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For Joe, my favourite person in the world, thank you for everything.





AUTHOR’S NOTE

The Five of Us is a deeply personal book. In many ways I am similar to 
these girls: I went to a comprehensive school, I worked hard, I dreamed 
big, I was the first in my family to go to university. Their lives echo mine 
and my friends’ growing up, where we would also go to the park, gossip, 
and revise for exams sold to us as passports to success. When I became 
a teacher, I made sure to teach in the same kind of school.

I was teaching in 2020 when schools were closed, and I remember 
the impact that first lockdown had. All of a sudden, kids were told their 
exams were canceled, I was deciding their grades, and that they didn’t 
need to come back. It was different from anything we’d ever known. 
What were they doing with their days now? What about all the experi-
ences they were promised and would miss out on forever? I created Crow, 
Cuckoo, Wren, Starling, and Goldie as an amalgamation of the confu-
sion, anger, and resentment that existed at the time and still does now.

The Five of Us is a coming-of-age novel for everyone who was left 
behind.





It was all my fault.
That first night was electric. A sudden freedom. Nobody knew where 

we were or what we were doing, and the world became ours for the taking. 
At the time we thought it was our own special magic, a kind only we could 
access, but now I know that if there was any magic involved, it was evil. It 
gripped us and made us unrecognizable.

There are so many times I have wanted the power to turn the clocks 
back. I wish I’ d never had that idea. It let us loose, out of control. And 
we’re all paying for it one way or another.

I wish it could be different.
I wish I could tell them all how sorry I am.
The five of us. I can’t believe what we turned into.





PART ONE

2020

Everybody that wants to join has got to take an oath, 
and write his name in blood.

—Mark Twain, Adventures of Huckleberry Finn





CHAPTER ONE

CROW

Miss White’s room has seen better days. Not that we’ve ever seen them, 
and this is our last year here. Maybe when the school was first built, 
probably in the sixties or some ancient age like that, it was fresh and 
exciting and full of hope. The white paint wouldn’t be yellowed and 
covered in old Blu Tack, walls littered with posters from students ten 
years ago that are curled at the edges, character studies of Hamlet when 
we don’t even learn that anymore. On the left is a huge tree made out 
of colored paper, the leaves examples of homophones, but someone has 
scrawled Kill Me on the trunk in thick black marker. The tables are graf-
fitied too, mainly on the front-facing edges, random names and dates 
and that pointed S we all know how to draw. Half of them have bits of 
folded paper under a leg to keep them from wobbling. It’s not a partic-
ularly inspiring place, yet Miss White makes it come alive. She’s able to 
transform this room with her energy and enthusiasm so the other stuff 
somehow disappears, and it’s just us and her and her belief that we can 
do anything. Best of all, she’s kept up the photograph of when the five 
of us won the annual poetry competition. Schools from across the city 
compete, and we beat them all. Nobody expected it. We were given a 
small trophy that we had to return the following year, but Miss White 
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snapped that photo of us holding it up proudly the moment of our win, 
and has kept it on the wall ever since.

The date on the whiteboard, written in Miss White’s swoopy hand-
writing, is Friday 20th March. What should have been a normal day is 
now rather suddenly our very last here. There are only seven of us (the 
numbers have been dropping like flies the past few days), and Miss White 
has decided there is no point in doing our usual lesson. Instead she’s 
sitting on her desk, legs swinging, reading us extracts from The Secret 
History by Donna Tartt and telling us to discuss the perfect murder. 
I’ve been leading the debate because it’s one of my favorite novels. The 
main characters are the best of the best at their university, academically 
gifted and truly invested in their studies to the point of obsession and 
murder. A group like theirs, so close and devious and brilliant, is ex-
actly what I imagine my university days will be like, an escape into the 
beautiful terror of the sublime.

Without the murder, of course.
These conversations are the kind of thing we do in Literature Club 

at Wednesday lunchtimes, and Dylan and Jordan have been allowed 
to sit on their phones while the rest of us debate. It’s crazy, but then 
the world has gone crazy. All the rules are changing. Any semblance of 
structure has vanished.

