


Praise for Debbie Johnson

Statistically Speaking

“Johnson’s heartwarming latest (published in the UK as Forever
Yours) will appeal to fans of Jenny Colgan.”
—Booklist

“This book is a triumph.”

—Woman's Own

“Utterly spellbinding. It sent shock waves through my heart.”
—CATHY BRAMLEY, Sunday Times
BESTSELLING AUTHOR

“A rollercoaster of emotions. Absolutely brilliant and beautiful.”
—ALEX BROWN, BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF A
Postcard from Italy

Jenny James Is Not a Disaster

“Jenny James is not a disaster—she is an inspiration. This book

is a love letter to those who have been kicked in the teeth by

life but picked themselves up and became better and happier
versions of themselves. Life is truly what you make it.”

—juLIA LONDON, New York Times

BESTSELLING AUTHOR
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“Jenny James’ midlife road trip with a reclusive stranger gave me

all sorts of ideas . . . Warm, witty, relatable, poignant—]Jenny is
a delight!”

—EMMA GREY, BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF The

Last Love Note

“What if your worst imaginable day turned out to be the ac-
cidental catalyst for some of your very best? Debbie Johnson
explores this question in her fun—and frequently funny—look
at what happens when a series of terrible events lead one down-
on-her-luck woman to embark on an unexpected journey and
straight into a whole new life. Jenny James Is Not a Disaster is a
breezy, entertaining, and insightful ‘when life gives you lemons’
story about second chances and starting over that brims with
both humor and heart. Readers will fall for Jenny James’s honest
and hilarious voice in this winning narrative that explores the
themes of love, friendship, and forgiveness. I thoroughly enjoyed
this heartwarming and uplifting book and found myself rooting
for Jenny from the very first page!”

—ANGELA BROWN, BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF

Olivia Strauss Is Running Out of Time

“Debbie Johnson writes stories that make your heart happy. Her

words are wise, funny, and honest: an arm-around-the-shoulders,

a smile through tears, and a gentle companion to make sense of
life. I adore her books packed with hope and heart.”

—MIRANDA DICKINSON, Sunday Times

BESTSELLING AUTHOR
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“Uplifting, poignant, and very funny.”
—LUCY DIAMOND, Sunday Times BESTSELLING
AUTHOR

“Emotional, beautiful, wonderful. Debbie Johnson at her finest.”
—MILLY JOHNSON, Sunday Times
BESTSELLING AUTHOR

“Romantic, heartbreaking, and packed with Debbie’s trademark
warmth and wisdom.”
—CATHERINE ISAAC, AUTHOR OF You Me

Everything
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Part 1

The Stage Is Set
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Prologue

Andrea

F orty years have passed since my own mother died, and yet |
can still remember it like it was yesterday. | can still recall
the sounds and the smells and the way her tiny hand felt in mine
as she finally gave up the fight, as the light faded from her eyes.

I can remember the hollow feeling inside me as I made my
way home to my own children, crying on the bus and ignoring
the kindness of strangers as the double-decker trundled across
London.

Walking through the door to our flat, overwhelmed with the
need to bundle them up and keep them safe and love them so
much that no harm would ever come to them. Protect them
from the cruel torments of the world.

Four whole decades later, it is still so vivid. When it comes to
the people you love, and the people you lose, the passage of time
is irrelevant—some things simply stay with you forever.

I'm thinking about this so much more now, because this morn-
ing | was told that I am dying. Not in the slow and certain way
that we are all dying—but in a two-months-if-you're-lucky way.
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4 Debbie Johnson

The look of practiced sympathy on the consultant’s face as
he explained was enough to kick-start my stiff upper lip, and |
silenced him with a smile. I've been an actress for the whole of
my life, and I've done many a death scene.

Now, I've got to decide how to play my own—and what good
can come out of it.

My last diary entry was a reminder to tell my friend Lewis that
his ancient dog, Betty, needed a flea treatment, pronto. The one
before that seemed to revolve entirely around buying a new hat
for our trip to the races.

Funny how quickly things can change.

