mistaken for baby booties – pale
blue grippy bedsocks with a stick-on velcro Eeyore. Thanks Kay – I
don’t know if these tutti frutti monsters are better or worse, but
at least they don’t contain holes (the cause of Purple Toe Syndrome
when combined with sleeping in a malheated attic all year
round).

“Are you going to try them on?” she asked, having noticed that
I’d opted for the grippy ones (minus the Eeyores) at about two
seconds’ freezing-footed notice that morning.

I changed
socks, and warm as they were, my bumbly brain was whirring through
a list of exceptionally bizarre offerings that she might’ve found
for the rest of my family.

For instance,
Union Jack plastic party-hat fedoras with glued-on tassels for
overpatriotic Zak; or a fluffy mobile phone warmer for Charlie, to
match my socks; or a shed cerise dog-fur hot water bottle cover for
Mum; or maybe a Playboy Bunny blow-up chair for Aimee, like I’d
seen in a catalogue of some kind.

I grabbed one of the many spangly notebooks off the desk,
turned to the very back page to avoid seeming to pry on any notes
or journal entries it may have held, and wrote: Is everyone still outside? since she
was nearer to the window and I was sat on the bed trying to resist
the temptation to handle the remaining presents like they were
timebombs or possibly as if I was playing that Frisbee game that
squirts water at you at irregular intervals (whilst wearing my
mum’s wedding dress and having just found out that the “bomb” is
filled with acid or something).

“Yeah,” she let me know after a glance. “And that’s great! Now
I can give everyone their presents all at once – Ben’s handling
Aimee right now by the way; he forbade me to interfere with
her.”

Kay got up and hared down the stairs with me following after
with my combustible armful of timebombs/Frisbees/“gifts”. Zak and
Charlie were bitching at each other like teenage girls, leaving
Kitty to try and stop the dogs making snow-angels in
mud.

She paused at
the front door. “You lot! C’min a second!” she called, in a
directly similar manner to how that paedophilic witch from Hansel
and Gretel would tempt my vulnerable siblings.

“All right!”
yelped Zak, excitably. “I thought we were done for
presents!”

Kay scattered
the overenthusiastically nametagged packages amongst my brothers
and sister, and legged it back halfway upstairs away from the cold
(or because something really was about to explode).

I followed
that half of the way just in case, watching her dash up to the
attic and reappear with her digital camera. “Watch, and learn.”

She expertly
filmed the three unwrapping their tortoisey presents, muttering
amongst themselves.

“You didn’t put up a good enough reaction,” she sighed. “I set
up my own fun little projects sometimes. When I was eight, I
dressed up as a vending machine to see who would give me money for
tap water if I labelled it ‘Sprite’. And when I was ten, I went to
a barbecue in a nun costume, just to see how people reacted. That’s
where your Mary costume came from, Kit!”

Ah. I’d
wondered why Kay would possess a nun costume, but had been afraid
to ask in case the very question dislodged something in her mad
mind.

I hadn’t been
paying attention to the actual gifts, I realised, because my eyes
were on Kay and her wobbly craziness just three stairs up from me.
She offered to replay the vid, but I had a good enough view of my
sibs’ gifts once I actually looked:

Charlie’s present was a pair of fluffy socks like mine. Black
and purple. Right away I knew where this was going – Kay wanted to
record the real, modern day reaction of people living out the
socially accepted greatest fear (getting socks for Crimby), as
experienced by someone, anyone, who did not live in an
army-rigid household of rationed kitchen roll.

Zak’s socks were a tidge more normal – just your run of the
mill “Ay Carumba!” Bart Simpson doodahs. Kit’s were
My Little Pony. Emily’d
just given her a My Little Pony
game for the PlayStation, which she hadn’t got use
of yet (not through lack of interest; just ’cause the boys guarded
their outdated games consoles like fire-breathing dragons forced to
share lair and bounty).

“You like?” she asked, finally.

The three of
them blinked at her, stunned, and quickly forced a nod.

“Shall I put your reactions on YouTube?”

I shook my
head rapidly. Nobody in my family is allowed to put pictures of
anyone on the internet. (Though Aimee’s got a MySpace, a Bebo, and
a few other profiles Mum and Harry don’t know about.) We’re allowed
to send stuff over email though – convenient, since between them
Aimee and Zak must have about half the world (OK, the town)’s email
addies by now.

“Oh well. It’s always fun to record reactions. I might write a
book about it one day. I’ve already got a dream diary, a regular
diary, and of course a reaction
diary – started ’em all when I was Kit’s
age!”

It was then
that I resolved to work on distancing her from my little sister,
who seems mad enough as it is.


#18 Aloha! & Welcome To
Limbo-Land!

 “Limbo.”

As well as
being a fantastic party game (for the more elastic of the
population), it’s a word for the gap between Crimby and New Year,
also known (by people who like words) as “nothingness”, “void”,
“purgatory” and “oblivion”.

I looked up
“limbo” in the thesaurus, and it told me it can also mean those
things, although I don’t think they meant in the same context.
Whatever, I like taking words out of context.

A sign of the onset of “limbo” in the Hartley/Robinson
household is Nirvana. That was another “alternative” thesaurus word
for “limbo”, but I mean the band. Music blasted nonstop until Zak
forces Charlie to eat his Nevermind tape and shoves some rap on. Which is a dreadful
contrast.

Of all the
things that went on between Crimby and New Year, the strangest
were:

1) Andy’s late
Crimby present for Charlie. Andy’d spent Crimby Day in Bournemouth
with his gran, dad and adopted brother. He popped over for a few
minutes on Boxing Day ’cause Charlie’d sent him a text about his
new socks – and being insanely insane for a GP’s son, and, well, a
boy, that meant deciding to come round and see them, as well as to
give Charlie his late Crimby prezzie.

