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				When my grandma died I was in an art lesson at Parkway Juniors, intent on a messy self-portrait, dabbing random colours everywhere and feeling kind of happy. When there was a knock, and my mum appeared behind the glass of the classroom door, some of my happiness drained away. Your mum only turns up to school when something serious has happened. She was very pale and hadn’t bothered with make-up. Her brown hair was scraped back in a short ponytail and she had the kind of expressionless look that I now know comes from shock. It was probably one of the few times that she looked like the rest of us mortals. Not a shred of polish.

				The rest of it happened in slow motion. Mum coming into the classroom, our teacher frowning in concern and glancing over at me. As my child’s mind put things together I thought it must be about Dad. Something had happened to Dad. And then things speeded up. I stood up quickly, sending my self-portrait wafting up into the air before floating to the floor. The tray of paints slid off my desk.

				But it hadn’t been Dad. As Mum talked to me, explained how Grandma had been very ill for a while and this was really sad, but she was peaceful now, and that she had loved me very much – even though Mum’s face was ashen and her eyes were damp I struggled to feel anything. I loved Grandma, didn’t I? Why couldn’t I cry?

				It’s something you’re not warned about when someone close to you dies. That sometimes you don’t feel a thing. Nothing. You feel weird and as though you’re hovering above yourself and life is going on around you. And a bit of you feels this odd excitement. Adrenalin. It is nothing like you imagined it would be.

				‘It’s the shock,’ Dad told me later. ‘And sometimes, feelings are so big you have to put them away. Deal with them another day.’

				And he had stroked my hair back from my face and I saw in him something really sad. As though he was all too familiar with putting things away, and dealing with them another day.

				‘It sounds heartless,’ he’d told me next, ‘but sometimes terrible, awful things happen and you think they might break your heart. But we’re designed to move on, darling. And learn to be happy again.’

				‘I could never be happy knowing Grandma isn’t here,’ I told him miserably. ‘How can you carry on loving people, trying to be happy, when they’re gone? It hurts too much.’

				‘It does . . . but it gets easier.’ He smiles distantly. ‘One day you will suddenly feel yourself again; happy, when you never thought you would.’

				I stared up at him then, disbelieving, and his smile this time was broader as he nodded.

				‘Something . . . or someone will bring it all back to you, Eloise.’
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				I am feeling . . . homesick. And just slightly over the company of my travelling companions, Syd and Jamal. When we’d first planned this trip – our last ‘hurrah’ before uni and real life – it had seemed like a great idea. I’ve known them since we were all ugly, snotty-nosed four-year-olds at kindergarten. I thought I knew them inside out, that nothing they did could grate on me that much. Not after all the three musketeers had experienced together: primary school, the ruthless pecking order at the local comprehensive, dire Scouts trips to the New Forest, shared, oppressive family holidays, festivals, pointless band practice during our ‘let’s be rock stars’ phase. They’re just Syd and Jamal: a bit annoying, and about as physically attractive as I am (average to awkward on a good day). Syd and Jamal didn’t laugh when I’d started wearing glasses at the age of seven. They haven’t laughed (at least not in front of me) at my dad’s pigeon fancying, or at the fact that my mum is a formidable karate instructor and not a home-made cakes and fresh flowers kind of lady.

				Syd and Jamal have always just accepted me for who I am. In return I don’t bat an eyelid at Syd’s obsession with Baywatch re-runs and Alphabetti Spaghetti, or Jamal’s fixation with old footage of Fascist demonstrations during the Second World War.

				Me, I have no extreme tendencies. I read a lot more than I admit and I have not much interest in football. I like girls, but have not yet developed the necessary skills to approach them with anything like a well-constructed sentence. I admire them from afar and, like a lot of other emotionally immature boys my age, I admire the wrong ones. Girls way out of my league, but if I am being honest none of them have yet been interesting enough to let that really bother me.

				That sounds arrogant. It’s not. It’s just that experience and good sense have not yet intervened to help me find my soulmate. And I am beginning to realize that I am not a casual relationship kind of guy.

				Syd and Jamal aren’t great with girls either, and this works well to maintain the camaraderie between us. None of us have ever posed a threat to each other.

