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Chapter One

Halfway down the M4 motorway, Mum turned off her phone.

She hadn’t really spoken to me since shed arrived at my school that
morning, and she certainly hadn’t listened to me. Stefan was driving
us in the big, black car. It whispered along the damp tarmac. I could
hear myself breathe.

Mum only turned off her phone for two reasons: to play with me
or to lecture me. I knew she wasn't starting a round of car bingo.

Outside my window were soft green hills. Sheep. A rook flying out
of a hedgerow. A low grey sky. The pointy bit of a church and then
the rest of it, with low grey houses huddled around it. England
basically. ’

['turned to look at Mum, who had folded her arms. Her blue eyes
were bright and hard and not as light as theyd been in the
headmaster’s office. She was chewing on her bottom lip.

‘It wasn't my fault, I tried to explain again, but she put up one
manicured hand. She kind of flips it up and bows her head a little at
the same time. There was no point in talking once Mum had put her
hand up like that. All over the world, the entire oil industry knew not
to talk to my mother once shed put her hand up like that. Even the
Russians don’t bother any more.

[ stopped trying to explain.

Nobody had listened. The headmaster hadn’t, which is why

Capitolul unu

Pe la jumitatea autostrizii M4, mama si-a inchis telefonul.

Abia daci-mi spusese doud vorbe de cand venise dupd mine la scoald,
in dimineata aceea, si nici pe mine nu ma lasase sa vorbesc. Eram intr-o
masind mare si neagra, cu Stefan la volan. Rotile se invarteau in surdina
pe asfaltul umed. Puteam sd aud cum respir.

Mama nu-si inchidea telefonul decét din doud motive: sa se joace cumine
sau si-mi faci morald. Stiam ci numai la o partida de bingo nu se gandea.

Pe fereastra vedeam perindandu-se dealuri verzi, domoale. Oi. Un corb
luandu-si zborul de pe un gard viu. Un cer plumburiu, apasator. Varful
unei biserici, apoi treptat restul ei, cu case joase, cenusii, ingramadite in
jur. Intr-un cuvant, Anglia.

M-am intors si mi uit la mama, care isi incrucisase bratele. Ochii ei
albastri erau stralucitori si severi si mai intunecati decat fusesera in biroul
directorului. Tsi musca buza de jos.

— N-a fost vina mea, am incercat eu din nou sa-i explic, dar ea a ridicat
o mana ingrijita.

Asa face ea, si-o azvarle dintr-odatd in sus si in acelasi timp isi inclind
putin capul. Cand isi ridici mama ména asa, se incheie orice discutie.
Peste tot in lume, intreaga industrie petrolierd stie ci trebuie s tac atunci
cand mama isi ridici mana asa. Nici mécar rusii nu mai incearca.

M-am potolit cu explicatiile.

Nu-i pisa niménui. Nici directorul nu fusese interesat, motiv pentru care



Idbeen expelled. And getting expelled is%hy Mum and the company
driver came fo.get mie.in the middle of term. And Mum and Stefan
coming to get me was why I was going to get the lecture.

I hated Mum's lectures. They always started the same way, ‘When
['was a girl in Kansas...

Mum finally spoke to me. ‘When I was a girl in Kansas, she said.

I'sighed. It just came out. And she shot me a look that could have
melted the glass in the window.

- When I was a girl in Kansas, Mum said again, very tirmly, ‘One
of us sisters was hand-raising a runt pig.

I'had to turn and look out the window again, quickly, because I
nearly giggled. It was ‘runt pig. Mum gets very American in times of
stress, but that phrase was too much.

Mum continued, ‘If you raised a runt pig by hand, they would
usually live, and then you could sell them. You could get quite a lot of
money for a grown hog, back then, and the rest of the family would
have given her half that money for herself’

. Despite myself, and despite the whole ‘runt pig’ thing, I was getting
interested. I knew better, because this was a lecture about back on the
family farm in Kansas, and something horrible would happen soon

but I couldn’t help getting interested.

But; Mum said. “The sister was busy with schoolwork and other things
and kept forgetting to feed the baby pig and clean out its little pen. The
other sisters reminded her a few times, but then Mom told them to stop!

