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For my husband.


‘It’s just so easy.’










Prologue


‘The first rule of Gorgeous Guy Safari,’ I say, making binoculars with my fingers and holding them up to my eyes, ‘is complete silence until you spot a target.’


Abby and Maxie giggle. Like most weekends, I’m hanging out with my best friend and my sister. We’re on the first floor of the shopping centre, looking down to the floor below.


‘That particular species is extinct at my school,’ says Maxie.


‘That’s a bit lame,’ says Abby. ‘Hasn’t even one of them revealed their secret hotness under their geeky exterior?’


‘Ooh, Clark Kent-style,’ I say. ‘Genius by day, hunky by night.’


Everyone at Maxie’s school is a genius, even Maxie. She’s a bona fide, one-hundred-percent gifted, born-with-it genius, who can multiply xs and ys to somehow make real numbers. She goes to a special school for gifted children. It’s kind of cool that my sister’s a mastermind, but the bad part is that her school is much nearer Dad’s. She lives at his house during the week and we only get to see each other weekends – one at Dad’s and one at Mum’s. We’re still really close though. We have been all our lives. Even more so since the divorce.


‘Maybe one or two of the boys are nice. I haven’t really noticed.’ Maxie’s not really into boys yet.


Her face falls into a grungy scowl. ‘School is a bit lame too …’ Her voice lowers and she closes her eyes for a little too long. ‘I’ve been moved down a set in English. Again.’


Not again! I feel a terrible whack of guilt. This might be my fault.


‘Get Tara to help,’ Abby says, tapping my arm. ‘You’ll help your big sister, won’t you?’


Quick, change the subject. ‘She’s not really my big sister,’ I say. Maxie is only eleven months older than me. Probably why we’ve always got on despite the fact we’re so different. I think Maxie would look fab in my pink Roxy top, but she’s wearing her favourite gigantic black jumper with holes in it, over skinny jeans a size too big. They keep falling down. Although I hate the overgrown jumper, I love my sister. I miss her so much when she’s at Dad’s. I miss them both.


Suddenly, a member of the male species catches my eye, one with floppy brown hair. I zoom my binoculars round to get a better look.


It’s him!


My stomach instantly goes heavy, as if my throat has fallen into it. There’s a specific bounce to his walk. I can even identify him from ten metres up, just from looking at the back of his head.


‘Hey. Isn’t that Reece over there?’ says Abby, putting up her finger binoculars as well.


‘The boy from Rimewood School who lives near Mum’s?’ asks Maxie, stepping back from the rail so he doesn’t catch her looking. ‘Didn’t you have a crush on him?’


Abby nods. ‘He used to walk Tara home every day.’


‘Only because it was on his way,’ I say. I didn’t know if he walked me home because he liked me or because he liked me. Now I’ll never know. He moved to Hillcrest High in at the start of Year 7.


‘Poor, heartbroken Tara,’ says Abby.


‘I wouldn’t exactly say heartbroken,’ I reply. ‘I wouldn’t exactly call drawing hearts with large cracks in them and the letters RL in the middle heartbroken.’


Abby and Maxie giggle at my broken heart. I’m joking, but actually I still think about Reece all the time.


Abby whispers, ‘Shall we shout something?’


‘No,’ says Maxie, pulling at a strand of her greasy hair. She hates speaking to strangers.


‘Nooooo,’ I say. But really I’d love to. It’s been ages since I bumped into him.


None of us is brave enough to do anything, but suddenly Reece looks up – clearly sensing the crosshairs on the back of his head. I duck behind the balcony, but it’s made of glass so he sees me ducking.


He waves. I drop my binoculars.


He runs towards the escalator and we straighten up.


‘How do I look?’ I ask the girls.


Abby gives me a thumbs-up.


‘You look good,’ says Maxie, her grungy scowl reaching a new level of nervousness.


‘Hi, Tara,’ Reece says, as he walks over from the escalator. He’s wearing a hoody and really baggy trousers. ‘Hi, Abby. How are you?’


Maxie has gone red, not looking up from her feet. I give her a helping hand. ‘Do you know my sister, Maxine?’ I ask him.


He frowns. ‘Did you go to Rimewood?’ he asks.


‘I … er … for … yes. For a bit,’ she says.


Good one, Max.