				But it’s getting to the point where their little idiosyncrasies are tiring and I want them to go away.

				Like tonight, in this heaving club in a still sweltering Madrid, Syd appears to have reinvented himself as a ladykiller. It worked at first. The lights are quite low and Syd has drunk six bottles of beer, which make him fearless and perhaps deluded. Whatever it is, a female volleyball-player type is dancing with him – while Jamal and I stand stunned by the bar.

				Then one of Syd’s contact lenses falls out and all his composure evaporates in his frantic efforts to feel the damp floor around her feet searching for it.

				‘Should we step in?’ I venture to Jamal, whose mouth is frozen around the lip of his beer bottle. ‘I think the game’s up for Syd.’

				Jamal considers for a second. ‘Syd’s a big boy now. He needs to find his own way.’

				‘Or his own contact lens.’ My eyes flicker around the room. Great-looking people everywhere. Spain does nothing for your self-confidence.

				‘We should see if those guys are here . . .’ says Jamal, after a bit. ‘The ones we met last week in Granada. Didn’t they say they’d be here this week?’

				I frown. ‘You mean the Abercrombie and Fitch models?’

				Jamal is chuckling. ‘The very same,’ he nods, Yoda-like. ‘But they were OK. Obviously higher up the food chain. But, Dan, they could make things happen for us.’ He finishes his beer, placing it on the counter behind him. ‘Did you notice how they were followed by beautiful babes wherever they went?’

				‘I see. You think that by association we will suddenly become babe magnets?’ I say drily. ‘I’m not sure it works like that.’

				‘It’s our only chance, Dan.’ Jamal shrugs. ‘Let’s face it, Syd’s not doing our rep any favours. I’m socially awkward. You . . . well, you’re cripplingly shy . . .’

				‘I wouldn’t say cripplingly,’ I reply, wounded. ‘I’m picky.’

				‘Fine,’ sighs Jamal. ‘Oh God . . . what on earth is he doing?’

				I smile as a hunched Syd staggers out of the crowd. The female volleyball type is craning her head in all directions, wondering where he’s disappeared to.

				‘Crap,’ mutters Syd uncharacteristically. He’s a well-brought-up kind of nerd and doesn’t often swear. ‘Just when things were starting to happen for me.’ He straightens up, scratching at his hair and squinting.

				‘But think of the humiliation you’ve saved yourself for later,’ I tell him, laughing. ‘You know, when the lights come on . . . or she sobers up.’

				‘Funny,’ Syd says grumpily. ‘For your information we were having a very interesting conversation. Ella was telling me how gutted she was at not making the Olympic team.’

				‘So she is a volleyball player?’ I nod. ‘Thought so. Her shoulders are probably twice the width of yours.’

				This raises a laugh from Jamal. The two of us are now trying to control ourselves in front of poor Sydney.

				‘Mate . . . It would never have lasted,’ Jamal pulls himself together, trying to be comforting. ‘You belong with a comic book nerd kind of chick. Like that Sophie girl who hangs out at Ventura Legends back home.’

				Syd sighs melodramatically. Together with his squint he is a picture of failure. I almost feel affectionate towards him.

				‘I know. But I wanted to experience the thrill of reciprocal romance just once in my life. If only for two hours.’

				‘Hey.’ Jamal lifts his head, staring over at the entrance to the club. ‘There’s that Marcus kid . . . and the other one, Henry or Hugo or something. There, by the door.’ He practically stands on tiptoe in his eagerness. ‘What is that guy’s name?’

				Syd and I exchange a look and – I am certain – a mutual internal groan.

				‘Huck.’ We supply in unison.

				‘That’s all I need. A member of One Direction, raining all over my parade,’ Syd says miserably. ‘That’s it. We’re finished around here.’

				‘Just fake confidence.’ I turn to Syd, realizing how futile this instruction is, given that one of his eyes is leaking fluid. ‘They’re not better than us.’

				‘I know.’ He sniffs, lifts his chin and twists his mouth into a gruesome-looking smile.

