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Chapter 1

Hatching Plans

At this very moment Toby is lying belly-down on the floor, staring intently at his English workbook and doing strange jerky things with his legs as if he’s being mysteriously electrocuted. I’m spread out on the couch, alternately staring at Toby and my English workbook. So far I’ve written the words ‘Human Relationships’ at the top of the lined sheet of paper, but nothing else. A 500-word essay on human relationships: that’s this week’s homework, set by our English teacher Miss O’ Connor. We’ve been studying poets like William Blake and Robert Burns and learning how ‘their personal relationships form the basis for their writing’, and now we’re supposed to do the same – write about how our loved ones influence our lives. I usually quite like this sort of thing. Most girls do, I reckon – we’re far more in touch with our inner feelings than boys, although today even I’m struggling. It all seems very intense for a Thursday afternoon.

Toby really isn’t into anything academic and hates books and reading. People say I’m the brainy one, but that’s only because I’m a closet bookworm and secretly enjoy schoolwork and learning, although I have enough sense not to advertise this geeky fact and always make a point of looking bored in class. Toby’s really quite bright too, but he simply can’t sit still for very long and would rather be out on a field chasing a ball. He almost failed last term, so it’s up to me to make sure that he passes the looming exams. We’ve set a studying schedule, which Toby agreed to at first but now growls about constantly. I would just die if he failed and stayed behind a year!

Toby is my soul mate and truly one of a kind. He’s down-to-earth and honest and genuinely doesn’t give a rat’s shalala what other people think about him. Some people like to pretend that they don’t care but spend hours agonising over who is saying what about them, but Toby really does not care. He’s super cool. Add this to the fact that he’s tall, well-built and a top-notch footy player and it’s easy to understand why he’s one of the most popular blokes at Dunton Secondary, which is where we go to school. As we’re best mates, I wish this meant that I’m also really popular, but unfortunately I think I’m tolerated rather than appreciated. And I’m tolerated because it’s like an unspoken rule with Toby. If you want to be mates with him you have to be mates with me too. Bless the saints and their robes for Toby.

‘Hey, a deal’s a deal!’ I whinge, desperately wishing he would take this homework assignment seriously. Toby scrunches up his face and gives me a look which says ‘haggard old witch’ and is obviously meant to offend me but misses its target entirely (although if he asks me where I’ve parked my broom once more I’m definitely throwing something sharp at him). ‘I hope the wind changes and you stay like that forever,’ I sigh, trying to sound uninterested.

Toby’s legs are now jerking in time with the drumming sound he’s making with his pen on his open book, which is making it difficult to concentrate. My sanity fractures. ‘TOBY!’ I finally snap. ‘You are driving me bleedin’ barmy! We said we would study until four – do you want to be a dummy for the rest of your life?’ I wouldn’t normally call Toby a dummy, but desperate times call for desperate measures.

‘So you reckon that writing soppy essays for Miss O’ Connor is going to make me smart, huh?’ he asks, puffing at the curtain of blond fringe that’s fallen across his bright blue eyes.

Mmm… he has a point, I think to myself (but would never let on). Toby continues eyeballing me and begins blowing glistening spit-bubbles at the same time. Yuk! He’s thoroughly enjoying my baffled silence.

‘Well, put it this way Toby,’ I finally respond, ‘you have to write soppy essays to write your term exam. And if you don’t write the term exam…you fail! Get it? Got it? Good! Now nobody said it had to be award-winning stuff, just write whatever comes into your pip so that we can get out of here.’

To drive my point home I quickly start scribbling whatever words come into my own head. I don’t glance up until I’ve finally filled an entire page, and when I do I’m glad to see that Toby is busily writing too. His tongue is rolled out halfway across his cheek, which is a sure sign that he’s concentrating.

Toby and I have been best friends for as long as we’ve been walking upright, but we’re also two of a group of really good mates. We’re not like a gang or a crew with a street name or anything daft like that; we’re just a bunch of kids who enjoy hanging out together. We were all friends at primary school and now that we’re insignificant froth on the pond that is Dunton Secondary, it just seems natural that we should stick together. This afternoon we’re meeting up at the park near the cinema complex. Everyone calls it the cinema complex but Dunton, which is where we live, is rather a small town and the cinema complex really only consists of a fake-French-style bakery, a mouldy laundrette, a small bank, a second-hand bookshop called Bookends, and a fifty-seater cinema that’s always showing last month’s movie. Nothing very complex about that, but then who am I to break with tradition?