Now, I have a few weeks left—and I have to make them count.
[ have to scheme and work and plan like I've never schemed and
worked and planned before. In those few weeks, God willing, |
will be directing my own play—and performing a minor miracle.

Because, of course, | couldnt actually bundle up my own
children for the rest of their lives—no mother can. I couldn’t
keep those two girls safe, and I couldn’t protect them from the
cruelest torment of all—the way we can hurt the ones we love.

If it’s the very last thing | manage, | am determined that I will
make the impossible happen. I will bang my daughters’ heads
together, and make them whole. I will do as much as I can to
heal them, and their future, as I have time to do.

Because they're going to need each other, so very much. One
day, very soon, they are going to wake up to a world without their
mother—and, like [ say, I still remember how that feels.

Her tiny hand, holding mine.
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Chapter 1

1984: Farewell to Templeton Peck

ead goldfish are pretty revolting items, thinks Andrea, as she

lovingly wraps up the body of the late, great pet known as
Faceman. Once a delightful creature dashing through his fake
coral reef and pirate castle, he’s now slippy and cold and far
too reminiscent of three-day-old Chinese food that’s starting to
disintegrate.

Once he’s enveloped in tissue paper, he is placed in a shoebox,
which the girls have decorated in the style of the little Corvette
that The A-Team character drives around in. It's a masterwork of
red felt-tip pen and blobby white paint that is barely dry, so some
of it has smudged pink.

Patch, their cross-eyed Jack Russell terrier, is yipping and
snapping at her ankles, desperate to get at the box. It’s just food
to him, and Andrea shoos him away. He disappears to the side of
the garden and starts digging a hole in the flower beds.

Poppy is sobbing uncontrollably, her wild dark hair plastered
to the tears running down the sides of her cheeks. Seven years
old and already a drama queen. Rose is hugging her, making
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6 Debbie Johnson

soothing noises to try to calm her down. They're both barefoot,
still in their nighties, and look impossibly small and forlorn as
they traipse through the dew-soaked grass of the cottage garden.

It's easier for Rose to be calm, of course. Her fish, B. A. Bara-
cus, is still happily swimming around in the bowl, calling peo-
ple “fool” and looking tough. Poor Faceman has lasted less than
three months. This is their first encounter with death, and emo-
tions are running high, in the way that they do when little girls
are involved.

There is a small hole, which Andrea dug earlier that morn-
ing, and a cassette player next to it, running on batteries. An-
drea hands the shoebox to Poppy, who drags herself out of her
hysteria long enough to accept it with tiny, shaking hands. An-
drea reaches out and strokes her face clear of tears. Her skin is
clammy and pale and moist, and although at least some of the
performance is for effect, she knows her baby girl is genuinely
devastated.

Next time, she thinks, I'll get them a pet with a longer shelf life.
Like one of those tortoises that lives for a hundred years.

“Go on, Popcorn,” she says gently, gesturing to the hole. “We
need to say goodbye to Faceman now. Would you like to say a
little prayer for him?”

“I c-c-c-an't!” she stutters, trembling so much the box starts to
shake as well. Andrea has visions of the goldfish making a bid for
freedom, flying through the sky and landing on the head of one
of their garden gnomes. This, for some reason, amuses her, and
she fights to keep her face straight. She can’t laugh. Not now.
This is a big, serious thing. The way she plays this will affect
their outlook on the Grim Reaper for the rest of their lives. She
has to at least try to get it right.

“T'll do it,” says Rose, who is two years older and already dis-

TheAtoZofEverything_ 9781400354726_1p_LS0717_cc22.indd 6 @ 71725 3:25 PM



The A to Z of Everything 7

playing the kind of alarming maternal instincts that make An-
drea think she might end up as a grandma by the time she’s forty.
She'll have to lock her in the broom cupboard before long, or
make her take a bite from an enchanted apple.

Poppy nods and leans down to place the box in the ground. It
tilts as she does it, but luckily no goldfish corpses slosh out and
scare them all. Patch is watching them from the hole he’s now
sitting in, and Andrea silently says her own prayer: Please do not
let that stinky little dog gallop over here and run off with the dead
fish’s body.