Speaking of crazy: Cuckoo, who has been clicking her pen nonstop 
in a gesture I am sure is meant to infuriate me specifically, leans forward. 
Her school uniform is always in some form of disarray, and today is no 
exception, shirt untucked, shoes scuffed, nothing ever ironed. Cuckoo 
loves an argument. She’ll play devil’s advocate for anything to keep 
tempers raised. The last time we discussed The Secret History, she ques-
tioned why such a culture is considered aspirational. Why do the rich 
kids get to have all the fun? We’re just as bright and interesting, so why 
are we always being told we need to escape our lives and aim for theirs? 
Cuckoo is certainly not an adoring fan of mine, and when I do become 
a success, I’ll be sure to send her the wrong dates for all my author talks 
so she never has the chance to ask an embarrassing question. “Perfect 
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victims can’t exist,” she says. “There has to be some kind of motive driv-
ing the killer. And it’s the victim that causes that, however unwillingly.”

“Serial killers do it,” Starling interjects. “Choose a certain kind of 
victim, one that they know the police won’t care as much about.”

“Exactly,” I say. “See? Perfect victim, perfect murder. If there’s noth-
ing to connect you, you’ll get away with it.”

“Go on, then,” Cuckoo says, refusing to back down. “What’s your 
perfect murder, Crow?”

We’ve had these nicknames forever: Crow, Goldfinch, Starling, 
Wren, and Cuckoo. Cuckoo came later, but the first four were coined 
on a school trip to the countryside, a desperate attempt to introduce 
inner-city kids to the wild outdoors. Look, children, here are trees and 
fields and you can enjoy them for today only, and then it’s back to con-
crete towers and graffitied walls for you. Whichever member of staff 
thought bird-watching would in any way entertain a class of ten-year-
olds was clearly on something, but the nicknames stuck, chosen for the 
first birds we each spotted.

The five of us even rescued a bird once from one of the bins in our 
local park. Wrapped in a plastic bag, a deliberate, terrible act, was a 
pigeon, trying with all its might to escape. The opening had been tied 
shut with a strong knot, only a tiny gap revealing its beady, frightened 
eyes. This was prophetic, we thought. To have a bird in need of our 
help was destiny. We didn’t have any scissors, but one of us held the bag 
with the bird inside it carefully in her hands while the rest of us took to 
digging our nails into the plastic and tearing it apart. We were able to 
check there were no injuries, relieved nothing worse had happened to 
it. When it flew away, we were glad to see it soar.

“That is the mark of a good person,” Miss White said afterward. 
“You’ll have bright futures. You’ve earned them.”

So the names have stuck, and we don’t use our real ones anymore. It’s 
got to the point where we’re starting to turn into them too. Cuckoo is 
loud and brash, and more attention-seeking than anyone. She gave her-
self that nickname after she heard ours, saying it was because she’s crazy. 
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She turned her finger in circles beside her ear and said cuckoo, cuckoo 
to make us all laugh, but I don’t think she knew about the darker side 
of her bird, its parasitic nature. The irony is that she somehow invaded 
our tight-knit nest of friendship, the four of us together and needing 
no one else for so long, and then suddenly Cuckoo arrived, and like her 
bird’s namesake, we accepted her as one of our own.

She’s getting a job after the summer instead of going off to univer-
sity, even though she could. She barely makes an effort and gets the best 
grades anyway. All that natural talent, and she’s having to start some 
managerial scheme in a supermarket to support her family. And I get 
it, her mum died so her dad has been struggling and she’s had to step 
up, especially with two younger siblings, but she always says how happy 
she is, that she wishes things could stay the same forever, and I don’t see 
how that can be true.

Before I can respond to Cuckoo, Goldie yawns, her left hand with 
its smudge of ink down the side covering her mouth. Her charm bracelet 
falls from her wrist to the middle of her forearm, clinking, the sound so 
familiar to me I always know when Goldie is near. She has been drawing 
a series of elaborate flowers in the back of her English book, uninter-
ested in our discussion. People assume she’s called Goldie for her bright 
blonde curls, or her amber eyes, but she’s a bird too: a goldfinch. She 
suits this name entirely; she is striking, vibrant, friends with everyone. 
She’s moving to London when the summer ends to pursue modeling, 
and it’s easy to believe she’ll succeed, looking the way she does.

“The Secret History was never really about murder, was it?” she says, 
in that slow, languid way she has of talking. She gives a shake of her 
head, curls bouncing. “It’s about the pursuit of perfection. It’s impossi-
ble. All perfect actions are. Which is why these characters never achieve 
what they want.”

She always does this. Pretends she isn’t listening, then says something 
irritatingly erudite. Like a goldfinch, she is playful with it, unserious, 
more to join in than really caring.