She looked at me, and I looked back.

The piglet died, she said. ‘And the sister learned that her actions
had consequences.

Oh, God. Poor baby piglet. That really was horrible. Probably the
most horrible one I'd heard so far.

I could barely remember my grandmother. My aunties had visited
more, but 1 kind of remembered them as interchangeable large
tanned women with big voices. Together, theyd let a defenceless baby
pig die, just to teach one of them a lesson. Hideous.
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ma si exmatriculase. Din cauza asta veniserd mama si soferul companiei
3 mi ia la jumatatea semestrului. Si pentru ca-i facusem pe mama si pe
Stefan s vina si ma ia, aveam si ma aleg cu o predica.

Uram predicile mamei. Toate incepeau la fel: ,Cand eram eu mica, in
Kansas...“ In sfarsit, mama mi-a vorbit.

— Cand eram eu mica, in Kansas, a spus ea.

Am oftat. Asta e, nu m-am putut abtine. $i mi-a aruncat o privire care
ar fi putut topi sticla de la fereastra.

— Cand eram eu mic4, in Kansas, a spus din nou mama, foarte ferm,
una dintre noi, surorile, s-a apucat $4 creasci cu mana ei un godac
pricajit.

A trebuit si ma intorc repede si s4 ma prefac ca ma uit pe fereastrd, ca
s3 nu ma apuce chicotitul. De la ,godac pricdjit” mi se tragea. Cénd e
foarte stresatd, mama incepe subit sd vorbeascd ca un american get-beget,
dar expresia asta era prea de tot.

— Daci hrineai cu mana ta un godac, de obicei supravietuia, crestea
mare si puteai sa-| vinzi, a continuat mama. Un pore, pe atunci, valora o
suma frumusici, iar familia i-ar fi lasat ei jumatate din bani.

Fara sa vreau, povestea ma prinsese, cu tot ,godacul pricdjit“. N-ar fi
trebuit, pentru ci toate povestile despre ferma familiei din Kansas aveau
un final oribil, dar nu m-am putut abtine.

— Numai ¢ii sora cu pricina era ocupata cu scoala si cu alte lucruri si
tot uita si hrineasca purcelul §i sd-i curete cocina, a spus mama. Celelalte
surori i-au adus aminte de cateva ori, dar apoi mama le-a spus sa inceteze.

Atunci s-a uitat la mine, iar eu i-am sustinut privirea.

— Purcelul a murit. Si sora a aflat ¢a actiunile ei au consecinte.

Oh, Doamne. Bietul purcel. Asta chiar ca era un final oribil. Probabil
cel mai oribil pe care il auzisem péna atunci.

Pe bunica abia daci mi-o aminteam. Pe mitusi le vazusem mai des,
dar si pe ele mi le aminteam destul de vag, niste femei bine ficute,
bronzate, foarte asemanatoare, cu voci puternice. Tmpreuné, lasasera sa
moara un purcel nevinovat, doar ca si-i dea o lectie uneia dintre ele.

Groaznic.
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The lectures wer€ always hideous. Oné/sister was always mess-
ing up. TheTest wete giving hertotgh love to help her straighten
out. I was surprised theyd all survived their childhoods, let alone
become so successful. I'd heard the story a hundred times: when
GrandPa died and Grandma was left on the farm with four girls—
two of them still in primary school, shed come home from the
funeral, cut off her long hair and started farming the land herself.
Sometimes I thought all the sisters had done so well just so they
could keep their hair.

None of them had become as successtul as Mum, of course.

Shed been looking out her window and gulping a bit. The lectures
about Kansas and her family always left her emotional. T looked out
too, just to see where we were—at the turning for Slough. We were’
nearly at Heathrow. Soon we'd be home in London.

It felt weird not being in school. T couldn’t quite believe I wouldn’t
b.e going back. I could imagine the faces of all my friends, could
Plcture Sophia in class, chewing on her pen top to help her think, T zzy
filing her nails under the desk while keeping an ‘I'm so interested:lbok
on her face.