‘Right, we’re off!’ Toby suddenly barks, tossing his pen into the air and leaping towards the coat rack in one unbroken movement.

It’s wintertime so we need jackets, although it’s not the cold I mind as much as the permanent ceiling of heavy grey cloud that hangs overhead and the darkness that comes calling far too early. I love summertime, when it’s always light and there’s enough time for everything – and you don’t have to defrost your toes with the hairdryer.

Toby is already halfway out the door and performing clever manoeuvres with his football, so I make a grab for my coat and head out after him.

‘What time do you have to be back?’ he asks.

‘Back where?’ I mumble absently, still struggling into my jacket.

‘To Mars, space girl!’ he scoffs. ‘Back home, where else?’

‘Oh, you mean hell? Normal time, I guess,’ I sigh despondently.

Toby shakes his head. ‘Your parental units soooo need to chill out.’

‘Thanks for the reminder,’ I brood.

Toby flicks the ball my way, but as usual I miss and have to run to catch it. I have the ball skills of a deboned chicken, but I don’t mind looking stupid in front of Toby and attempt to dribble the ball slowly along the pavement.

‘Keep your eye on the ball!’ Toby shouts.

‘Keep your eye on my butt!’ I yell in return, pretending to be annoyed and quickly pelting the ball his way. Of course it veers in the complete opposite direction and Toby has to sprint to catch it before it disappears down the embankment. He thinks this is very funny, so I point my tongue at him and we walk in silence to the park.

Our silences are never strained, which I think is a sign of a good friendship. Sometimes I have a million things to say, other times I simply like to watch the world go by. Gran says that God gave us two ears but only one mouth, which I think translates to mean that we should listen more than we talk – but then this is coming from a woman who uses purple hair rinse and is convinced that Elvis has been reincarnated as Pogo, her wire-haired Jack Russell. He can, after all, howl the chorus to Are You Lonesome Tonight without missing a beat. There’s no arguing with this sort of bent logic.

In winter when the trees are stripped bare of their leaves you can see right across the valley to the outskirts of London, and the view is spectacular. Toby can’t wait to get lost in the big city, but I love living in a small town. Even if you don’t know what you’re doing somebody else always does, and I find that strangely comforting.

A dark shape moves up ahead. ‘Tom!’ I holler through cupped hands, recognising our friend. The figure spins in fright, raising his fists defensively and frowning. He’s usually really chilled and I can’t imagine what’s lit his fuse, but the instant he recognises us, he smiles. Toby expertly lobs the ball towards our gangly friend, who just as skilfully heads it and catches it.

‘Hey Tom-Tom,’ I sing. When Tom was younger he had a slight stutter, and from this stutter came the nickname Tom-Tom. But only his good friends call him this and it’s meant as an affectionate pet name, never as a taunt.

‘We give you a bit of a scare, tough guy?’ Toby asks, giving him a hearty wallop on the back.

‘You never know who’s lurking around the corner!’ Tom-Tom grins, but his lips are taut with a peculiar uneasiness I don’t remember seeing before.

Tom and Toby start fooling around with the football and leave me standing in the road like Norma No-Mates, but luckily we’re almost at the park where Frannie is sitting with Alf and Pearl. I jog over and collapse on the grass just as Alf jumps to his feet and dashes over to where the other two boys are behaving like toddlers with the ball.

‘Was it something I said?’ I slot myself in closer between Fran and Pearl.

‘Hiya, sweetie!’ Frannie smiles. ‘Must we keep reminding you that when there’s a football involved you, along with the rest of the population, are invisible. You’re dinosaur dust!’ she jokes, rolling her eyes dramatically. ‘I wish I were a bloke. A patch of green grass and a bit of leather pumped full of air and they’re happy.’

‘Yeah, but how interesting can that be?’ exclaims Pearl. ‘It’s much more fun being a girl: not only do you get to gossip about everybody and grow breasticles, but you can use blemish stick to cover your zits without people thinking you’re a sorry sister.’

The word breasticles really is mine, I think to myself. I was – after all – the one who heard it first, but like salt Pearl adds it to everything. She is the raunchy one I suppose and I don’t have copyright on it, so there you go.

‘But enough about those blokes,’ Pearl continues, ‘get this: Michael is sort of having a party tomorrow night!’ Squeal. Pause. ‘We are all going, aren’t we?’

