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Chapter 1

Hi ho, Hi ho

My love is as bright and bold and heavenly as the luminous paper stars glued to the ceiling above my bed. I can’t contain it. My romance-riddled heart keeps pumping large lumps of delirious devotion from my head to my feet and around and around my body until I’m left feeling wonderfully dizzy and just a tad woozy. And there’s not a thing I can do to stop it. Even if I wanted to. Which I definitely do not. It’s only been a few weeks and I’m still trying to digest the glorious fact that my best friend Toby – the very same guy I’ve known and adored since like for ever, is now my boyfriend!

Lying tucked up in bed with nowhere particular to be, I decide to practise different ways of saying it out loud. I drop the words from my lips quickly and casually, like it’s something I was expecting to happen all along. I speak the words slowly and deliberately, like our relationship is monumental and could just change my life forever. I then try emphasising the ‘my’ (as in ‘my boyfriend’), just to prove that I won’t take any flirty floozies messing about and pointing passionate eyeballs at my honey bunch. I even shorten it to ‘my boyf’ – like it’s a neat accessory I can carry around with me everywhere. I am a lady in love and I don’t mind hollering about it one bit.

Who would have guessed that little Toby and Ella – the same mischievous toddlers whose favourite trick was to rip off their poo-nappies and hide them in dark places (like behind wall units and underneath sofas) – would remain best friends and eventually become an item. I remember the days when I used to make flower stews for Toby like it was just yesterday. It’s going to be a beautiful wedding one day.

Today is Saturday, which means that there are sixteen days until Valentine’s Day and as it’s our first together – AS A COUPLE – I’m planning on doing something very special to show Toby just how much he means to me. And reminiscing about our childhood starts me thinking: I wonder if Mum has any baby photos of the two of us together? What about making Toby a collage of these photos (nothing too cheesy, mind you – just something small in a frame). There are moments when I tip the genius scales.

The joy of having a laze-about sister is that I’m usually the first one in the bathroom, and by the time I’m finally dressed, shiny and downstairs my dear twin Anna is still in her pyjamas and just barely managing to remain upright in front of the telly. She’s sipping blearily on a hot cup of tea and thinking about waking up, while I’m eagle-eyed and ready to flick through the family photos. Suddenly our dad appears from out of nowhere. The collage will have to wait – I’m much better off at Toby’s, where no one gives me chores to do.

‘Not so fast, Ella!’ Dad says and traffic-cop signals me to do an about-turn.

‘Whaaaat?’ I groan.

‘We’re due for a family meeting,’ he barks like it’s an order, which it is. I know when I’m beaten and wordlessly humph my way to the sofa and sit beside Anna, who either hasn’t heard Dad or isn’t bothered enough to spend the energy on a reaction. She continues testing her tea with her lips and peering at the telly through the crack in her eyelids. Her only flicker of a reaction is when Dad jabs the telly off.

‘Norm’s son Roger has just been accepted as an apprentice mechanic,’ he announces, like Roger just commandeered the first manned spaceflight to Saturn or something. Dad pauses and waits for us to respond with the obvious ‘So what?’ but I won’t do him the favour and I think Anna is still trying to work out what happened to the telly. Norm is Dad’s best mate, Norm-from-the-Pub, and whatever Norm does Dad must go one better. And that goes vice versa for Norm, which means that this situation is suddenly looking very bleak for Anna and me.

‘So I’ve decided,’ he continues authoritatively, ‘that it’s about time you two started earning your own pocket money. You’re almost sixteen and I’m fed up with funding your fun. You need to learn the value of a pound, and the best way to do that is to earn the pound yourself. What you decide to do is up to you, but I’ll expect a progress report on your part-time job search one week from today. Are we clear?’

The curtain has gone down on my sister’s dumb act and she’s suddenly very much awake. We pause, sigh, and nod in dismal unison. Dad appears rather pleased with himself and quickly disappears from the lounge to update Mum, no doubt.

‘Well that’s just pants!’ I groan miserably. A job will mean less time with Toby. Typical, just as I get a boyfriend. ‘Now what?’ I turn to Anna.

‘Now we get jobs,’ she sniffs haughtily. ‘I was thinking about taking up modelling anyway.’

‘You were what?’ I scoff.

‘You heard me.’

‘What sort of modelling?’ I ask. ‘Clay modelling maybe. Ha ha ha.’ Except Anna doesn’t think I’m very funny at all.