				‘Hey,’ says Marcus, closely followed by Huck ‘the male model’, with Jamal bringing up the rear. Next to the brothers Adonis, Jamal looks like Lurch from the Addams family.

				‘Hey.’ I raise a hand, then am unsure what to do with it, so lower it again.

				‘Evening,’ says Syd, looking even more demented than a minute earlier, if that were possible.

				‘Love it here,’ Marcus says breezily. ‘We were here last night as it happens. Or was that this morning?’ He grins at Huck, who just has to stand there mute to look good.

				‘Dan, right?’ Huck gives me the full beam of his smile. Perfect teeth, floppy brown hair, evenly tanned skin, interesting green eyes.

				‘Yep. How long are you two staying around here?’

				‘Not sure.’ Huck looks coolly around him. A gorgeous brunette with legs up to the ceiling gives him a coy little wave and when he turns back to us his interesting green eyes are dancing in a not-very innocent way.

				‘We’re staying in a hostel round the corner,’ Huck continues. ‘We were staying further in town, but there was a dispute . . .’

				Marcus rolls his eyes.

				‘He means we were sent packing by the owner. She didn’t like the rapport that Huck and her sweet little daughter were enjoying.’

				Huck shrugs. ‘She totally overreacted. We were just talking, that’s all. Nothing happened.’

				‘Nothing ever does, does it,’ Marcus says cryptically.

				Syd is looking puzzled. ‘Didn’t you say you had a girlfriend in England?’ he asks Huck.

				‘He does. He has a beautiful princess of a girlfriend,’ supplies Marcus. ‘You should see the two of them together. It’s nauseating.’

				Huck’s face changes then. It loses some of its assurance, and his eyes dip. He rubs at them with his fists.

				‘You’re obviously missing her,’ Syd goes on, straight-faced.

				To his credit, Huck does give Syd a smile, approving the sarcasm, shaking his head a little. ‘Actually, I am missing her. She’s . . . she’s amazing. But, you know, we’re here to have fun, right?’

				Syd is nodding so hard his head practically falls off.

				‘Totally,’ he breathes. He looks unsubtly over at the pretty brunette. ‘Any chance you could help me in my pursuit of fun by introducing me to your platonic friend over there?’

				There is a second’s bemused silence, before all residual awkwardness evaporates. None of us can help cracking up at Syd’s ridiculousness.

				‘Sure I can.’ Huck slaps him on the shoulder.

				As Huck and Marcus make their way towards the dance floor, I grab at Syd’s shoulder.

				‘Are you sure this is wise?’ I hiss. I point at his half-closed eye. ‘You’re practically blind. Why don’t we go back to the hostel and get your glasses.’

				‘I can’t wear my glasses!’ Syd hisses back. ‘It’s not my look at the moment.’

				‘So, what is your look? Mentally impaired?’

				‘Give me a break. I don’t think she’ll notice. And I can see through that eye. A bit.’

				‘Righto.’ I push him at Huck’s departing back. ‘Don’t say I didn’t warn you.’

				I am woken up by the ceiling falling in on me. Or at least that’s what it sounds like when I jerk into consciousness.

				It sounds as if someone is trying to break down the door. Grabbing a hoodie I move quickly but cautiously to the door.

				‘What the hell’s going on?’ I shout over the noise. ‘Who is this?’

				‘Dan, open the freaking door!’ It’s Syd, sounding more forceful, more masculine, than I have ever heard him.

				I open the door and face him. He looks a total mess. His dirty-blond hair is sticking out in every direction and his Judge Dredd T-shirt has a massive stain across the chest. He also seems to have lost a trainer.

				‘What happened?’ I pull him inside and realize that his arm is shaking. ‘Syd?’

				‘Crap, crap, crap.’ Syd starts hugging himself.

				‘Syd. You’re frightening me.’ It’s true; I can feel my heartbeat going like the clappers. ‘What happened? Where’s Jamal?’

				‘He’s with the police . . . with the other two . . . or the ambulance,’ Syd gibbers.

				‘Ambulance? Is someone hurt? Is Jamal hurt?’

				‘No. Not Jamal.’ Syd takes a massive deep breath, finally his breathing slows down, and he walks unsteadily over to my bed, and crashes down on it.