‘What does ‘sort of having a party’ mean?’ I ask sceptically. Michael is Pearl’s new boyfriend and we all think he’s a spanner, but we don’t want to hurt her feelings and so keep our opinions far from her ears. Not that she’d listen to a word we said anyway.

‘Well, he’s not like having a party with loads of people, but his folks are visiting his sister in Cambridge so we’re invited to go and hang out at his place,’ explains Pearl, her eyes shimmering with excitement.

This is a flop-proof recipe for disaster, my inner voice pipes up. Pearl is the eldest of four kids and lives with her mum, sister, two brothers and grandmother in a council house. She’s always complaining how she hates her life and lives for the day when she can escape Dunton forever. I think if Pearl got more attention at home she’d be happier, because she really is a good person. She just needs to be noticed and cuddled and loved more than most. Her problem is that she looks for love in all the wrong places, and generally in the clutches of the wrong sort of bloke. Pearl is a year older than me and I know that she’s not a virgin any more; it’s obvious by the type of blokes she goes with. They’re usually a few years older and always seem to like her more when the lights are off. But Pearl doesn’t seem to mind. Just as long as she’s somebody’s girlfriend.

‘Don’t you mean that you’re invited?’ I ask, not believing for one millisecond that Michael would want us there.

Pearl shrugs. ‘I’ve already told Michael that if he wants me in his life he’ll have to accept that I have other friends too,’ she says. ‘So of course you’re invited. It’ll be such fun, you’ll see!’

Frannie bounces her shoulders and I sit there limply. ‘Um, you know what my folks are like,’ I say. They don’t know exactly what my folks are like, but they have a general idea.

‘You can tell them you’re staying at my house,’ Frannie says half-heartedly, not ready to commit to the party but not wanting to leave me swinging either. I’m not allowed to sleep over at Toby’s any more; mum says it has everything to do with our being teenagers. After Toby, Frannie is definitely my next best friend. She’s utterly together with everything and has it all: brains, looks, cool parents, clear skin. If she wasn’t my friend I think I’d definitely hate her.

‘What do the guys think?’ I ask Pearl.

‘Tom-Tom says ‘whatever’, which is his answer to everything, Alf is keen and I haven’t spoken to Toby yet,’ she answers.

As if on cue, the three lads come hurtling along and crumple down on the grass between us – red in the face and shiny from their game. Pearl immediately launches into another bubbly description of Michael’s so-called party, all the while gazing up at Toby like a puppy begging for a biscuit.

‘Sure, why not,’ Toby casually replies once her jaws have come to a standstill.

‘You want to go?’ I choke with disbelief.

‘Yeah, all right then,’ he confirms.

Toby dislikes Michael just as much as I do and I suspect that he’s saying this just to keep Pearl’s smile in place. None of us trust the crazy, mean glint in Michael’s eye – it’s like he’s not scared of anything and daring anybody to put it to the test. Alf sometimes gets a similar glint in his eye, but without the meanness. He seems to recognise that there is an invisible line between right and wrong and even when he’s teetering on the very edge of it, he knows where to stop. He’s over-excitable, is our Alfie – not nasty. But there’s no telling what Michael is capable of; with him there just is no line.

We hang out together for a while and as usual I’m the first to leave, but not by choice. ‘I’ve got to leg it home,’ I say. Luckily I don’t live far.

‘Yeah right, see you tomorrow,’ says Toby.

‘Cheerio,’ adds Frannie.

‘Oh, Tobes,’ I say, remembering my homework, ‘don’t forget my English workbook. I left it at your house and I’m mincemeat if I don’t hand it in tomorrow!’ Toby nods vaguely and I can see that he’s not really listening. ‘And I might be late in the morning,’ I add, ‘I’ve got to get my eyes gouged out first.’

Toby nods again. ‘Cool, no prob, Ellie.’

He hasn’t heard a word I’ve said and I give him a playful slap on the head. ‘I’ll text you a reminder in the morning, mullet!’ I chirp.