‘You’re a riot, Ella. Not! I’m talking about photographic modelling and I’m being completely serious. I believe I have what it takes to make it.’ Anna gives me a snooty stare like I’m a hideous insect she’s contemplating swatting. I’m tempted to remind her that we are twins, but then she has got the whole English rose thing going on. And she did get the cheekbones.

‘Well good luck then,’ I mutter half-heartedly. I know I’m not being very sisterly but it’s just like Anna to be so optimistic about a ruling that could seriously cut into my romance time.

‘I’d have thought that you of all people would be supportive,’ Anna fumes irritably. ‘If I remember rightly, wasn’t it you with your Ella Mental Nonsense Guide that said that people without dreams don’t have anything!’

She has remembered rightly and although I should be feeling rather guilty, as Anna charges off in the direction of the stairs and her bedroom, I can’t help noticing that she has a severe case of bed head. It’s not easy to take this model talk seriously when she looks like she’s been doing headstands on Velcro. And how was I to know that she actually listens when I take the time to share my Good Sense Guide wisdoms with her? Usually she just stares at me with eyes like two glazed doughnuts, so it’s difficult to tell. But Anna does have a point. Never laugh at anyone's dreams – that’s Elemental Good Sense Guide number thirty-something-or-other.

My diary is chock-a-block with Good Sense Guide logic and one of these days I’m definitely going to send it off to someone who’ll print it and circulate it for teens everywhere to take a squiz at. Some people are trainspotters, others are planespotters; I’m a good-sense spotter! I observe the world around me and document my insights in a list called the Good Sense Guide. There’s a lot we can learn from life and people around us, except we’re all usually too busy bouncing about in our little bubbles to take much notice. But that’s what I do. I take notice and turn what I see into very useful and essential bits of clear-cut advice, which is why it’s called the Elemental Good Sense Guide. My friends say I’m batty and also happen to call me Ella Mental, but this has nothing whatsoever to do with the Good Sense Guide. There is a distinct difference.

My eardrums wobble with the sound of Anna’s bedroom door slamming upstairs, which takes me back to Dad’s part-time job ultimatum, which gets me thinking once again about how I’d rather be spending all my time with Toby instead of earning my own pocket money, which reminds me that I was on my way to Toby’s before Dad called the dreary family meeting. That’s called a train of thought, and sometimes mine are so long I completely forget where they’re heading.


Chapter 2

A Dog’s Life

It takes me exactly thirteen and a half minutes to walk to Toby’s and as I approach the familiar, pebble-dashed Sinclair home I notice the empty parking space next to Mrs T’s old, burgundy Rover. I know Toby’s mum said I should start calling her Pam, but I can’t help it – I still call her Mrs T, which is short for Mrs Toby. Silly old childhood habits die the slowest deaths. So do childhood memories, it seems – because I still can’t get used to the fact that Toby’s dad has actually moved in with the blonde non-Mrs T woman I caught him canoodling with in the Jewel Garden not so long ago. And if I still expect to find his sleek silver MG bullet parked in the drive, I can’t even begin to imagine how it must grind Toby up inside.

Imagining Toby moving about somewhere inside the house before me turns my muscles as limp as liquorice laces. We really haven’t had very much time together since that unforgettable day we declared our mutual fancy-feelings (and cleared up the whole Beastly Becky/Glen botch-up, where for one brief moment we let meddling strangers get in the way of our true love for one another). Toby, his mum and older sister Melanie left shortly thereafter to spend their Christmas holidays with Mrs T’s family in the Algarve. I suppose she felt they needed to get away from it all for a bit, but on a personal level I found it very inconvenient and stressful. My love boat docked but I wasn’t permitted to board. How cruel. So it’s still very early days for Toby and me and we’re still finding our way around this lovey-dovey thing we now have going on. Of course I’m feverishly excited by it all but there’s a small, growing bean of panic lodged in my throat, and it’s nourished by the fear that love doesn’t come with any guarantees and I could just as easily lose my glorious new boyfriend (in which case, do I lose my best friend too?). Our relationship has – apart from said botch-up – been seamless and wonderful, so I’m hoping and praying that any changes are for the better and don’t muck things up. Oh my jangling nerves are making it difficult to hear myself think.

Toby answers my knock and looks golden and gorgeous with his thick, blond stand-up hair and bright blue eyes. ‘Ella!’ he grins.

‘Toby!’ I grin. ‘Er…’

‘So are you going to come in or what?’ he continues grinning and takes one step backwards.