				‘Sorry. I’m just . . . I can’t believe what happened,’ he says, slowly now. ‘One minute we were all in the club, having a laugh. Maria was hanging off my every word . . .’

				‘Maria? Who’s Maria?’

				‘The lovely brunette goddess, who I will never see again. Obviously. Because of course something had to happen to thwart the course of true love.’

				‘Syd,’ I push him gently. ‘Stick to the salient points, please.’

				‘Yeah . . . Yeah. Well, we’re hanging out, the four of us, and Maria, and her friend Ella, and Marcus went off to get some beers, and I’m chatting with Maria and I look up and I can see Huck’s face is, like, completely pale. Like a ghost. And sweat’s just kind of pouring off him. And Jamal is talking to Rosa, but then he looks up and sees it too. And we both say at once, “You all right, mate?”’ Syd takes a breath, starts tapping his legs with his palms, which is what he does when he’s nervous or freaked out.

				‘And?’ I prompt him.

				‘And he opens his mouth to say something, but then his face gets all loose and floppy and when he speaks he sounds like he’s out of it. Drink or drugs or something. And Jamal takes his arm, but then Huck just collapses. He folds up. He just folds up and kind of floats down to the floor.’

				I put my hand to my mouth then. I think I am trying to fit my knuckle in my mouth. But then I recover myself. ‘Jesus. Did he have some kind of fit? Is he OK?’

				Syd doesn’t reply. He tucks his hands under his thighs. Like he used to when he was a little kid. And he’s chewing on his lip, trying to find words, I suppose.

				‘Syd? Is Huck OK now? He’s OK now, isn’t he?’

				Syd stares blankly into my eyes. ‘He’s . . . well, the paramedics came eventually, and he was just rigid and they did all the stuff like you see on TV. They were doing it for ages. But he never opened his eyes. He never woke up.’

				‘Jesus,’ I repeat. ‘Don’t tell me he’s dead.’

				Syd nods manically as though someone else saying it is what he’s been waiting for.

				‘Dead, yeah. Dead.’

				We sit in stunned silence for a long time before I get up and walk to the bathroom. I turn on the shower and then walk back to Syd.

				‘Have a shower,’ I tell him. ‘It’ll help.’

				Syd nods. He gets up and starts taking off his clothes, before registering me watching him in a daze. ‘Privacy, please,’ he says, and I obediently turn and move towards the window, sticking my head out, looking down at the street below. People are still walking home from their nights out. Behind me I hear the clunk of Syd’s belt, and his belongings falling on to the floor, before the sound of the bathroom door shutting and locking.

				I am seized with the urge to call my mum. I really need to speak to my mum. I have no idea what time it is in Manchester. She’ll go mad if I wake her up. She gets up at about four in the morning for karate training. I chew on my lip and decide to leave it a while. I’ll just freak her out anyway. She’ll probably demand I get on the first plane home. She might be a lapsed Jewish mother. But she’s still a bit of a Jewish mother.

				Syd is still under the shower, and I pick up his clothes, his phone and his belt. I straighten out his jeans, and I chuck his dirty, damp T-shirt in the bin. I pull one of mine out, and lay it over the jeans, together with his wallet, phone and the belt.

				Then I sit on the end of the bed, my head hanging down between my knees. I try and imagine my future. Huck must have imagined his. His would have been full of good times, of good luck. In a few years he’d have graduated from Oxbridge, or Yale, or Harvard and he’d be this great guy who everyone would like because he’s just so great, even though he would be basically sickeningly better than anyone else. He’d get married eventually to a beautiful girl with perfect skin and impeccable genes. Probably the amazing girl he left back in England, who is probably sleeping a dreamless, perfect sleep right at this moment.

				My future is not going to be much like that. My future will probably be working in the accounts department of my dad’s struggling hardware stockists. Or I’ll be the unfanciable male school teacher who is ignored by the younger female teachers and flirted with by the menopausal school secretary. Or I’ll try and write a book and it will never get published and I will live a sad, deluded life and all my friends will pity me and never come and visit me in my bedsit because I’m such a downer.