Toby is the only person who calls me Ellie and the fact that he cares enough about me to change my name so slightly makes me toasty. So I share the name with big, fat elephants the world over, but I’ve managed to overlook this narky little fact. My birth certificate states that my full name is Ella (no-middle-name) Watson, and I was born fourteen years and eight months ago. So Ella isn’t short for anything. It’s just Ella. Simple. When mum found out she was pregnant she decided to call her baby Anna, after my grandmother. But when she found out she was carrying twins she had to come up with another name, and quickly. She couldn’t have one twin with a name and leave the other anonymous. That would be unfair – even to a foetus. So she named me after Ella Fitzgerald, her favourite singer of all time. But I don’t look a thing like Ella Fitzgerald; she’s black and I’m very white, so white in fact that in winter I’m more like a mottled shade of blue, which isn’t very attractive. I’m always really envious of Tom-Tom’s complexion in that respect - whatever the weather, his skin’s always a warm brown. My hair is a light brown colour and matches my eyes, which may sound like a nice combination – but unfortunately I just look like I’ve been put through a rinse cycle once too often. ‘Dull and drab’: it’s not a look that’s made any CosmoGIRL! headlines lately.

Thursday afternoon means Dad is playing darts at the pub, which thankfully gives me a chance to ask Mum if I can sleep over at Frannie’s tomorrow night. My parental units are equally strict, but my chances of getting the nod are far better if I catch one of them alone. Mum is in the kitchen feeding our dog Trixie, which – in my opinion – is a really idiotic name, even for an odd-looking dog like this one. But Anna thought it was ‘cute’ and so we’re stuck with it. Most of the time I just call her ‘Dog’ (Trixie – not my sister), but that’s more to annoy Anna than anything else. Annoying Anna is one of my preferred pastimes. It’s just as well we don’t share any classes or a crowd at school, because that would make it a full-time job. Not that Anna actually has a crowd; her and her best mate Marcia just sort of flit about and get on with their own thing. They’re public-school wannabees with state-school pockets, but still they think that they’re one step up from the rest of us.

‘Would it be all right if I stayed over at Frannie’s tomorrow night?’ I ask Mum nice-as-pie, giving Dog a scratch behind the ears.

‘And hello to you too, Ella,’ mutters Mum with her brow all tied up in a scowl. I wonder if all mothers are as irritating as this one.

‘Oh, hi Mum,’ I add cheerfully. ‘So, can I?’

Mum does like Frannie’s folks, which improves my chances considerably. Of course I know that theoretically I’m lying by omission, but it’s much better than lying outright. After all, I really will be putting my head on a pillow, closing my eyes and going to sleep in Frannie’s house. I’m just failing to mention what’s happening before the sleeping part. If I categorically stated that I wasn’t doing anything else except sleeping at Frannie’s, now that would be lying. Anyway, it’s not my fault my parents don’t trust me. It’s not like I’ve given them any real reason not to.

‘Yes, fine,’ she mutters eventually. Mum’s head is in another time zone.

Suddenly the door springs open and ricochets off the wall. ‘Hello girls!’ Dad croons. He seems to be in a good mood at least. He pitches his keys at the kitchen table and moves over to Mum, clutching her waist with his hairy fingers.

‘Hello darling,’ Mum grins and sticks a kiss on his stubbly cheek. ‘I’m so glad you’re home. Are you hungry?’

I am completely incapable of stomaching their lovey-dovey scenes before dinner and quietly slip upstairs to the sanctuary of my bedroom before he has a chance to reply.


Chapter 2

With a Rebel Yell

We hand in our English homework on ‘Human Relationships’ and Toby appears relieved that for once he doesn’t have to conjure up some stringy excuse for not having done his. He must be almost out of excuses by now, I should imagine. The rest of the day is uneventful and dawdles by, and as I sit staring at the ticking classroom clock, waiting for the final bell to sound, I contemplate the brain-freeze-boring life I lead. Mum says that these are the best years of my life. Thank goodness I don’t believe much of what she says. We’ve been passing notes finalising our plans for the evening. Pearl is racing home to begin primping, which should take up most of the afternoon, and the boys are off for a game of footy, which leaves Fran and me.

When do you want to fetch some clothes? she scrawls on a torn shred of paper.

Straight after school? I write below this and pass it back to her. That’s the end of the notes so I guess she’s happy with this arrangement.

We reach my house before three so Mum is still at work. She’s an administrator at a nearby textile factory, although I don’t really know exactly what an administrator does. Opening the front door I can hear schmaltzy music wafting down from upstairs, which can only mean that Anna is home. That, or Dog has become a secret boyband fan.

‘I’m hungry,’ I notify Frannie. I’m always hungry and think there may be something physically wrong with me. Like maybe the bottom of my stomach is missing. Mum says I should practise a little of what she calls ‘self-control’, but I’ve got to find it before I can practise it. I think my self-control went missing along with the bottom of my stomach.