‘You were in the year above us, weren’t you?’


Even though she should have been in our year, Maxie was put in a year ahead.


Abby speaks up. ‘Maxie goes to—’


Maxie gives her a wide-eyed look, pleading with her not to say.


‘Maxie goes to a different school,’ I finish for her.


I don’t know why Maxie hates people knowing she’s special. I would love to be special like her.


‘Talking of schools …’ says Reece. ‘Guess what my parents got through the post today from Hillcrest.’


I shrug. There’s nothing uglier than a shrug. I want to kick myself.


‘Apparently, next year Hillcrest is taking on girls,’ he says.


What?!!!


‘Pardon me?’ I say, pushing down the volcano of excitement threatening to erupt.


Abby takes my hand and squeezes it. She knows how huge this is.


‘Yeah,’ he says. ‘For whatever reason, Hillcrest doesn’t want to be just a boys’ school any more. I guess they want more pupils, or better results, or whatever. Anyway, they’re allowing girls to enrol. Next year, in our year – Year 8. Cool, eh?’


A school filled with boys; a school filled with Reece. It’s what heaven must be like. This could be my chance to go to a special school. Not special like my sister’s, but definitely special.


‘Very cool,’ I say, trying not to lose it.


Abby looks at me. ‘Do you think your mum would let you join?’


‘I don’t know,’ I say slowly. I feel a pang of doubt. Do I want to go to a school where I’d be surrounded by boys? Do I want to leave everything I know at Rimewood? I’d have to take the exams to get in. I’d have to work hard.


‘No harm in asking,’ Maxie says. She whispers in my ear. ‘I think he really wants you to.’


‘I’ll ask too,’ says Abby. ‘I don’t want to stay at Rimewood if you’re not there.’


It’s a big decision. Should I do this?


‘You should totally do it, Tara,’ says Reece.


And that’s me decided. Tonight I’m going to ask my parents if I can join a boys’ school.










Chapter 1


8 months later …


‘OK, girls, say cheese!’


We huddle together in the corridor. Me and these girls I hardly know. I met most of them for the first time about half an hour ago and I’m trying desperately to remember all their names. There’s Curly Blonde Candy, with the freckles and about seventeen home-made scoobie bracelets up her arm, and the girl with the long, long hair and hippy beads under the neck of her school uniform. I can’t remember her name. It’s a weird one, some place in America.


The flash goes off. ‘Very nice,’ says Mrs Martin.


‘Will you take one with mine please, miss?’ I ask, and most of the girls rush forward and give her their phones too. We all want a photo for ourselves.


Back in the huddle, Abby puts her arm around me. ‘Can you believe that on Monday this will be our actual school?’ she says. ‘Are you ready?’


‘Is a bikini ready for summer?!’ I say, trying not to let my nerves show.


Almost a thousand boys go to this school. A thousand of them, and only … I turn around to count the girls who are squeezed in around me … only nine of us.


‘Are you ready?’ I ask her back.


But I am the luckiest of the girls because I have Abby.


‘Is a prisoner ready for the firing squad?’ Abby groans.


Oh. Perhaps she’s just as nervous as I am. I give her arm a little squeeze.


It’s scary but also exciting going to a new school that’s different from normal. My sister got into her school because she’s clever. We did have to pass an entrance exam for Hillcrest, but the main reason I got in is because I’m a girl. I’ll never be able to do anything as good as Maxie.


It’s been nice to have something else to focus on rather than my sister, even if it is scary. Maxie has … changed over the last few months. We used to be such good friends, but lately she’s been horrible to me. I would take it personally, but she’s mean to everyone now. She’s not thirteen for a few weeks yet, but it’s like the teenage tantrums have kicked in early. She’s become a nightmare.


Worst thing is, we’re not even close any more.


‘Come on then,’ Mrs Martin says, snapping me out of my thoughts as she hands all our phones back. ‘Time to meet your new classmates.’


We shuffle towards the assembly-hall door in a group. Abby and I exchange terrified looks. This is it – the moment when we meet the boys we’ll be spending the rest of our school lives with. I take a deep breath and glance over at Hannah, with the super-high ponytail. And the girl with the American name – that’s it: Indiana. They both look pretty nervous too. There’s one girl – Simone, I think her name is – who doesn’t look scared at all. She looks like a ghost, just wafting along. How can she be so relaxed?