				I force myself to stop imaging the worst-case scenarios for my life. At least I’m not dead. At least I have a future, even if it is grim.

				I continue to stare down, listening to the sound of the shower and the odd shout from outside. A police siren. I can’t seem to move.

				Something under the bed catches my eye; it’s some way back, but it’s blinking. Curious, I get down on my knees and reach out for it.

				It’s a phone. A pretty basic phone; in fact, it’s the same as my ‘holiday phone’, but with a slightly different keypad, and the screen lights up when I press it, telling me it is working. It’s not Syd’s or Jamal’s. Where did it come from? Has it been there all the time?

				I stare at it. Hold it. To be honest, I’m glad of the distraction. I can hear Syd cleaning his teeth in the bathroom and then coughing and unlocking the door.

				Then, for some reason, I tuck the phone under my pillow as Syd walks out into the bedroom.

				‘Better?’ I ask him. ‘I got you a fresh T-shirt. There.’ I point at his things and walk into the bathroom to splash my face with cold water. But before I can turn the taps on, Syd is beginning to talk again.

				‘I’m going home, mate,’ he tells me. ‘I don’t feel like having fun any more.’
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				Your roots are showing, is the first thing I think when I look in the mirror. And it is true, there’s at least four centimetres. Six months ago, hell, three weeks ago, I would have been speed-dialing Raj, chief stylist at the local salon to make an urgent appointment.

				But today I am just staring at the mousey brown, noting it. I don’t intend to do anything about it. What’s the point?

				What’s the point in anything any more?

				I shut my eyes, and do a Mind Wash. A Mind Wash is what I call the process of shaking out bad, negative thoughts. Thoughts that slow me down, that just aren’t who I am. Or who everyone thinks I am.

				See, my hair has always been my thing. Or one of my things. Let’s face it, up until that Friday two weeks ago I had plenty of ‘things’. There was my high-achieving academic mind. My slender but athletic physique. My knack of putting the oddest-seeming clothes combinations together and making the ensemble work. I’m the girl in the Street Style section of Company or Grazia magazine. The girl snapped out getting coffee on her way to meet friends, looking effortlessly pulled together, with messy blonde hair that curls just enough but not too much and never gets frizzy. Oh, and there’s my generous, kind nature, my habit of putting lesser mortals at ease. Did you get the ‘lesser mortals’ snipe? Yeah, that’s my internal code phrase for everyone who isn’t me. Because I’m the girl every other girl wants to be. The girl who has everything. Including the perfect, shiny boyfriend who, just like me, gets everything right and never misses when he shoots to score.

				Oh, right. That was until that Friday two weeks ago.

				I’m wearing my pyjamas. I’ve been wearing the same ones for a fortnight, and they smell musty and sad, but – and this is going to sound really stupid – I can’t wash them, because they haven’t been washed since the Thursday before the Friday two weeks ago.

				I am shutting my eyes again as what feels like a javelin tears through me, and I want to gasp. But I don’t, I just hold on to the pain for a few seconds, and then I use my fading powers of Mind Washing to send it on its way.

				And then I open my eyes again. And I blink. I twist my mouth into a smile, a really fake, ghoulish smile. I am taking a minute to memorize this smile. I doubt very much it will appear naturally again.

				In fact, I simply can’t imagine smiling ever again.

				Outside it is blue skies and it feels hot for a September morning. My eyes drift to my bed and the clock on the table and I see that it is in fact a September afternoon. The house is quiet, and then I remember that it’s a weekday and my parents are at work and my brother is at school and I am alone.

				I used to be scared of being alone. From when I was very small up until . . . well, two weeks ago. I would panic at the thought of not being near people and hang around my mum, my friends, even my younger brother, to make sure I was always protected.

				Protected. Now, what was all that about? Nothing and no one can protect you when something bad happens. It’s a chilling thought, but even in the midst of what must be depression I can see that it is also a liberating thought.

				Because I am not afraid of what could happen to me now. It has already happened. The very worst thing that in the back of your mind you know is possible, but so unlikely, has already happened.