They stand back respectfully and place their hands together
in the prayer position they've been taught at school. Andrea’s not
at all sure she believes in God, or the afterlife, but it's certainly
useful where small children are concerned. Much more com-
forting than the alternative.

“Dear Jesus,” says Rose, bowing her head so her brown curls
swing around her chubby face, “please take this wonderful fish,
Faceman, into heaven. He was a good fish and we all loved him.
Please give him a nice bowl to swim in and lots of other fish
to play with, and let him know that we will never forget him.
Amen.”

It is a lovely prayer, simple and heartfelt and innocent, and
Andrea feels tears filling her eyes. They are so precious, these
two beauties. These two grubby angels who have enriched her
life beyond belief. In moments like these, she can forget all her
worries: the bills, her lackluster acting career, the sheer exhaus-
tion of being a single mum in a world built for couples. She can
ignore it all and focus on what matters—her Rosehip and her
Popcorn. Best girls in the world.

Poppy looks up at her big sister and offers a small, tremulous

smile.
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8 Debbie Johnson

“It'll be all right, Pop,” says Rose, reaching out and holding her
hand. “Heaven is a beautiful and perfect place, and Faceman
will be happy there.”

Poppy frowns, and Andrea recognizes her Thinking Face. It's
the look that usually goes before a very tricky question—like
Where Do Babies Come From? (said very loudly in the park af-
ter seeing a lady with a pram), or Why Is That Man Bald? (said
very loudly on the bus behind the town’s answer to Kojak), or her
particular favorite, Why Don’t I Have a Dad? (said very loudly at
Parents’ Evening).

“Mummy,” she says, with a voice far firmer than her tearful
expression, “how does Faceman get to heaven? If he’s buried
in a box in a garden? And is there a different part of heaven for
everything—you know, like a sheep heaven and a people heaven
and a goldfish heaven, all in separate bits? Because sheep would
need grass, and fish would need water, and people would need
the pub .. "

Again, Andrea bites down on her lip to stop herself from
laughing. The pub? That's what she thinks people heaven would
be like? She’s clearly been on one too many trips to the Farmer's
Arms . . .

“Well it’s all a bit of a mystery, my love,” she replies. “Nobody
has ever come back from heaven to tell us about it—because
they're just too happy there. Personally I think that angels will
come down and fly Faceman up with them tonight, while we're
asleep.”

As she says this, she sees Rose’s face also screw up into a
thoughtful frown. Oh no, she thinks. They're too old for such an
outrageous fib. They don't believe me, and now they'll want to dig
up the bloody box again tomorrow and check if he’s gone. That's
my night sorted—a glass of red wine and an impromptu goldfish

TheAtoZofEverything_ 9781400354726_1p_LS0717_cc22.indd 8 @ 71725 3:25 PM



The A to Z of Everything 9

exhumation.

“But do they always fly to heaven?” asks Rose, her gaze flick-
ing back to the house. “Because B. A. Baracus hates to fly, you
know that, don’t you?”

It's actually an easier question than she'd anticipated, which
is a relief. This whole thing is a minefield.

“Well, when B. A’’s time has come, we'll . . . flush him down
the toilet? And then he can swim to heaven.”

“Goldfish heaven?” asks Poppy again, obviously not letting go
of her idea of a compartmentalized afterlife.

“Exactly. Now,” says Andrea decisively, keen to avoid any more
of the Junior Tag Team Spanish Inquisition. “Shall we play the
music?”

Both girls nod, and their mum presses the button on the
cassette player. The A-Team theme music blares out, echoing
around the garden and drowning out the birdsong and the sound
of a lawnmower in the distance and the faint rumble of traf-
fic heading into the village. They all stand to attention, sing-
ing along and doing the “Duh-duh-duh-duh” noises at the right
places. It's their favorite TV show, and is a fittingly rousing end
to Faceman’s short, soggy life.

With the final ritual completed, Andrea reaches out for both
their hands, hoping that they'll be happy and not too confused
by all this mortality nonsense. The three of them walk together
toward the cottage, winding their way through the maze of pot-
ted lavender and garden gnomes and buzzing bees.