Next to her is Donna Woods and the less said about her, the better. ‘Stand aside, ladies,’ she whispers. ‘I’ll go first. Give the boys a good impression.’


Donna’s the only other one here who also went to school with me and Abby. But we weren’t friends. Her best friend is her mirror. I always just ignored her. But when Abby and I said we were leaving to join a boys’ school, we got a tiny bit of attention from our class. Next thing we knew, Donna had signed up too. With only nine girls in the year, she’s going to be a lot harder to ignore.


She flips a thick brunette lock of hair from her face, and as much as I hate her, I have to admit she looks really pretty.


Mrs Martin opens the door to the hall and we walk in from the back. The hundred or so boys from the year are all sitting in there, all facing forward so I can only see their hair. It’s like an advert for a boy factory – all wearing the same uniform. Some blond, some dark, but all Year 8.


But I already know my favourite.


I look around for Reece. Where is he?


‘I have asked the boys to make sure there are some chairs for you,’ Mrs Martin tells us.


The hall is arranged in rows of chairs with an aisle down the middle, and there are a few empty seats left. I look for two empty ones together because I’m not ready to sit next to a boy yet. I’d only ever want to sit next to Abby.


‘Gentlemen,’ says Mrs Martin, now at the front of the hall, ‘thank you for coming in in the summer holidays.’


There’s a huffy sigh from some of the boys, probably about the fact they had to wear uniform for one random Wednesday morning in August.


‘But the board arranged this Introduction Day. As well as getting your timetables and schedules ready for the term, they thought it would be a good idea if you met your new classmates. I want you to treat them no differently than you would each other.’


‘I don’t know about that,’ a girl beside me whispers. She has dark skin, her hair is plaited into thick rows and she has a green elastic on the end of each plait. ‘I’ve got two brothers and I wouldn’t want to be treated the way Jumoke treats Bem.’ She giggles quietly. ‘I couldn’t cope with the wedgies!’


I laugh behind my hand. ‘What’s your name again?’ I whisper.


‘Obi,’ she says.


‘Hi,’ I say, ‘I’m Tara.’


‘Can I sit next to you?’ she asks.


Abby flicks her head round.


‘Sorry, Obi,’ I tell her. ‘I’m sitting next to Abby. We’re BFFs from our old school.’


‘Fair enough,’ says Obi.


‘Sit near us though, yeah?’


We’re all standing awkwardly near the door.


‘Come along, girls,’ Mrs Martin says, beckoning us in like baby lambs.


Donna Woods virtually pushes us over as she struts past us down the aisle to the front of the hall, wiggling her hips. In my old school no one ever wanted to sit at the front, but I suppose it’s one way to get attention.


Weirdly, the boys stay facing ahead. Donna flips her hair again and extracts a pen and notebook from her bag, still standing, so everyone can see her for as long as possible. She reckoned she was queen of Rimewood, and it looks like she’s after the crown here too.


Another girl scuttles after her – I think her name is Sonia – trying to wiggle her bum in the same way, but she looks as if she’s recovering from a hip operation. ‘Mind if I sit next to you?’ she asks Donna. ‘Please.’


Donna looks her up and down, then shrugs. ‘Sure.’ Sonia with the pretty ginger hair has clearly passed the test.


I roll my eyes at Abby, and she smiles knowingly. I move to the nearest pair of seats. ‘Shall we sit here?’


There’s a spare chair behind us and Obi moves to take it.


Abby plonks her bum on her chair – then squeals and jumps right up again. ‘It’s wet!’ There’s a big damp patch on the back of her skirt like she’s peed herself.


Despite Abby’s loud squeal, the boys are still facing forward. Now it’s starting to make sense. One of them laughs but tries to make it sound like a cough.


‘Stop!’ I shout. ‘Don’t sit down.’ The rest of the girls hover over the empty seats. I pat my chair and it’s wet too. I look back at where Obi is about to sit.


Obi puts her hand on the seat and nods. ‘Soaked.’


Now the boys start laughing. Hard. One of them, a skinny, spotty boy, even slaps his knee. Who does that in real life?