				I get back into bed. This also smells musty and sad. Pull the duvet over me and up to my chin, and huddle there. I can hear the birds chirping outside and it feels as though I am seven years old again, in bed before the sun goes down, awake and feeling outside of everything. But, this time, getting out of bed and tiptoeing downstairs to listen to the sounds of my parents opening a bottle of wine and chatting easily with each other is not going to take away the sense of isolation I have; the feeling that life is going on normally and leaving me up here, lost and alone.

				‘Huck,’ I whisper finally, surprised at how normal his name sounds, unchanged, even though . . .

				And then his face comes into my head, and though I try my hardest to do the Mind Wash thing and shoo it out again, it only becomes clearer. His brown curly hair, his green eyes, his smooth olive skin, the residue of childhood freckles fading on his nose, his smile.

				Huckleberry Julio Rafael.

				Lost and gone for ever.
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				I was thirteen when I first laid eyes on Huckleberry Rafael. We’d all heard about him, of course – I mean, Huckleberry?

				‘So pretentious,’ Jessica had said, wrinkling her nose and licking a blob of yoghurt off her spoon. It was a Tuesday lunchtime, and me and my beautiful posse had commandeered the top table in the canteen. Not that we had to. Everyone else knew that we were its rightful owners. We must have walked round like we owned the world, I suppose.

				‘It’s from the book, I guess,’ I’d replied, still turning the pages of the French textbook. I had been trying to cram for the test after lunch. I didn’t really need to cram, of course – I knew my past, future and future imperfect tenses like I knew the colour-coded contents of my wardrobe – but you can never be too prepared. I had my reputation as the cleverest girl in Year Nine to uphold, after all.

				‘Well, yeah, obvs,’ Jessica said drily, dropping her spoon into the empty carton and rolling her pretty brown eyes. ‘Like I said, pre-tent-ious.’ She yawned. ‘I have to admit, though, Brazilian boys are usually easy on the eye.’

				‘Yeah, I wonder what he looks like,’ I said vaguely, before scribbling down an example of pluperfect use to quickly memorize in the girls’ toilets in the five minutes before class began. ‘I bet he’s one of those hippy kids. Long hair and bad hygiene.’

				There was a collective titter from the girls around me. Jessica, my official best friend but also my nearest rival, with her poker-straight black-brown hair and sharp blunt fringe, which few can carry off unless they happen to be a gorgeous half-Malaysian, half-Swedish princess with a perfect little nose and wide full lips. Then there was Destiny Tallulah Okenendo – apparently a bona fide African princess whose mother has a thing for a certain late 1990s girl band, and a not too shabby gift for vocal harmonies herself. Next to Destiny was Laura, but pronounced Lowra on account of her impeccable Italian heritage. Laura is related to Sophia Loren, or so she claims, though Sophia hasn’t yet turned up in the family albums . . . But still. Laura is our town’s answer to La Dolce Vita. She works it, too. Laura arrived at school wearing her mum’s vintage Gucci headscarf and shades to match.

				‘I think,’ said Jessica slowly, ‘that Huckleberry is among us.’ She gestured with a sharp eye movement to her left. ‘Don’t all look at once,’ she added through her teeth. ‘We’re not interested.’

				I shook my head. I doubted very much anyone with a name like that would be my type, but I wasn’t going to look anyway. Back then I didn’t look for anyone – people tended to look for me.

				‘Interesting . . .’ said Jessica, baiting me as I studiously looked at my nails. ‘Seems that Huckleberry is really, in a scruffy not-my-type kind of way, really, actually quite hot.’

				I sighed melodramatically but finally lifted my eyes. And there he was, a lone olive-skinned angel in a sea of spotty pubescent boys. Taller, a little broader, with mid-brown hair that was just long enough to curl becomingly at the nape of his neck. Unlike the others, his white shirt was a little creased but very nicely contrasted with his skin tone, his tie was loose and he was wearing black cords – not the hideous regulation polyester-mix black trousers the rest of the boys wore.