‘How does cheese and jam sound?’ I ask, placing the doorstop-sliced Hovis on the kitchen counter and deciding to listen to the growl of my belly instead of the nagging voice (could that be my self-control?) in my head. Frannie nods, gulping down a glass of water. She’s really good like that – always eating fresh fruit and drinking at least eight glasses of water a day. She says it’s excellent for flushing out toxins, but all it does is leave me with clenched butt cheeks, nervously searching for the nearest loo.

Anna explodes into the kitchen, waving a razor in front of her like a sword. She likes a dramatic entrance, does our hoity-toity Anna. And she’s even worse when I have a mate around. I think she thinks they’re impressed by her. As if!

‘Have you been using my razor again, Ella?’ she yells accusingly.

‘Who me?’ I simper, putting on my innocent face.

‘Yes YOU!’ she roars louder. ‘I told you not to use my razor to shave your flaming legs, didn’t I!’

‘What makes you think I have used your razor?’ I ask reasonably.

‘These…’ she splutters, ‘are not mine!’ One of her carefully manicured fingernails is pointing to a sprinkling of short hairs scattered on the shiny razor blade.

‘And I suppose that you don’t shave? Or maybe you just let your hair grow like a yeti!’ I taunt her. Neither of us is allowed to shave, but of course we both do.

‘This is my brand new razor, so it’s obviously your gross-out hair, Ella!’ she replies, but I refuse to dignify her insult with a response and continue silently spreading margarine on the Hovis slices. ‘Argh! It’s pointless trying to talk to you. Loser!’ Anna finally shrieks and stomps from the kitchen like she’s in training for the military.

‘You’re very vocal for someone who is not-even-allowed-to-shave-her-legs!’ I screech after her.

‘You’re not allowed to shave your legs?’ Frannie asks, staring holes in the Cheddar she’s slicing.

‘Not until we’re sixteen,’ I grunt dismissively, feeling a bit bad that I’ve upset Anna but annoyed that she had to make a scene about a stupid razor. A girl’s got to do what a girl’s got to do, doesn’t she?

Luckily for Anna we’re not identical twins, although people say that if you stare hard through squinted eyes you can tell that we’ve shared a womb. If you stare hard through squinted eyes you’ll see just about whatever you want to see, I reckon. My sister definitely has the looks in the family. She’s got Dad’s creamy skin and hair that’s at least two shades lighter than mine, which makes her almost blonde – and blonde equals babe to most of the gormless geeks at Dunton Secondary. I think Mother Nature is having a bit of a laugh at my expense, to be honest. The whole purpose of being a twin is that you’ve got someone just like you. You look alike, you act alike; it’s the pair of you pitted against the rest of the wicked world come sleet or sunshine! But our Anna toffs about like she’s a supermodel, flicking her golden locks this way and that and walking with a swing that would be better off on a golf course. And worse still, her tricks charm everybody – including our parental units.

Anna only dates boys from Eppingworth, which is the boys’ public school just outside Dunton. It’s an ancient institution with a sparkling reputation that only accepts boys from families with vaults of money and equal quantities of breeding. Our parents know nothing about this, of course. Neither do theirs, I’m guessing, considering that she’s a common state-school girl.

Anna’s cover is Marcia. Mum believes that Marcia and Anna spend every Friday night watching cartoons and drinking cocoa in their frilly nighties, and I suspect she also thinks the same of Frannie and me. We all believe what we want to believe, I suppose – it’s much easier and less painful in the long run. That’s quote number one of the Elemental Good Sense Guide (which is incidentally under copyright). The Elemental Good Sense Guide is made up of basic observations I make about people and life, which I then turn into sayings. I suppose you could say they’re like home-made proverbs, except they’re a lot more straightforward, user-friendly and realistic. They’re like little nuggets of advice or rules to live by, and each one has proven to be really useful. So far my Good Sense Guide consists of about twenty-six quotes, but I add to this list all the time. I plan to become a writer one day, so it’s important that I make these observations about people and the world around me early on in life, before old age shrinks my brain to the size of a gnat. Elemental – that’s also my nickname, but it’s actually more like ‘Ella Mental’. You see: it changes the meaning entirely. My friends call me Ella Mental because they say I’m a bit soft in the head. Yes, my mind not only wanders; sometimes it leaves me completely. But personally I like to think of my behaviour as full-flavoured rather than mental.
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