‘Uh yah, course I am,’ I twitter breathlessly but attempt to sound flippant. It’s this initial breaking-the-ice greeting thing we haven’t quite got choreographed just yet. I step toward the radiator-warm belly of the house and glance up at Toby as I pass by him. His face looks calm but his hands are twitchy and his smile hasn’t budged. Suddenly and without warning he dips his head in my direction. I’m a little slow to respond so he quickly pulls back just as I push my chin forward to receive his kiss but then rapidly retract it for fear of looking stupid. Then we simultaneously move our heads toward each other and knock foreheads.

Very cool. We both chortle and grimace and try again. It’s second-time-lucky and as our mouths touch, our hello-kiss is brief but sweet and gentle. Our lips fit together perfectly and even our noses manage to settle neatly side by side without crashing. We were custom made for each other.

Just then Toby’s spiteful sister Daftcow Melanie slithers from the shadows. Lurking quietly in the shadows or basking in the spotlight, Melanie is anything but predictable and usually only sees people in terms of how they can or cannot benefit her world. And if you have no direct benefit then your purpose is to serve as the butt of her jokes. To her I am a butt.

‘Oooh la la,’ she cackles wickedly, like our innocent kiss has a PG rating or something. ‘Did I just catch Toby and Ella snogging!’ She wraps her shrill observation up in puckered lips and finishes it off with a long, spaghetti-sauce-slurping sound.

‘Uh, whatever, Mel,’ Toby huffs and motions me to the kitchen with his eyeballs. We’re like that, Toby and me; we can communicate with our eyeballs. I follow obediently and try to ignore Daftcow who is swaggering behind us with a know-it-all glide in her stride.

‘So, how long have you two been a sucky-face couple then?’ she caws, quite obviously relishing her nosy-parker discovery.

‘Mind your own beeswax, Melanie,’ Toby orders and flips the kettle on.

‘Yeah…mind it…’ I blither dismally, eager to back my boyf up but still a little wary of Melanie’s bite. I can see she’s going to be a problem sister-in-law.

‘Come on, I think it’s cute!’ she sings. Daftcow seems to have us confused with furry, baby bunny rabbits. ‘Ah, young love,’ she finally concludes with a dramatic sigh.

‘I said, whatever, Melanie – now don’t you have your own life to get on with?’ Toby meets her head-on.

‘Oooh, tetchy!’ she huffs and finally departs from the kitchen with a nose-in-the-air swank. She obviously doesn’t have much going on in the dating department or she’d have definitely given us all the gruesome details.

‘What is she like!’ I plug the silence and pseudo fume, like I actually had something to do with that exchange instead of just trailing Toby mindlessly.

Toby abandons the tea assembly and turns to wrap his arms all the way around me. ‘Forget about her and tell me how you are, Ella Mental,’ he smiles down at me. My heart, along with the rest of my internal organs, does a simultaneous triple somersault.

‘Just fine,’ I gulp deliriously.

‘It’s nice to see you.’ His eyes are twinkling mischievously; he can see how nervous I am. There’s not much I can hide from Toby.

‘And you,’ I blither stupidly, like I’m having high tea with the Queen. If I’m going to act differently things are going to be different, I lecture myself. This is good old poo-nappy Toby; I must stop feeling so awkward! ‘I mean, nice to see you too, Toby Sinclair,’ I grin and tuck my arms around his waist. There, that’s better. This time I reach up to him and balancing on tiptoes, settle a light uncomplicated kiss on his lips.

The sound of footsteps stomping down the stairs separates us instantly. ‘I’m off to see your grandparents.’ Mrs T can be heard yelling from the direction of the living room, ‘I’ll be back in a few hours!’

‘OK, see you later then,’ Toby replies, giving me a sheepish smirk. Recipe for a tricky situation: take teen romance, add parents and mix thoroughly.

I’m not sure if Mrs T even knows that I’m here, but I shout a goodbye just in case. Now that I’m Toby’s girlfriend it’s very important that I stay on her good side. ‘How is your mum coping?’ I ask Toby, and then straight away wish I hadn’t. Stupid girl! Just as we’re getting cosy I go and remind Toby that his traitor dad has set up house with the bleached non-Mrs T woman.

‘She’s fine,’ he replies. ‘I think she’s actually relieved that it’s all finally out in the open.’

‘I can understand that,’ I nod. ‘And how are you feeling?’ I just don’t seem to know when to stop; the wire connecting my mouth to my brain seems to have come loose.

‘OK, I guess. My dad keeps phoning. Mel speaks to him but I’ve got nothing to say to him yet. Nothing nice, anyway.’