				‘Wow, make an effort, Huckleberry,’ Jessica said sniffily, trying to bring down the unspoken and undeniable approval of the boy’s style. ‘He’ll not get away with that get-up.’ She ran a hand through her hair, as though dismissing him, but we all knew that the new boy was the most interesting and the prettiest thing to walk through the school gates since . . . well, since I had at eight forty-five that morning.

				‘If he looks like that now,’ said Destiny, finally chipping in. ‘What in heaven’s name is that boy gonna look like when we get to Year Thirteen?’

				Nobody had an answer. We were all lost in our own private reveries. I was quite sure that Jessica, Laura and Destiny herself were silently, uneasily, wondering how they were going to get to know Huckleberry the best.

				Me? Like I said. Back then, I didn’t look for people, they looked for me.

				I wasn’t always an arrogant girl. Once upon a time I was normal. I knew I was smart and pretty, but I didn’t let it go to my head. My mother, Valerie Campbell-Taylor, is to blame for that. I know it’s a cop-out to blame the parents, but my mother was, and to some extent still is, eighty per cent beauty pageant mum and twenty per cent normal.

				She got to the stage that a lot of mothers get to, I suppose, when she’s had her kids, can’t get back on track career wise (my mum was once a well-respected medical researcher, not that you’d guess that now) and lucky enough to have my father’s very comfortable income to spend. On herself, on people she paid to keep our house the way she wanted it, on my younger brother Jake, and on me, her precious golden girl Eloise. Lois, or Lo, to those in my inner circle.

				Mum started buying designer. Not just bits and pieces. I’m talking a constant scrutiny of Vogue and W magazine and a massive, environmentally shocking, draining of the world’s fuel reserves in driving her petrol-consumptive Jaguar into the nearest city on a daily basis to raid every high-end designer stockist of the latest must-haves. That’s a long, excessive sentence, but kind of appropriate. Because that’s what she became: excessive.

				If Dad wasn’t a millionaire, having set up and then sold his software company for an eight-figure price a few years back, then he would be bankrupt. Mum filled her wardrobe and our house with priceless and beautiful things. When the allure of that began to fade just a little, she moved on to me.

				I was enrolled in every kind of class imaginable. Ballet, fencing, extra maths, French, Spanish, Latin, junior science prep, piano, Little Book Group, athletics . . . And I excelled at them all. Because I always do my best, and I didn’t want to let her down.

				And then she bought in the big guns. A twice weekly stylist (I was eight years old), a speech therapist (to tone down the Estuary vowels), a yoga teacher and a housekeeper. Nothing was left to make its natural progression in the world as far as I was concerned. I was my bored mother’s new project.

				And then I came home after another Grade A tap class to find all my clothes replaced with new ones. All carefully grouped by colour and by fabric.

				I had a moment then. A real moment of distress. Where was my beloved Snoopy dressing gown, my holey, way-too-small but beloved Sesame Street T-shirt? It felt like she’d chucked out my childhood. Let me rephrase that. She’d got someone else to chuck out my childhood.

				‘You threw out all my stuff?’ I sounded ungrateful but I couldn’t fake pleasure at a cupboard full of clothes I hadn’t chosen and had no emotional attachment to.

				Mum had waved her hand, dismissing my feelings. ‘You were growing out of all those tatty old T-shirts,’ she’d said. ‘Don’t you want to be the best you can?’

				And there it was, the phrase that would echo in my head until it became a mantra I myself believed in. An eight-year-old doesn’t have too much of an idea of who they are. Why not take on the character your mother chooses for you?

				There was not much that Mum didn’t decide on my behalf. Even my friends. Out went shy Sarah and slightly overweight Natalie. In came the daughter of a glamorous media CEO. That would be Jessica. Jessica and I practically lifted our tails and hissed like cats at each other when we first met – before we realized that the beautiful ones are best as allies. Then there was Destiny Talullah – our mums did salsa together every fortnight. And finally, Laura: glacial, contained, and a fine role model according to Mum.

				‘Men don’t find animated girls attractive,’ Mum had told me, when I had dared to suggest that Laura was ever so slightly frosty and dull. We were in my parents’ bedroom, me on the bed watching as Mum changed into her latest von Furstenberg wrap and Prada heels. After satisfying herself that she did indeed look incredible for her age, Mum had come to perch carefully on the bed next to me.