I put my arm around Abby. Her lip starts to wobble. It would be so bad if she cried in front of everyone when it’s not even the first day yet. I glare at the boys. I see Donna is laughing as well so I glare at her too. She wouldn’t find it so funny if she had been the first to sit down instead of faffing with her bag.


‘Abby, dear,’ says Mrs Martin, ‘why don’t you go and use the hand dryer on your skirt. It shouldn’t take a minute to dry off.’


Abby runs from the hall. I’m so angry for her. Clearly being a girl in an all-boys’ school isn’t going to make us special. It’s going to make us the enemy. Well, if that’s how they want it, that’s how they’re going to get it.


‘Look at the fat girl run,’ the spotty boy mutters, making the boy with the square haircut next to him laugh harder.


I turn on them. ‘Abby is not fat!’ I hiss. She’s curvy, and beautiful. But she’s got a complex about her weight, and this boy is not helping.


‘Ha!’ he laughs. ‘Flabby Abby!’


I scowl.


‘Craig Hurst!’ Mrs Martin snaps at him. ‘Go and get some paper towels and clean every one of the wet chairs for the girls.’


‘But, miss,’ he moans, ‘it wasn’t me.’


From the way the boy sitting next to him is sniggering, I can tell it absolutely was him.


‘And you can stay after everyone has gone, to stack the chairs.’


That shuts Craig Hurst up, and the rest of them too.


By the time our chairs are dry, Mrs Martin has handed out books and timetables.


‘This term is going to be very exciting,’ she says, ‘and not only because we have become a mixed school this year. The board has signed Year 8 up to a fundraising programme. You can raise money for any charity you like.’


That does sound like fun! But the looks on the boys’ faces reveal they don’t feel the same way. One of them carries on flicking his ruler as if he hasn’t even heard.


‘And we thought we’d make a competition out of it. The student, or students, who raise the most money will get a pass for ten people to go to Alton Towers—’


Now the boys are excited. All of them start whooping and talking.


Mrs Martin raises her voice. ‘All funds need to be handed in by the end of the month, so you haven’t got long. But we have so many ingenious girls and boys in the year that I’m sure you’ll find very clever ways to raise money.’


I start thinking of a million things I could do: a raffle, an auction, a dog-walking service …


‘I think we have an unfair advantage, miss,’ Craig pipes up.


‘Why’s that?’ Mrs Martin says.


‘Everyone knows that boys’ brains are bigger than girls’.’


‘Craig. Outside the door. Now.’ She marches him out of the hall but he doesn’t seem that bothered. I want to do anything I can to wipe that stupid smile off his face. Boys cleverer than girls? Not. A. Chance.


We’re going to have to show them what we can do. We’re going to have to stick together to survive.


Girls against boys.


Suddenly I have it! Abby’s still not here so I lean back and speak to Obi. ‘We should team up.’


She frowns for a second. ‘Do you think we’d be allowed?’


‘Why not? Mrs Martin said student or students. And the prize is for ten people.’


‘A fundraising club?’ says Obi.


‘Yeah,’ I say. ‘Me, you and Abby. We can raise money and have fun hanging out.’


Mrs Martin comes back in so we have to be quiet.


‘Let’s meet in the loos to make plans,’ I whisper quickly.


Obi nods.


Mrs Martin claps to get our attention. ‘That’s enough excitement for one day,’ she says. ‘In a minute you’ll—’


The door bangs open. The boy who walks in has hair that’s a floppy brown mess, his shirt is half out of his trousers and his striped tie is all the way to one side. I feel my stomach go heavy. It happens every time I see him.


Reece.


‘Sorry I’m late, Mrs Martin,’ he says, finding an empty chair at the back. ‘But I forgot we had to come in today.’


‘That’s fine, Reece.’ Mrs Martin sighs. She looks as if she’s had enough of her students, and school hasn’t even started yet.


Reece scans round the room. ‘So …’ His eyes register all the girls. ‘This is new.’


Everyone laughs, and he’s somehow managed to break the tension that’s been in the air since we arrived.


Then we make eye contact and he waves hello. Everyone looks at me and I can feel myself blushing. I raise my hand to do a little wave back.


Reece is at Hillcrest. Abby is at Hillcrest. We’re starting a club and it already has three members.


I thought it might be scary being a girl in a boys’ school. What was I worried about? It’s going to be awesome!