‘I can understand that, uh, too,’ I blither. Forget about the loose wire; I have one brain cell and it’s taken the day off anyway. The ticking of the grandfather clock in the hallway suddenly seems louder. I don’t think Toby wants to discuss his dad any further. Tick tock. Time to change the subject. ‘You’ll never believe what the parental units have come up with this time,’ I charge ahead. ‘They’ve ordered Anna and me to find part-time jobs to earn our own pocket money. And I think they really mean it. Talk about Dullsville!’ Of course I can’t tell Toby that I’m really against the idea because it’ll take me away from him; that’ll definitely sound more desperate dolt than liberated lady.

‘So what are you going to do then?’ he asks.

‘I dunno,’ I sigh. ‘Poke myself in the eye with a fork maybe?’

Toby gives my suggestion a few moments thoughtful consideration before responding. ‘Nah, I don’t think you’re the street theatre type,’ he grins, ‘and there’s not much money in it either. Hey, footy season is winding down and I could also do with some extra cash. How about we find something together?’

‘Really?’ I squeal loudly. So much for liberated lady then. ‘I mean, that’s a good idea. Do you have anything particular in mind?’

‘Mmmm,’ Toby muses. ‘We’re not quite sixteen yet so that might limit us a little, and I don’t much fancy an early-morning paper route. But we’re both keen on animals, right?’ I nod my head madly. ‘And neither of us is scared of dogs, right?’ I shake my head madly. ‘So how about we set up our own dog-walking business? We could print flyers advertising our services and pop them into Dunton’s post boxes. I reckon we could charge at least five quid per dog per hour, and we can pretty much choose our own hours. What do you think?’

I think I’ll even clean up soggy dog droppings while poking myself in the eye with a fork if it means I can be with Toby, and I nod my head madly for the second time in as many minutes. My brain is starting to rattle.


Chapter 3

Lessons in Love

There are now only fifteen days left until Valentine’s Day and not only do I not have a card or a collage for Toby, but I still have absolutely zero clue what I’m going to wear. And this is our first Valentine’s date, so I’ve got to look better than great. CosmoGIRL! says that this season’s big fashion statement is vintage, and the only vintage person I know is my mother – who is a serial hoarder, so there’s a good chance she might have something that’s so old fashioned, it’s back in fashion, hidden somewhere in her cupboard.

It’s Sunday morning and both parental units have already left to go to whatever it is units go to on Sunday mornings, which gives me the time and the opportunity to have a scout about without letting another soul in on my plan. Today was made to order and I leap from my cosy cocoon and spear the fluffy turquoise dressing gown hanging from its hook on the back of my bedroom door. It may be eight degrees outside but Dad doesn’t like the central heating on for more than a few hours at a time. He says it’s not good for us, but I think he means it’s really bad for his pocket.

I emerge from my room and notice that my troublesome twin’s bedroom door is still closed, but that could mean anything – Anna never leaves her door open. I glance at my wristwatch. It’s almost ten. Anna’s definitely still asleep in her bed. I head in the direction of the units’ bedroom at the end of the hall and poke my head through the door but make the rest of me wait outside. I must be absolutely certain that both units are out first. Their bedroom is neat and quiet and definitely unit-less, so I let the rest of me in and shuffle over to the long, white built-in cupboard that spans the length of one side of the room. The first door reveals Dad’s clothes. The second one is hung with various dangling coats. The third has shelves packed with shoe boxes, bags and cardboard cartons and I expect that what I’m looking for might possibly be found amongst this lot, but I check the fourth and final door just in case. Just as I thought: not-so-retro motherly clothes.

I return to the shelves and scrape my early-morning eyes across the boxes and bags, trying to guess which one might possibly contain fabulous vintage threads that will make me look super-cool. It could be any single one of them. What I’d give for a cup of tea, but the units won’t stay away for ever so I decide to start at the lowest shelf and work my way up.

The front of the bottom shelf is almost completely taken with a stack of faded Vogue magazines that date back to the 1970s. Who knew they had magazines in those days? The model on the cover of the top magazine has the sort of big bouffant hair you could easily mistake for a tea cosy (or maybe I’m still thinking of that cuppa?), and her eye make-up is heavy and dark and fanned by eyelashes that are as long as a cow’s (not Daftcow Melanie, mind you – I mean the type you milk). You could take off with those eyelashes if you’re not careful, I chuckle.

I pat the space behind the prehistoric Vogues with my fingertips – expecting it to be empty, but come across what feels like a pile of paperbacks instead. And although I know full well that vintage fashion feels nothing like paperbacks, I’m in poking-about mode and can’t resist mindlessly extracting a few copies from out of the darkness anyway. The books are soft and brown with edges that curl up like Aladdin’s shoes. They smell old too, and have titles like Wings of Desire and Flames of Passion and Race for Love with the words ‘Hearts and Flowers’ centred in small curly print above each one.