Hurtling down the M4, I kept smoothing my uniform skirt over
my knees and thinking, ‘this is the last time I'll do this and trying to
feel sad. .

But really, I couldn’t wait to be home, to be back in our London
townhouse. Four floors of luxury. My games. The telly room. My
Jfacuzzi. Marta’s cakes. Bliss. No more six a.m. wake-ups. No more
getting told off for every little thing. |

The Slough exit went by and Mum finally got control of herself
and said, “You have to learn that your actions have consequences, too.
Her big blue eyes were shaded and still. o

‘We both do, she added. ‘Because if you could hurt soreone as
badly as Archie is hurt—’

I wasn't having that.

T didn't hart him! It wasn't my fault! He slipped!’
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Predicile astea erau intotdeauna groaznice. De fiecare data era o sora
care ficea cine stie ce boacdnd. Celelaite ii administrau cate o portie
sinitoasd de ,iubire aspri® ca s-o aduca pe calea cea bund. Ma si miram
cum de reusisera toate s treaca cu bine de varsta copilériei, ba chiar sa si
devini adulti impliniti. Auzisem povestea asta de o suta de ori: cand a
murit bunicul, lisand-o pe bunica singurd la ferma, cu patru fete = dintre
care doud inca in scoala primara —, dupa inmormantare, bunica s-a intors
acasd, si-a tiiat pirul ei cel lung sia inceput sa lucreze ea insdsi pamantul.
Mi gandeam cateodati ci de asta se si descurcasera toate surorile atat de
bine — ca si-$i poata pastra parul.

Sigur, niciuna dintre ele nu avusese atita succes ca mama.

Mama rimasese cu ochii pe geam, incercand sd scape de nodul din gat.
Povestile despre Kansas si familia ei mereu o emotionau. M-am uitat si eu
in jur, doar si vad pe unde eram — chiar la iesirea spre Slough. Aproape ca
ajunseseram la Heathrow. in curind aveam sa fim acas3, in Londra.

Mi se parea ciudat sa nu fiu la gcoala. Parca tot nu-mi venea sa cred ca
plecasem de tot. Mi-i imaginam pe prietenii mei in clasd, pe Sophia,
rozind un varf de pix ca sd se concentreze mai bine §i pe lzzy, pilindu-si
unghiile pe sub banci, dar cu fata ei de ,\Vai, ce atentd sunt la lectie®

[n timp ce masina gonea pe autostrada, imi tot netezeam fusta
uniformei peste genunchi, gandindu-ma: ,E ultima data cand fac asta”® si
incercand sa mé simt trista.

Nuimnai ci, de fapt, abia asteptam s3 ma intorc la casa noastra din inima
Londrei. Patru etaje luxoase. Jocurile mele. Camera cu televizorul.
Jacuzziul meu. Prijiturile Martei. Fericire. Gata cu trezitul la sase
dimineata. Gata cu certatul pentru cea mai micd greseald. Dupd ce am
trecut de iesirea spre Slough, mama si-a venit in sfargit in fire gi a spus:

— Si tu trebuie s inveti ca actiunile tale au consecinte.

Ochii ei mari si albagtri erau tristi si lipsiti de stralucive,

— Amandous trebuie s3 invitim, a adaugat ea. Pentru cd, dacd ai fost
in stare sa rinesti pe cineva atat de grav cum 1-ai ranit pe Archie. ..

Pana aicl.

— Nu l-am ranit eu! N-a fost vina mea! A alunecat!
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Whywasn'tanyone hearing/me?

Muna’s eyes.darkened more and-narrowed. ‘And whose idea was it
to climb out on the roof in the first place? And who dared Archie to
:(io it, shaming him, and telling him that he would never, and I quote

grow a pair and start shaving until he could stop being such a quS};
girly freak?”

That would be mine and me. Maybe, I suddenly thought, maybe
it had been a bit my fault. I slumped down. A hard,' hot thing landed
in my chest. Shame.