Just as they're about to go back inside and hopefully settle
down for their usual Saturday morning cartoons, Poppy pulls on
her hand and comes to a halt.

“Mum,” she says in a tone that means business. “What will

happen to us when you go to heaven?”
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10 Debbie Johnson

Andrea kneels down on the cracked crazy paving and takes
both girls into her arms. She feels small hands and skinny limbs
wrap around her, and squeezes them as hard as she possibly
can without popping their ribs. Like she never, ever wants to let
them go.

“Oh, darling—don't worry about that. There’s a very long time
before your mummy goes to heaven.”

She pulls back, still on her knees so she is at eye level with the
children, keeping one hand on each of their shoulders. She looks
from face to face, and sees the way that Poppy’s hand has already
crept into Rose’s; sees their strength and their wonder and their
potential. How did she ever create two such perfect creatures?

“And even when I do,” she adds, giving them both a reassur-
ing smile, “you'll always have each other.”
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Chapter 2

Present Day

know you're aiming for Scarlett-O'Hara-on-her-deathbed,

darling, but with those earrings, you're landing closer to Pat
Butcher leaving the Queen Vic in a black cab.”

Lewis is perched on the end of the bed, trying to ignore the
machines and the wires and the dreaded drip stand. He's feeling
a little queasy because of the smell. That unmistakable hospital
smell: that hideous combination of death and disinfectant.

He can hear the nurses outside, chatting away about their
night out at the weekend, and has a deeply uncivilized urge to
run through the door and clang their heads together. He realizes
it's unfair—God knows, if anybody is entitled to a life-affirming
booze-up, it's people who care for the dying. But still. A little
decorum wouldn'’t go amiss.

Andrea manages to kick him, though it barely registers—she
is very weak, and his behind is very well padded. It’s like a gnat
biting a T. rex. He pats her foot beneath the green blanket and
gives her a smile.

“I hate you,” she says, “with an absolute passion.”
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12 Debbie Johnson

“Careful, my sweet,” he replies, noticing that she is removing
the gaudy drop earrings with shaking hands. “You could pop your
clogs at any moment. Would you really want those to be your last
words?”

“No,” she answers, throwing the jewelry down, ignoring the
fact that the fake ruby drops skitter across the floor, one disap-
pearing beneath the bed and another taking up residence under
the cabinet. “If they're going to be my last words, I'd make it ‘an
absolute fucking passion.” Now, are you ready? How’s the light-
ing? Honestly, you'd think they'd spare more thought, wouldn'’t
you? A few gentle spots instead of all this . . . fluorescence?”

“Spare more thought to lighting? In hospital? | suppose they're
concentrating on more important things.”

“Hal! I've reached the stage where there is no more important
thing. Lighting makes all the difference, you know. There was
this time, on set, with John Nettles . . .’

“Oh lord!” Lewis exclaims, standing to his size 12 feet and

»

throwing his arms in the air in a gesture that is half pleading, half
surrender. “If you tell me another story about bloody Bergerac,
I swear to God you won't get the chance to die naturally—I will
take that pillow and smother you with it!”

She manages a smile, but it is a sad thing. Like her skin
doesn’t have enough life left in it to give it any conviction. She’s
always been slim, as long as he’s known her, but now there is
barely anything left.

Within the space of six weeks, the disease and the drugs have
ravaged her like a Viking horde, leaving this gray, skinny streak of
a human being behind. He'd do anything to pass on some of his
solid bulk, but apparently the boffins haven't yet come up with a
way to transplant the health and vitality of a sixty-eight-year-old

man to his dying friend.
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The A to Z of Everything 13

He feels like crying, and gives himself a stern talking to. There
will be time for self-pity later—right now needs to be all about
her.

“Maybe you should, Lewis,” she says, rooting around in the
makeup bag that sits on her lap. “And I can’t say that I'd mind.
I'd much rather say my farewells to this cruel world with a hand-
some man in my bed . . ."

“Well,” he replies, fussing around with the camera, “I'll pop
out later and see if I can find you one, then. What do you fancy,
Daniel Craig? Or something a bit more old school with a lot of
chest hair, like Burt Reynolds?”