It was a bra. Taking the “Omigod Charlie’s a girl! Just
because he chooses to have longer hair than average and his can
also be a female name!” joke about a mile and a half too far.
Especially now, since Andy’s greasy strawberry blonde hair’s nearly
at his shoulders, and there was
that girl from The
Suitcase Kid who shared his
nickname…

Especially now, because it was my bra. The one that went AWOL back
in September. I don’t even want to think about the implications. Charlie
knew I wouldn’t want it back – he snipped off part of the strap and
has started wearing at as another wristband. He’s sewed (yes, you
read that right) the words “Malice In Blunderland” into it, despite
that he’d likely get ejected from any and all of their gigs for
being under fourteen and Charlie, so I at least suppose it’s
kind of nice to live with an optimist.

2) Aimee’s
very wet photo being circulated around every student at her and our
school. (This, I happened to find out from my own mates yesterday.)
That was down to Ben having the addies of virtually the whole sixth
form after having organised and DJ’d the Year 12 and 13 end of term
disco. Most of the people on that list had younger friends and
rellies and generally knew people who found pictures of celebs
without makeup hilarious and naturally wanted everyone to see the
most popular girl in Year 11 after a squirt to the face.

Ben wasn’t in
charge of that though; he’d been shocked to find out. It was Kay
who’d got curious and opened an email sent by Charlie to Ben on our
shared account with Aimee. Kay had assumed that it was Zak who sent
it, and that he was already circulating it, so she “helped him out”
and zipped it round the guest list that Ben had kept ready for
inviting virtually the same crowd to his bLIMEy New Year’s
Party.

But of course it hadn’t been Zak. Because, in his own words:
“Blood’s thicker than water, and since I’m not totally heartless
and me and Aims are having a little brother or sister together,
custard’s thicker than blood. So I figured that whatever runs
through her veins might make me seem a bit too much of a git to be
worthy of that Nintendo Wii that’s at her dad’s disposal. And
believe me, that’s the only
reason!”

3) The Xbox has blown up because Zak got all obsessed with
whatever kill-’em-all baddie-punting title he’d used his
waiting voucher on. Since
it was secondhand anyway, it’d been looking like bye-bye games
console for Zak, but miraculously it made him more eligible to get
his Wii, since Harry knew the game shop guy from
way-back-in-the-day college and he took pity on him for not having
a console at his easily damaged age. (Harry, being a salesperson,
knew not to point out that we still had a perfectly working-ish
GameCube and PS2.) So the game shop guy jumped us up the waiting
list, and now it’s looking like Zak will have his Wii by March at
the latest, instead of November where the list ended (for
now).

Zak is jumping
for joy all over the living room, with the doglets joining in his
merriment and barking/weeing with excitement that they might be
able to fry their few braincells left lying next to a whole new
console pretty darn soon.

That’s just
life in our house.

P.S. Several texts, and everybody (my mates that is) was aware
of their invite to Ben’s New Year’s Party. The e-vitations were
meant to be sent out this week, but most people our age (OK, just
Keish and Chantalle) would be irked at having anything less than
a month to plan an
outfit to wear in a badly-lit café at five mins to midnight,
waiting for a kiss.

P.P.S. I eventually got my voice back. That was (apparently)
good news, ’cause the entire family was in a tizzy about me not
being able to join in singing carols properly, so they were
grinmakingly pleased to find that I’d be fine for the goofy chorus
of “Happy Birthday Dear Za-ak!” as he celebrates having been double
figures for a whole year. (Wow –or woe, depending on how you see it– our
kid brother is growing up, etc.) If I was any one of my friends,
I’d be optimistically relieved that I wasn’t about to transfer some
contagious disease to whoever I snog on New Year – but being
me, I’m just pleased that
I’m not as ill as Fern had been.

P.P.P.S. Kitty never did find out that the lucky bag and
stickers were from me. I got my satisfaction in ribbing Kay in
private about how the expensive “better” gift (a £30
rainbow light projector,
seriously) had barely got a look-in where my odd little sister was
concerned.

P.P.P.P.S.
(That’s a lot of pees.) We called today to wish your dad a happy
birthday – I don’t know if he mentioned it. It’s OK that you were
out… I hadn’t been hoping for a quick “hi” after all this time or
anything. Hope he had a lovely day.

T.T.F.N.
Harley & Co – (“Co” stands for “crazy lil brother still
stomping all over the squeaky sofa, wielding the Sky remote and
wishing he had that Wii” – bless him for still having that
childlike imagination! This is better than the Gameboy he made out
of Lego).







Discover other titles by Dillie Dorian at 
Smashwords.com.

The next book
in the recommended reading order is: Sitting Down Star Jumps






 


Connect With
Me Online:

Website:

http://www.dilliedorian.co.uk

Personal
Blog:

http://muzzyheadedme.tumblr.com

Facebook:

http://facebook.com/dilliedorianofficial


Smashwords:


https://www.smashwords.com/profile/view/dilliedorianofficial







About The
Author:

Dillie Dorian is an English author of child and YA realistic
fiction. She is notable for offering all fourteen titles in her
debut series, A Bended
Family, for free online.

Dillie has been “writing” since a very young age, and her
mother probably still hoards innumerable sellotape-bound “sequels”
to everything from Animal Ark
to The Worst
Witch.

Her first serious project began in September 2006, with “Oops!
Did I Forget I Don’t Know You?”, which sparked countless
official sequels of its
own within months. Working on this series between the ages of
thirteen and fourteen taught her everything she knows about
writing, and she hasn’t stopped expanding on the Hartleys’ lives
since!
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