' ‘Both his legs are broken in two places. He’s going into surgery
right now, because they think he ruptured his spleen. Judith was on
the phone to me in the middle of the night, crying, because he hadn’t
regained consciousness. Thank God he has, now. Thank God he will

probably be okay. Thank God he doesn’t have a brain inj
' \ ain injury. Th
could have died, Jules’ injury. That boy

Sweet little Archie.
| [t was like getting hit, hard, somewhere right in the middle of me.
I suddenly realized why none of my friends had answered my texts.
Why I'd been expelled. Why Mum had chewed a layer of skin off her
bo.ttom lip and had turned off her phone to lecture me, right in the
middle of a big negotiation. Stefan’s eyes caught mine, briefly, in the
rear view mirror and then kind of slid away. So hed already known
loo. )

Ever}fone would blame me. I closed my eyes, just to avoid Munt’s
:}nd Stefan’s, Ibut when I did, I saw last night: Archie’s white, panicked
tace and his fingers, scrabbling at the wet roof tiles. I snapped my eyes
back open again.

We were turning into Heathrow. Why were we turning into
Heathrow?

A§ 1 was saying, Mum said, ‘if you could do somethin g like that,
then it’s not just you who has failed, it's me, too.

T‘hls was a huge deal. My mother doesn’t fail at anything.

She said, Tve really enjoyed being your mother. I know we don’t have
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De ce nu pricepea nimeni lucrul asta?

Ochii mamei s-au intunecat si mai tare si s-au ingustat.

— Siideea cui a fost s urce pe acoperis? Cine l-a provocat pe Archie,
ficandu-1 de rusine si spunandu-i, citez, ¢a ,n-o s-ajungd niciodata barbat
daci se poartd ca un ciudat si e mai fricos ca o fetita?“

A mea fusese ideea, eu il stirnisem. Poate cd fusese pe undeva si vina
mea, mi-am zis eu deodati. M-am dezumflat putin. Ceva apasator si
fierbinte mi s-a cuibirit in piept. Un sentiment de rusine.

— Are améandoua picioarele rupte in doud locuri. Chiar acum il
bagi in operatie, pentru ci doctorii banuiesc o ruptura de splina. Judith
a stat cu mine la telefon pana la miezul noptii, plangand, pentru
ci baiatul ei inca nu-si recdapatase cunostinta. Slava Domnului, acum
este constient. Slavdi Domnului ca probabil o sa se faca bine.
Slava Domnului ca nu are leziuni cerebrale. Baiatul asta putea sa moara,
jules.

Blandul, delicatul Archie.

Fra ca si cum as fi primit o loviturd puternica in stomac. M-a izbit
dintr-odati de ce niciunul dintre prietenii mei nu-mi raspunsese la
mesaje. De ce fusesem exmatriculatd. De ce mama isi muscase buza de
jos pani la sange si de ce isi inchisese telefonul ca sa-mi tind mie o predica
fix in mijlocul unor negocieri importante. Pentru o clipd, am intdlnit ochii
Jui Stefan in oglinda retrovizoare, dar gi-a ferit imediat privirea. Deci si el
stia.

Toati lumea avea si ma invinoviteascd. Am inchis ochii, doar ca sa-i
evit pe ai mamei §i pe ai fui Stefan, dar prin minte au inceput sa mi se
deruleze intamplarile din seara precedent: fata albd, ingrozita a lui Archie
si degetele lui, incercand cu disperare sd se agate de tiglele ude ale
acoperisului. Imediat mi-am deschis ochii la loc.

O coteam spre Heathrow. De ce o coteam spre Heathrow?

— Dupa cum spuneam, a Zis mama, daci ai fost in stare de aga ceva,
atunci nu e doar greseala ta, ci sl a mea.

Asta era o chestie colosald. Mama nu face niciodatd greseli.

— Imi place foarte mult sa fin mama ta. Stiu cd nu petrecem
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a great deal of time togéther, buf I'veltried t¢ make what time we have
count. L'didalot of research| befored sent you to that particular school
justlike I did before I hired Gloria, or sent you to Skerne, or.. . she kinci
of trailed off.

Mum. Shed outsourced my childhood.

..maybe I should have spent more time with you, she said
softly.

You think? I nearly said it out loud. But what was the use? I'd said
it before, loads of times. I just looked at her.