“What do you think?” Miss White asks, which is what she always 
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asks when she hasn’t got an answer. She knows our nicknames of course, 
everyone at school does. Though if someone else were to refer to me as 
Crow, it would feel wrong. That’s our thing, the five of us alone.

Goldie shrugs. She’s bored of the conversation already, flighty, at-
tention diverted. I roll my eyes at Starling, who grins back at me.

“I wouldn’t do it,” Wren whispers, bottom lip marked from where 
she always bites it. She certainly doesn’t have the loud voice of a wren, 
but she’s tiny and hides herself away a lot. Her hair is the same shade of 
brown, not too long or too short, the rest of her unremarkable. “I could 
never murder anyone. The perfect murder is none at all.”

“It’s not literal homework, Wren.” Cuckoo rolls her eyes. “Miss 
White isn’t asking you to go and stab someone to death.”

Wren visibly droops. She’s so soft. She talks in this sorrowful voice 
and has a habit of keeping her head bent so she never quite meets you 
in the eye. She wouldn’t say boo to a goose, yet she’s the one who has a 
place at Cambridge come October. I didn’t pass the interview stage. I 
know they took one look at me in my cheap shirt and trousers, cringed 
when they heard the heavy accent warbling from my tongue however 
hard I tried to mask it, and gladly sent me on my way, relieved that they 
wouldn’t have to have me in their exclusive club. But someone like Wren, 
sweet and accommodating and, most of all, disguised, a perfect model 
of what Cambridge wants our lot to be, ever so grateful and obedient, 
got in without trouble.

Our school sent us to the local grammar for help with applying to 
Oxbridge. Ours didn’t have the facilities, didn’t have a single teacher 
that went there, didn’t have any idea what the current advice was. It was 
enough convincing them to hire an invigilator for the entrance exam, 
that yes, we really did want to apply. Starling and Wren and I went three 
times to the grammar school’s preparation sessions, where they did mock 
interviews, gave tips, told us what kind of books to read.

I thought I was a front-runner before this. Capable, intelligent—how 
could Cambridge refuse? I didn’t realize how sparse our classrooms were, 
how little we were offered. We walked through that grammar school and 
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saw state-of-the-art facilities, saw teachers with “Dr.” in front of their 
names tutoring students one-on-one, and had the mock interviews in 
a library filled with more books than I’d ever seen, computers so new I 
was terrified to touch them.

Wren wasn’t the only one of us three who stumbled over her words, 
flushed red when put on the spot in the middle of an unforgiving circle 
of smugly confident students. I didn’t understand a question and sat 
there like a gaping fish while the others smirked or looked on pityingly, 
probably wondering what on earth these girls were doing here in their 
pristine school wearing hand-me-down uniforms and shoes from the 
discount outlet. They leaned back, frames wide and cocksure, ready to 
dismiss any challenge, because what could possibly test their innate su-
periority? When they spoke, they had sophistication, an ease and wit 
that flowed like syrup from their throats. They were lyrical, arrogant, 
passionate; they knew their voices mattered, that they were destined 
to be somebodies. Starling and Wren called them stuck-up afterward, 
said of course they sounded smart when they parroted their expensive 
teachers and academic parents, but they don’t get it. I want to wear one 
of them like a suit.

I see the gap like a chasm; one misstep and I will fall and never re-
cover.

“Do it Strangers on a Train–style,” Starling suggests. “If you’re both 
on the same page, it’s perfect. You get to murder who you want with 
none of the repercussions.” She lights up when she says this, but then 
she would, being as obsessed with true crime as she is.

So here we are. The five of us: Goldie, Starling, Wren, Cuckoo, and 
me. The best and brightest in our school, though maybe that’s not saying 
much when Wren is the first to go to Cambridge in years. We’re friends 
because that’s what the smart kids in our kinds of schools do, isn’t it? 
Group together, shoulder the burden of being different from the rest. 
The casual teasing for going against a fundamental pride in not working 
hard. In not trying at school. In not believing there is anything but this, 
forever. In Miss White’s photo of us winning the poetry competition, 
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Goldie is in the center, but I’m the one actually lifting the trophy up. 
Starling is beside me, and Wren and Cuckoo flank Goldie on the other 
side. We’re beaming, the others mid-laughter, me making sure I’m posed 
exactly right in our moment of glory.

When different species of birds flock together, there is always a 
reason. An advantage gained. A great feeding spot. Shelter from the 
cold. Protection from a predator.