She’s not listening now, he can tell. She has her little com-
pact mirror out, and is inspecting her reflection. The grimace on
her face implies she’s not entirely delighted with what she sees.
With a shaking hand, she tries to grip a brush, dip it in powder,
touch herself up for her final scene. It is pitiful to watch, and he
can't bear it.

He puts the camera down, lumbers toward her, and sits at
her side. There is, sadly, plenty of room for both of them. He
takes the brush and the powder, and goes to work. He adds some
blush and a touch of color to her lips. They are cracked and thin,
dehydrated. Like her body is rejecting anything that will sustain
it.

Patiently, she endures his fussing without a single word of
abuse. She must be feeling bad, he knows, to miss an oppor-
tunity to mock him for his makeup skills. All those years in the
village amateur dramatics have not been wasted.

“Are you done, Max Factor?” she says, her head lolling back
onto the pillow, as though holding it up has drained her of all
energy. “How do I look?”

He reaches out and smooths down her hair. It is a dazzling
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14 Debbie Johnson

shade of silver-gray, closely cropped to her skull in one of those
boyish styles that only the very beautiful can carry off. And An-
drea is beautiful—or at least she had been. Now, the once-stylish
cheekbones—the type his mother always said “aged well"—are
poking out like wires, and her skin is stretched taut, like the
world’s worst facelift.

Her eyes are clouded by pain—she’s refused to take any med-
ication this morning, saying she needs her wits about her—but
are still the same striking shade he will always remember. Such
a deep blue they are almost violet. Elizabeth Taylor eyes.

He’s seen Andrea in many of her TV roles, from back in her
heyday, and she was what they would have called a “stunner”
back then. She was never a star, and hasn’t appeared on-screen
in anything new since 2005, but she still occasionally gets fan
mail, or an invitation to appear at a convention. A lot of people
would recognize her—those eyes. That face. All the roles she
played in the 1970s and 1980s, usually as someone’s love inter-
est, or a feisty barmaid, or what she called Posh Totty.

Never quite the leading lady—but then again, interesting roles
for women were sadly lacking then, and she had two kids to look
after as well. These days, she'd have smashed it, he thinks—been
a Keeley Hawes or a Rachel Weisz or a Kate Winslet. Still, even
when she was playing the Tart with a Heart on The Sweeney or a
Sexy Alien Sidekick in Doctor Who, she was always good. Always
stupendously glamorous. Always unforgettable.

In fact, the only people who seemed to have been able to
forget Andrea are the two people she loves the most. The two
people she’s about to record her final message for, after weeks of
preparation. Of field trips for him. Of rooting through photo al-
bums, making cassette tapes, emptying out bin bags, setting up
video-sharing accounts, drawing on maps with red pen, pilfering
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The A to Z of Everything 15

from scrapbooks. Pillaging their past, in the determined hope
that she can change their future.

He has no idea if it will work. He has no idea if he even
cares—they're not real to him, Rosehip and Popcorn. He's never
met them, and has no real desire to. She banned him from con-
tacting them to explain that she really is ill this time (from that,
he deduces that Andrea may have tried to scam them with dra-
matic hospital visits before now, just to get their attention), and
that suits him just fine. He’s been friends with Andrea for more
than ten years and never been introduced, which says it all.

Partly, he thinks, looking on as she sucks in breath, eyes
closed, fingers weakly clinging on to the blanket with her coral-
painted nails, she didn’t want them to see her like this. Reduced
to skin and bones held together with sheer force of will. Partly,
she is so focused on this crazy plan of hers that it has now be-
come more real to her than anything else, clinging to it and pin-
ning all her hopes on it.

She is convinced that this is her legacy. That this will work.
That she will be able to achieve in her death the one thing she
was never able to achieve in life—bringing her daughters back
together again.

As far as Lewis is concerned, those two deserve less of a sec-
ond chance, and more of a good whipping—so caught up in the
past, in their own petty bitterness, that neither of them could
see what it was doing to their mother. It had been destroying her
from the inside out, just as surely as the cancer, and neither of
them seemed to notice or care.