She sighed again. And then she took my hand. Hers was cool and
soft and mine felt hot and sticky. She undid her belt and slid over and
cuddled me. When you've really messed up, and you get a cuddle, it
means so much, you kiiow? It means that although you're an idi:)t,
you can still be loved. I held onto her and tried not to sniffle.

She held me tight and said, ‘Ever since you didn’t make it into the
Royal Ballet School..’

Seriously? I thought. Must we? I pulled away. ‘When are you going
to give it a rest, Mum? It’s not about that. Nothing is about that’ 7

So I didn’t get into ballet school. Most people who try out for it
don’t get into the Royal Ballet School. The ratio is ridiculous. I didn’t
even really want to go.

Everybody keeps talking about ballet school. It's been over a year.
it doesn’t matter to me at all and 1 just wish they'd shut up about it?

Mum didn't slide back to her side. She sat in the middle and twisted
her ring. Finally, she looked up. She said, ‘Look, Jules. We have to face
it. You've been different since you failed the audition’

| You failed. That's a nice thing to keep hearing from your mother.
You failed, 1 failed, you failed more. I looked out the winldOw, wishing
['could jump through the glass and run away, right across the roads
and onto the airstrips. 1 would run and run across the whole of
Heathrow Ajrpert and through the fences at the other end, and keep
going. I'd never, ever stop.

< e .
I dori’t know what to do with you any more’

76

mult timp impreuna, dar ce timp avem, am incercat si-1 fac sd conteze. Am
ficut cercetari amanuntite inainte s te trimit la scoala aia sau sd 0 angajez
pe Gloria sau sa te trimit }a Skerne sau... pierdu ea sirul.

Asta era mama. Imi diduse copiliria pe mana altora.

— _.Poate ar fi trebuit si petrec mai mult timp cu tine, adauga ea incet.

Zici? Era s-o spun cu voce tare. Dar ce folos? [i mai spusesem si inainte,
de multe ori. Asa ci doar m-am uitat la ea.

Mama a oftat din nou. M-a luat de ménd. A ei era racoroasa si moale, pe
a mea o simteam transpirata si lipicioasa. Si-a desfacut centura de siguranta,
a venit langd mine si m-a luat in brate. E mare lucru si te ia cineva in brate
dupi ce ai facut o prostie cat tine de mare, stii? [nseamna ca, oricat de idiot
ai fi, cineva tot te iubeste. Am imbratisat-o straduindu-ma sa nu plang.

— De cand n-ai intrat la Scoala Regala de Balet... a zis mama pe cand
md tinea strans in brate.

_Pe bune?* m-am gandit eu. ,Chiar trebuie sd vorbim despre asta?”
M-am desfacut din imbritisare.

— Cand ai de gind s3 incetezi cu asta, mama? N-are nicio legétura.
N-are nicio legaturd cu nimic.

Asa, si n-am intrat la scoala de balet. Majoritatea celor care dau examen
nu intrd la Scoala Regala de Balet. Numarul admisilor e ridicol de mic. Nici
micar nua tineam sa ma duc.

Toatd lumea ma omoari cu scoala de balet. A trecut mai bine de un an
de atunci, pentru mine nici nu conteaza si as vrea s-o lasam moartd odata.

Marma nu s-a intors la locul ei. Statea la mijlocul banchetei si-si rasucea
inelul. In cele din urma, isi ridica privirea.

— Uite, Jules. Trebuie s recunosti ca te-ai schimbat de cand ai esuat la
examen.

Ai esuat. Ce frumos e sa tot auzi asta de la mama ta. Tu ai esuat, eu am
esuat, tu ai esual mai tare. M-am uitat pe fereastrd, dorindu-mi sa pot sari
prin geam si s-o jau la goana, peste benzile soselelor, pana pe pistele de
aterizare. 53 alerg fira oprire, sa stribat tot aeroportul Heathrow, si trec
de gardurile din celalalt capit si s md tot duc. Sa nu ma opresc niciodata.

— Nu mai stiu ce sa mé fac cu tine.
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Mum hadinever known what te'do \with me. That’s why shed
9utsourced my childhood. Td been a surprise, a mistake, an
inconvenience all my life.