Chapter 2


‘Abs?’ I call, pushing the door to the girls’ loos. ‘Are you in here?’


Someone pulls a chain inside one of the cubicles. Then Abby walks out, sniffing.


‘Have you been crying?’ Obi asks gently.


Abby forces a smile on to her face. ‘No,’ she says with a laugh like don’t be silly. ‘I’m fine.’ I think she’d admit she was upset if it was just me and her, but she doesn’t want to say in front of Obi.


The girls’ loos are brand new, never been used, and they’re pretty nice really. Freshly painted, with clean mirrors all along one wall, and the room hasn’t picked up that toilet smell that every other school loo has. There are twelve cubicles along the wall, which should be enough given that there are only nine girls in at Hillcrest.


‘What did I miss?’ Abby asks.


Mrs Martin gave me Abby’s timetable and I pass it to her, and I tell her about the fundraising competition and our club idea.


‘Can I join?’ says Abby.


‘Of course!’ I tell her. ‘We’ve made you a founder member. And I’ve had the best idea for the charity we should support.’


Abby raises her eyebrows.


‘The Rebecca Gardner Appeal.’


Abby smiles, eyes closed. Rebecca is Abby’s sister and she has a condition that affects her kidneys. She’s had a million operations and she’s going to need a million more. The family have set up a charity which does research into the illness and will also help to buy her a wheelchair.


‘Aah, Tara, that’s really nice of you,’ Abby says.


‘Of course,’ says Obi. I explained all this to her on the way and she was fully on board.


‘Come on,’ says Abby. ‘Let’s get out of here.’


‘Hang on …’


A space next to the sinks has caught my eye. A little enclave. A sort of nothing space. It’s about the size of a classroom cupboard, and they could easily have fitted another two loo cubicles there, but I guess, for what ever construction reasons, maybe because of the large pipes in the way, they decided not to.


‘This is the perfect place to set up our club meeting room,’ I say.


Obi and Abby follow my gaze and see what I’m on about.


‘If we hang a sheet across the front. Bring in a couple of cushions. Maybe a box to use as a table – we could make this our own!’


‘Fundraising HQ,’ says Obi.


‘It does mean we definitely can’t have any boys in our club,’ I say, realizing there’s no way we could smuggle Reece into the girls’ toilets every break time.


‘Pfft!’ says Obi. ‘Who wants boys in our club anyway?’


‘Yeah!’ says Abby.


‘Yeah …’ I join in. And then inspiration hits. ‘It’s not a club …’ I say, ‘it’s a mob.’ Sometimes I have to admit I am a bit of a genius. Not like my sister, who is an actual genius, but a little bit of a creative genius. ‘M.O.B.,’ I explain. ‘Mates Over Boys.’


‘Love it!’ says Abby. She gives me a high five, and Obi high-fives us both.


‘Mates Over Boys is going to be the best club ever,’ says Abby.


The club needs some work though, to figure out logos and manifestos and badges – not to mention how we’re going to raise money and win the competition. Suddenly I have an idea, and I whisper it to Abby. She grins and nods.


‘Hey, Obi,’ I say. ‘It’s my birthday tomorrow, and Abby is sleeping over at mine. Do you want to stay too? We can start the club officially.’


Obi doesn’t hesitate for a second. ‘I’m there.’


With me, Abby and Obi, our Mob is going to be indestructible!










Chapter 3


Abby picks up the large piece of paper she’s been working on. It’s a poster with ‘MOB’ and ‘Mates Over Boys’ written in big fat marker pen.


‘I’ve even thought of a logo.’ She points to the top right corner where she’s drawn a star with ‘M.O.B.’ written over it in cool writing. ‘But if you don’t like it …’


‘It’s awesome,’ I tell her.


‘And we can stick photos of us on the poster,’ she says.


‘Cool,’ says Obi.


We’re all sitting cross-legged on sleeping bags on my bedroom floor at our first ever Mob sleep-over. We made a birthday cake but never got round to baking it. Abby thought it would be fun just to eat the batter. I feel full and sick. It wasn’t one of Abby’s cleverest suggestions.


‘We should also make one of those fundraising thermometer things,’ I say.


‘Good idea,’ says Obi. ‘We’ll definitely raise more money than Donna Woods.’