She’s seen them, of course—there have been weekends away,
trips to their homes, nights out at shows in London. But never at
the cottage. Never in the same room. Never together—and that's
what did the damage. That's what caused the internal injuries
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16 Debbie Johnson

that all the MRI scans in the world wouldn’t show up.

He still has no idea what the two of them are even feuding
about—Andrea has always cast a dramatic glance skyward and
uttered something vague. But surely it wasn't serious enough to
cause this—to leave their own mother spending her last weeks
on this earth coming up with some crazy plan to reunite them?

Maybe, he thinks, she is right not to have told them. She
wants to be remembered as she was, not as she is. And perhaps,
deep down, she doubts that even a call to her deathbed will
bring them together, and that would be more than she could
bear.

His motives, his reasons for being grateful for their absence,
are less pure. Lewis thinks they simply don't deserve her. But
what does he know? He’s never had children. It would be pos-
sible now, in this day and age—he'd find a nice lesbian couple
and come to some arrangement, or even do an Elton John and
David Furnish and maybe adopt. But back in his era . . . well,
confirmed bachelors didn’t become fathers, simple as that. And
from what he’s seen of Andrea’s life, he’s quite glad about it.

He reaches out and takes one of her hands in his. He has
huge hands—he is built like a grizzly bear—and hers are tiny.
Her skin is fragile, like the dusty paper in an antique book, and
he holds it gently, scared it might disintegrate and fly away with
the slightest touch. He feels her fingers twine into his, and is
grateful to be there. She might not have her daughters, but she
is not alone.

“Is it all sorted, do you think, Lewis?” she whispers, startling
him from his thoughts. He'd assumed she was on the verge of
another fitful bout of sleep.

“Do you think I've done enough?” she says, her fingers cling-

ing to his, looking for reassurance.
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“Darling, it is all beyond sorted. I have never seen you display
such organizational skills as I have in the last few weeks. It will
be enough, I promise. So don’t worry about a thing—I know
what to do. Everything is ready, and I'll play my part to perfec-
tion.”

“Ha! That'll be a first, then . . .” she murmurs sarcastically.
Ever the critic. Just because once—once—he dropped the
bloody skull during his am-dram Hamlet.

She tries to sit up, and he sees she is struggling. He helps her
move forward and adjusts the bed so she is propped upright. He
casts one last glance over her—the hair as neat as it can be, the
makeup done, the dreaded earrings gone. She’s insisted on wear-
ing “proper clothes,” even though her cream silk blouse is now
hanging off her shoulders, and has doused herself in Chanel
Coco, as though the girls will have some kind of sniff-o-vision
when they watch this.

“Okay,” she says, drawing in a big breath. “I think I'm ready. |
can practically see a man with a scythe lurking in the corridor by
the vending machine, my love, so we'd better get on with it. The
show must go on. All set?”

He nods and switches the camera on. He's never been much
of a one for technology, and he’s had to learn fast. Now, if he
ever tires of playing the Solid Rural Lawyer, he can become an
internet whiz kid instead.

“Testing, testing. Uno, dos, tres . . .” Andrea says, her voice high
and firm; stronger than he’s heard it for days. What a trouper.

He adjust his angles, knowing that she will insist on reshoot-
ing this if it doesn’t meet her high standards, and gives her the
thumbs-up.

She turns those brilliant eyes toward him and smiles into the

lens. It's a perfect close-up, and she plays it exactly right.
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“My darlings. Rosehip, Popcorn, my only true loves. Not to be
too Hollywood about this, but if you're watching this tape, that
can mean only one thing: | have shuffled off this mortal coil . . .
and you two are going to need each other more than ever. You
need to set aside your differences and look out for each other—

just like you always used to.”
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Chapter 3

Beacon Church of England Primary School, 1986

'm going to rub your nose in that dog poo, you stuck-up cow,”

says Jackie Wells, holding Rose’s face down on the grass by
the scruff of her neck.

It's Rose’s last year at little school, and she has committed the
cardinal sin of being clever. She’s won all the prizes; she’s pretty
and popular and even good at netball. Of course Jackie Wells
hates her.