I notice that each cover is illustrated with a man, a woman, and something in the background. And they’ve either used the same overworked artist for every book, or everyone’s related – because they all look the same. All the women have large melon-breasticles, heart lips, long wispy hair and a thing for clingy clothes. All the blokes are tall and knotty with muscles and have Ken-doll square jaws and thick wavy hair. The only significant difference between each cover is the background, which just might have something to do with the book’s title. Wings of Desire has a small aeroplane that’s tilted in a climbing position, and the tall, muscled bloke also happens to be wearing a pilot’s uniform, so no prizes for guessing what that one’s about. The Flames of Passion bloke is covered in black grime and seems to be wearing fireman’s pants and boots. There’s also a burning building in the background. Directly below the title Race for Love is a chestnut racehorse that’s flat and stretched out in a gallop, although the cover bloke is far too brawny to be a jockey. He’s dressed in a sharp suit, so maybe he’s a punter or he owns the horse or it’s his day off. Or something.

With dwindling interest and fashion on my mind I toss the books to the carpet, but the one on top – Race for Love, springs open on page forty-two. I can’t help it; I’m too nosy not to notice. I retrieve the paperback and start reading…

 

‘Tell me you feel it too, Taylor,’ Sven growled hoarsely, breathing in her musky scent. ‘I don’t believe you’re willing to spend the rest of your life not knowing, not knowing what it might be like…what we might be like!’ He gazed deeply into her shimmering hazel eyes and lovingly tucked an escaped tendril of long dark hair behind her delicately-shaped ear.

‘I can’t Sven, I just can’t,’ Taylor stammered. She must think about Hugh and forget all about Sven and how he makes her feel like a real woman. She breathed deeply to steady herself and her soft full breasts rose and fell. Ignoring her pleas, Sven circled her small waist with his large masculine hands. His fingertips brushed the warm flesh of her flat belly.

‘I love you, Taylor,’ Sven whispered. He covered her mouth with his lips. Her resistance gave way and he explored her mouth and tasted her sweetness.

 

Ah! I snap the book shut and squeeze the edges tightly closed, as if trying to contain Sven and Taylor and their forbidden hanky panky inside the pages. My eyes are as big and round as tennis balls and jump off the page and bounce around the room to make sure that nobody has caught me reading this…this er, rather interesting piece of literature. They don’t stock any of this ‘Hearts and Flowers’ business in the Dunton school library, that’s for certain. Or maybe I just landed on a particularly saucy book, and the rest of them are straightforward and quite wholesome. I reach for Wings of Desire and let it fall open on the carpet. These books have a mind of their own! I begin reading at page fifty-three…

 

Rick found her in the first-class cabin gathering up her belongings, ready to disembark the deserted plane. ‘Where do you think you’re going?’ he shouted angrily. His starched captain’s uniform gleamed in the early morning light.

‘What do you mean?’ Misty replied, surprised by his sudden appearance.

‘You know exactly what I mean!’ Rick growled and covered the space between them in three strides of his long lithe legs. ‘No more games,’ he added, moving up close to her and breathing in her captivating and seductive perfume. ‘I know you love and want me just as much as I love and want you!’ He silenced her with his open mouth…

 

Mother! It’s a miracle the woman only has two kids (and we are twins, you know – two birds and one stone and all of that…). Speaking of which, I wonder if Dad knows about these ‘Hearts and Flowers’ books? Ugh! Now there’s a thought I wished I hadn’t had.

‘Now what?’ I mutter quietly to myself and stare at Wings of Desire and Race for Love and poor, confused Taylor and passionate Rick and Sven who all quite obviously have so much to teach me. My conscience is telling me to do one thing but my teenage heart and hormones are demanding I do quite another. I slide a hand back into the darkness, past Miss Vogue and her tea-cosy head, and feel around for more of the devilish paperbacks. There are at least another two, three…six, seven…ten or so. My mother has no shame! Still, it’s somehow reassuring to know that she is vaguely human and not the holy, super-organised, no-nonsense law maker she always seems to be. ‘So there’s a bit of motor in her rotor after all,’ I chuckle to myself. Conveniently forgetting my scratchy conscience I grab the three ‘Hearts and Flowers’ novels and scoot from the units’ bedroom as fast as my slippers and gown will take me. I can’t risk borrowing them all in one go!
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