School hasn’t even started, but Obi’s smart enough to have worked out the deal with Donna Woods. An hour after we left the introduction day, Donna friended us all on Facebook and posted the photo of all us new girls. I only accepted her friend request because Obi said she was boasting about raising the most money in the competition.


‘If she wins the trip to Alton Towers, there’s no justice in the world,’ Obi continues.


‘She won’t. There is only one of her,’ I say. ‘We’re clubbing together.’


‘Literally!’ says Obi.


‘I reckon we should see who else wants to join our Mob,’ I say. ‘Make sure we beat those boys.’


Obi smiles wickedly. ‘We should put some tough initiation tests in place!’


I nod, pulling a solemn frown. ‘They must prove themselves worthy.’


‘And I was thinking …’ says Abby.


‘Don’t strain yourself,’ I interrupt with a giggle.


Abby clears her throat. ‘I was thinking about what else this club needs …’ She leans in. ‘A secret code.’ She half whispers the words. ‘So the boys can’t copy our ideas.’


The only code I’ve ever had was with my sister. We’d make people think we were psychic by cunningly spelling out words in our conversations. It’s an easy trick – we’ve pulled it on Abby loads of times and she’s always totally fooled. Maxie and I haven’t done it for ages, but I’d still feel disloyal sharing it with these two.


Luckily I don’t have to, as Obi’s got another one. ‘What about a substitution code?’ She grabs a piece of paper from my A4 pad and starts writing on it:


‘The Secret Mob Code’, she puts at the top, and underlines it.


‘You write out the alphabet in full,’ she says, scribbling letters across the page. ‘Then you pick a number, say five. Then underneath you write out the alphabet again, only with the letter A starting four places forward so A becomes E, B becomes F, C becomes G … and so on.’


‘That’s brilliant!’ Abby says. I totally agree.


Obi gives me a piece of paper. ‘Write a secret message,’ she says.


I study the code carefully, and write:




IWPAO KRAN XKUO BKNARAN


Mates Over Boys forever





They’re both watching me, and I can tell they’re working out what I’m saying as I write it, because Obi gives Abby a high five and shouts, ‘Hell, yeah!’


The front door shuts all the way downstairs. ‘Tara, sweetie, I’m home!’ It’s Mum. ‘Would you come here for a moment, please?’


I beam at my friends. ‘I bet she’s got us takeaway for my birthday,’ I say, suddenly not feeling quite so full or so sick.


Abby claps her hands. ‘Hope it’s pizza!’ she says.


My bedroom is at the top of the house in the loft. I leave Abby and Obi and run down the two flights of stairs to the kitchen. Mum has a big smile on her face, but her cheeks are a bit blurry. Has she been crying? ‘I have a surprise for you,’ she says.


The surprise is hiding behind Mum. It’s not a takeaway. It’s Maxie.


What’s she doing here? It’s Thursday today and she’s supposed to be at Dad’s.


‘Surprise,’ Maxie says flatly. ‘Happy birthday, Tara.’


But nothing about Maxie looks happy right now.


‘Hi, twin,’ I say, our old tradition. But she still won’t smile.


For thirty days of the year my sister and I are the same age. My birthday is 31 August, hers is 30 September. Maxie is exactly eleven months older than me. Today is my birthday, the day we become twins – both of us twelve. The same age, but we’ve never acted or dressed the same.


Or, at least, we didn’t dress the same until just now.


Mum and Maxie are both carrying bulging shopping bags from Primark and Topshop. Mum must have taken Maxie to a salon as well because her hair looks amazing. It’s still long, but it’s in layers, with blonde highlights at the front and a new fringe. She pushes it behind one shoulder and looks … really cool. I’ve been saying for ages how I want to get a fringe and, seeing it on Maxie, I realize it would really suit me.


‘When you said you were going to be out today,’ I say to Mum, ‘I didn’t realize you were meeting Maxie.’ I turn to my sister. ‘How come you’re not at Dad’s?’


‘Charming,’ she says with a huff.


‘I didn’t mean it like that,’ I say in a small voice.


Except I sort of did. Because although I miss Maxie, recently too much of her is not a good thing.


‘Tara.’ Mum steps between us, like a policeman trying to break up a fight before it starts. ‘Maxie’s going through a bit of a tough time.’
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