‘5o, I'm sending you where I know you’ll get what you need. I'm
sending you home to Kansas’

‘WHAT?

I shouted before I thought. I was so horrified that I—it just... God
I'wished I hadn't shouted. Shouting at my mother was so stupid. ’

Shouting at my mother always shut her face down, hard. I looked
and it was already like that. Her fine eyebrows were drawn together
tight and she had that crease between her eyes, deep, deep.

‘No; T begged. ‘Please, no; although I knew, from Iodking at her
face, that it was already too late.

You've never even been there; Mum said, in a hard, bright, cheerful
voice. She had disappeared behind her professional shell. Nothing got
through that shell.

Stefan pulled up outside Terminal 3, jumped out and opened my
door. He and Mum seemed to be moving much faster than I was... I
nearly fell onto the pavement. As I scrambled to stand, he briskly
loaded my cases onto a trolley. Mum handed a folder to a vaguely
familiar blonde girl in a smart suit and thanked her. |

‘Bethany will explain and help you pack; Mum said.

‘Mum, no!” She hugged me again and I held onto her. She felt good
to me again. She felt amazing. Warm and soft and firm at the same
time. She smelled wonderful.

I begged again. ‘Don’t do this. Please.

People were looking. I must have been louder than I thought. Oh
and I had started to sniffle, too. ) ,

My mother pushed me away from her, gently, but firmly. She
cupped my cheek in her hand for a moment. Her blue eyes were /nearly
navy with emotion and I knew how upset I'd made her. I hated that—
I hated that she was making me go, I hated that T had to leave her, I
hated that I'd made her upset and T hated that shed called me a failure.

1§

Mama nu stiuse niciodata ce s faci cu mine. De asta toata copildria ma
lisase pe mana altora. Fusesem o surpriza, o greseald, un inconvenient de
cand md stiam.

— Asadar, te trimit acolo unde stiu cé ai sa primesti ce-ti trebuie. Te trimit
acasd, in Kansas.

— POFTIM?

Am tipat inainte si ma gandesc. Eram atat de ingrozitd, incat pur si
simplu. .. Doamne, ce-as fi vrut sd nu fi tipat. Ce tampenie, sa tip la mama.

Cand tipi la ea, fata mamei impietreste brusc intr-o expresie de nepatruns.
M-am uitat la ea si deja se intamplase. Avea sprancenele incruntate si intre
ochi ii aparuse cuta aia adanci, adanca.

— Nu, am implorat-o eu. Te rog, nu, desi stiam, dupa fata ei, cd era deja
prea tarziu.

— Nici micar nu ai fost acolo, spuse mama, cu o voce fermd, cristalind si
vesela.

Disparuse in spatele mstii ei profesionale. Nimic nu trecea de masca aia.

Stefan a oprit in fata Terminalului 3, s-a dat repede jos §i mi-a deschis
usa. El si mama pareau cd se misca mult mai repede decat mine... aproape
Cit am cazut pe trotuar. Pand sd ma ridic eu, el deja imi incarcase bagajele pe
m cirucior. Mama i-a intins un dosar unei fete blonde, intr-un costum
clegant, care mi se parea vag cunoscutd, si i-a multumit.

— Bethany o si-ti explice totul si 0 s te ajute sa impachetezi, a spus mama.

— Mami, nu!

M-a imbriatisat si eu am strans-o cu putere. In bratele ei ma simteam din
nou bine. Mi simteam extraordinar. Mama era calda si moale si ferma in
acelasi timp. Mirosea minunat. Din nouam implorat-o.

—— Nu face asta. Te rog.
Incepuseri si oamenii sa se uite la noi. Probabil cd vorbisem mai tare

decat credeam. Ah, si ma mai si smiorcdiam. Mama m-a dat la o parte
bland, dar ferm. M-a méangaiat scurt pe obraz. Ochii ei albastri erau
aproape bleumarin de emotie §i stiam cat de supdratd era din cauza mea.
Uram chestia asta — uram ci ma obliga sa plec, uram ci trebuia sa o para-
sesc, uram ¢ o supirasem si uram ca imi spusese ca sunt o dezamagire.
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Thated'everything abotit that momenit.
And" thenothat 'moment was‘gone. I was just standing there,
watching the car roll smoothly away. Mum didn’t even look back.