“You don't even have a dad, and if you did, my dad would beat
him up,” adds Jackie, sitting on Rose’s back. Rose has no doubt
about that; Jackie’s dad looks like a Tonka truck.

She struggles, trying to throw her eleven-year-old nemesis off
her back, but only succeeding in wriggling ineffectually on the
school playing field. She glances ahead, sees flat green grass and,
not very far away, a lovely pile of dog mess is buzzing with flies.

If she was on her feet, she might stand a chance against
Jackie—but unfortunately for her (and for Jackie), the child
takes after her father and already weighs as much as that baby
hippo they saw on the school trip to Chester Zoo.
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Naturally enough, there are no teachers in sight, and the small
circle of kids gathered around the spectacle seem to be enjoy-
ing it. The ones that aren't—Rose’s friends—look twitchy and
embarrassed and worried, but too scared of Jackie to intervene.

Rose tries to remind herself of her mother’s oft-repeated
words, the ones about jealousy being the mother of all aggres-
sion.

That might be true, Rose thinks, but it's not much of a con-
solation right now. Not when her uniform is covered in grass
stains and her face is smeared with soil and she'll be eating poo
for lunch.

She flails around, trying to kick Jackie with her Clarks shoes,
but can’t manage it. All that happens is that Jackie presses her
face even harder into the ground, and for a terrifying few mo-
ments, she can’t breathe at all. She can hear jeers and shouts
and the brave, solitary cry of her best friend, Tasmin: “Leave her
alone, or I'll fetch Miss Cunningham!”

That is followed by a small, sad yelp, so Rose has to assume
that Tasmin has paid the price for her courage.

Jackie pulls her head up, using Rose’s long, curly ponytail like
a handle, and slams her face back down into the damp ground.
She feels soil smash between her teeth and into her mouth, and
again panics as the world goes dark.

Just as she is about to give up and accept her early death,
there is an ear-splitting screech, and Jackie’s hefty weight is sud-
denly gone.

Rose takes a brief moment to suck in air, then rolls around
so she can see what is going on. Poppy has arrived in a blur of
violence and fury, and is holding Jackie down while she punches
her in the head. Rose has no idea how she is doing that, as she

is not only two years younger than Jackie, but most of a baby
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hippo lighter.

“Don’t!” she yells, punctuating each word with a blow from
her balled-up fists, “Ever! Touch! My! Sister!”

Obviously, it's at that point that Miss Cunningham arrives,
and the group of spectators magically all disappear off to play
football or collect ladybirds or talk about Zammo in last night's
episode of Grange Hill.

Miss Cunningham physically drags Poppy away from Jackie,
who is left cowering and crying and, yes, Rose notices with some
satisfaction, covered in smears of the exact same dog poo she
was threatening her with just moments ago.

Poppy is trembling with anger, her long, scrawny body vibrat-
ing with emotion. She looks over at Rose, who is getting to her
feet now, and is instantly calmed by her big sister’s smile. The
smile that tells her that everything is okay, that it will all be fine,
and that there is nothing to worry about.

Rose knows that Poppy is going to get into trouble for this.
But she also knows, deep down, that she wouldn't have it any
other way. Rose might be the one who seems to look after them
both—but when push comes to shove, it’s always Poppy who is
willing to rush right in and batter someone. She’s her avenging
angel, and anyone who crosses her pays the price.

Rose dusts herself down and prepares the case for the de-
fense. As soon as she is upright, Poppy flees from Miss Cunning-
ham’s lecture and throws herself into her arms. She’s so skinny,
and she’s crying, and her hair is all messed up, and she looks a
bit like a vagrant.

Rose hugs her, and smooths her hair down, and whispers into
her ear: “Thank you, Popcorn. And don’t worry—it’s all going to
be okay.”

“Mum’s going to kill me . . .” Poppy mutters, the reality of the
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situation starting to sink in as Miss Cunningham prowls toward
them, hands on hips and scowl on face.

“Mum,” replies Rose, 100 percent sure this is true, “will com-
pletely understand. And she'll probably take us out for tea to
celebrate.”
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