“What if they want to murder someone innocent?” Wren protests. 
“Someone who doesn’t deserve to die?”

“Does anyone deserve to die?” Miss White asks.
Cuckoo’s response is immediate. “Yes.”
A beat of silence follows; we all know who she is talking about.
The bell rings, bursting Dylan and Jordan from their screen stupor. 

It always goes on a fraction too long, a maliciously vibrating high pitch. 
Miss White nods at Dylan and Jordan that they can go, and after a hasty 
gathering of their things, they’re out the door, no ceremony involved, 
nothing missed, the corridors a quiet echo of footsteps rather than the 
stampede of noise they usually are.

“I’m not sure when school will start up again,” Miss White says, 
“but online lessons will be running. Provided laptops should be coming 
your way as soon as possible.”

She is addressing Cuckoo and Goldie. I should tell Miss White my 
computer is ten years old, given to the family by one of our cousins. 
Mum uses it to look at millionaire homes on Rightmove, but otherwise 
it sits dormant and dusty in the corner of our living room. I don’t think 
it even has a camera.

“What’s going to happen with exams?” Starling says, all talk of 
murder forgotten. “Are you really deciding our grades, Miss?”

“I’m not sure of all the details at the moment. But as soon as I have 
that information, I will pass it on. Don’t worry. Everything is going to 
be fine.”

We’re about to head out the door when I turn back on the thresh-
old. “Miss White?”



1 2 S i an   G i l b ert 

She has started packing away her own things, but stops at the sound 
of my voice. “Yes?”

My heart hammers in my chest, and I have the sudden thought 
that this might be the last time I see this woman, who told me in Year 
Seven I had a talent for English and should be proud of my work, and 
I’ve made writing my personality ever since. The only person to make 
me feel worthwhile. I want to tell her how much she means to me be-
cause if I don’t now, I might never get the chance.

“Nothing,” I say instead. “See you soon.”
She gives me a smile and a nod, and then turns away again.
There’s nothing left to do. This classroom, with its outdated displays 

and wobbly tables, means everything to me. It’s my ticket, how I pass 
to the next stage. It feels bizarre to leave it like this. But the others have 
gone on ahead, and I have to hurry after them, gazing around to try and 
take in every detail because if I don’t focus, these memories might vanish.

“This is so weird,” Starling says as I catch up. “And we might not 
ever come back.”

“We’ll be back,” Cuckoo says. “This will all turn out to be nothing.”
We walk together toward the school gates, ready to go our separate 

ways. Cuckoo off to the council estate, the big blocks of flats that loom 
in the near distance. Goldie has a flat she lives in with her aunt right op-
posite the school. The grass is never mowed and someone left a graffiti 
tag on the wall a few years ago, but their landlord refuses to do anything 
about it. Which makes the place look horrible, not that I’d ever say it. 
Graffiti is disgusting. Wren and Starling carry on farther, through the 
park. They live in proper houses, and Wren’s parents even own theirs. 
I walk left, round the back of the school and far away enough that no 
one’s ever come round, and I wouldn’t want them to. I don’t want them 
to see the peeling wallpaper, the furniture dumped outside, Mum still 
in her tatty dressing gown. My bedroom hasn’t been redecorated since 
I was a kid, so I study for exams under the watchful gaze of My Little 
Ponies and Barbies.

When we cross the playground outside, the streets past the gates 
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are empty. They would usually be teeming with other students, jostling 
and shoving and yelling and laughing, and now it’s quiet enough to hear 
someone putting their bins out down the street. There isn’t even anyone 
walking past, no cars driving down the road. The world has closed its 
shutters, and we’ve been left outside.

“We’ll see each other soon though, right?” Starling says. “In a few 
weeks?”

She is always upset if she believes she has missed out on something.
“They can’t take our whole summer away,” Goldie says. “We’ve 

earned it.”
But we all hesitate at the school gates, each of us looking back at the 

school building as if it really might be the last time. Goldie goes first, 
unbothered as she always is, but breaking into a laugh when Cuckoo 
dives dramatically through them after her. Wren follows, cautious as 
ever, tucking her hair behind her ears and biting her lip. Starling, sensing 
my reluctance, takes my hand and pulls me through together with her.

“We’ll be back,” I say, more to convince myself than the rest of them. 
But the words sound empty even to me, as if they know better than I 
do that they aren’t true.