By the time Bethany had taken me to the private lounge, my head
felt like it, too, was full of low grev cloud. There was a buzzing in my
cars and [ felt a long way away from my body.

['was very obedient in this state. I handed over my blazer and my
phone. I put on a T-shirt and jeans and socks and trainers and
Bethany passed me a cardigan.

My tablet, my computer, my Bluetooth speaker and my school kit
went into our monogrammed cases with my blazer and school
shoes—it was easy to see they would all be going home without me.
A big plastic rolling case I'd never seen before got packed with pants
and bras and jeans and T-shirts and bikinis and shorts and jumpers
and the waterproot jacket I would normally only wear at Skerne Lodge
or if we were going walking. Some cotton summer dresses I'd never
seen and didn’t much like went into that case with new sandals, in a
soft brown suede that matched the cashmere cardigan I'd been
handed.

The whole time, Bethany kept up a running monologue. {d once told
Mum she was nice... so now she was apparently in charge of my life.

She dropped a word that made my inner clouds clear. Abruptly, I
had a working brain. ‘What was that?’ I asked. ‘Economy class?’

Bethany pushed in my sponge bag and zipped up my new case and
then turned.

“Your Auntie Margaret said that shed have you on one condition. ..
that she be completely in charge of you. Including paying your
expenses.

Margaret was the one whod taken over running the family farm.
[ could vaguely remember her—dark hair.

Bethany grimaced. ‘I think you're going to have a bit of a lifestyle
change’
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Uram tot ce tinea de momentul acela.
Si momentul s-a incheiat cat ai clipi. Am rdmas acolo s privesc masina

indepartindu-se. Mama nici macar nu s-a uitat in urma.

PAni sa ajung in sala de agteptare privatd, unde ma condusese Bethany,
peste minte mi s-a agezat o ceatd cenusie, apdsatoare. Imi tiviau urechile
si mi se parea ca ma uit la mine din afari, de la mare distanta.

in starea asta eram foarte ascultitoare. I-am dat sacoul si telefonul.
Mi-am pus un tricou si niste blugi, sosete si pantofi sport, iar Bethany mi-a
dat o jachetd.

Tableta, laptopul, boxa mea portabild Bluetooth si trusa mea de scoald au
intrat in valizele noastre cu monogrami, impreund cu sacoul si pantofii de
scoald — era clar ci se duceau acasé fard mine. O valizd mare de plastic, pe roli,
pe care nu o mai vizusem pana atunci, era plina cu pantaloni, sutiene, blugi,
tricouri, chiloti, pantaloni scurti, pulovere si jacheta impermeabild pe care de
obicei o purtam doar Ja cabana din Skerne sau dacid mergeam in drumetii. Mai
crau si niste rochii de vard din bumbac, pe care le vedeam pentru prima data

si care nu mi-au placut cine stie ce, si niste sandale noi, maro, din piele moale,
care mergeau cu jacheta din casmir pe care tocmai o primisem.

Tot timpul asta, Bethany a vorbit intruna. Ii spusesem candva mamei
-4 e dragutd... asa cd acum 1se incredintase cu totul viata mea.

La un moment dat a spus ceva care mi-a limpezit ceata din cap. Rotitele

1

Ain creierul meu s-au pus brusc in migcare.

— Ce-ai zis? am intrebat. Clasa economica?

Bethany mi-a inghesuit geanta cu cosmetice in valiza cea noua, a
inchis-o si s-a intors spre mine.

— Mituga ta Margaret a spus cd te primeste cu 0 conditie. .. sa se ocupe
ea singura de tine, cum crede de cuviintd. Deci tot ea ifi acoperd gi
cheltuielile.

Margaret era cea care avea acum griji de ferma familiei. Mi-o
aminteam destul de vag — avea parul inchis la culoare.

— Cred ci te asteapta o schimbare a stilului de viatd, a zis Bethany,
straimbéandu-se.
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