				‘You’ll thank me, darling. It was only a matter of time before you left Sarah and Natalie behind. It’s best for all of you.’ She’d reached out and gently tugged at an errant lock of my hair. ‘Nobody likes to hang around with someone more attractive than them.’

				I had said nothing, of course, as I was already Mummy’s little puppet, but inside an uneasy, sad feeling had crept through me. I liked Sarah. She was straightforward and kind. And Natalie . . . well, Natalie had that lack of vanity that is strangely inspiring. Natalie made me think of the important things in life – well, in my life then: eating jelly beans until we felt sick, laughing at the TV and knowing there was no other agenda than friendship between us.

				Even as I accepted and adapted to having Jessica, Destiny and Laura as my new best friends, I missed my old friends. I missed knowing I was liked.

				I carried on missing it, though I pushed it to a place far inside of me, so that it didn’t feel so painful.

				After a time, I forgot I was ever friends with Sarah and Natalie.
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				Syd and Jamal have been gone for twenty-four hours, and it’s weird without them. Weird not to have the constant hum of Syd’s chatter, or watch Jam staring down at his Nintendo. But it’s also a blessed relief.

				When Syd made his announcement, at two in the morning on that fateful night, I’m slightly ashamed to admit that I felt relief. I mean, had I not been wishing that he and Jamal would just disappear? I have known them both most of my life, and over the years the three of us have guided each other through the battlefields of childhood and adolescence, united by the things we had in common which gave us our Beta status amongst our peers: the inability to enjoy sports, a discomfort with intensely male camaraderie – or, in fact, manly pursuits of any kind. Not one of us has really been more attractive than the other, not unless you count Syd’s ‘squint years’, when Jamal and I had a slight advantage. But we were eight years old at the time, so it hardly mattered. No, we were united against the world. Invisible, overlooked, happy to be the socially clumsy kids who girls never looked at twice.

				But things seemed to change when we touched down in Athens airport – our first stop on the trip. Syd made it his mission to move closer to the stud he had clearly secretly always wanted to be. But his methods, unsubtle and often quite crass, had Greek and then, as the trip went on, French, German and finally Spanish girls moving away from us, rather than towards us. It became irritating to be associated with him. It was like he was making a virtue out of being a clown. Like a silly parody of a lovable loser. Even I know that this only really works if you’re truly witty, or brilliant and, underneath the spots and the awkward hair, genuinely handsome. No one wants to go out with a fool. As for Jamal, he is absolutely no asset when it came to chatting them up. Girls, I mean. Not that I have a clue how to do that at the best of times.

				So the friction that was growing between us became hard to ignore. It was as if each of us, in our different ways, was quietly biding his time . . . waiting for something to happen, but unable to confide in the others. I suppose hopes and dreams kicked in the moment I stared in wonder at the spectacular beauty around us. Rome – Paris – that tiny deserted Greek island that screamed romantic adventure. It is very hard to remain steadfastly a contented loser when you are surrounded by so much that glints and gleams and beckons to you. At least … this is what I was thinking. I can’t speak for them.

				I was beginning to dream.

				I mean, pretty soon I’m going to uni – Bangor in Wales – to study engineering. Three years of hard work, and maybe if I’m lucky a few new social opportunities. But mostly it will be hard work. I want to get a First. Not a Second. And that meant heads down, no talking in class.

				I couldn’t help thinking that this – this time away from home, without my mum directing my every move, telling me what to do – this time was mine. And I had to make it count somehow.

				It was obvious that was going to be difficult with Syd and Jamal at my side.

				I wanted to reinvent myself. Just a bit.

				So the day after Syd left I went and got my hair cut. When I say cut, I mean a Number One. As I watched my hair, dark and prone to a slight wave, drop to the floor of the barber’s, leaving the shape of my head no longer open to interpretation, I felt this was step one in my plan. I looked up expecting to feel sick; instead I saw someone older, with cheekbones, and a slight tan, and the beginnings of stubble. I looked, if I closed my eyes slightly, just a bit like that guy off Prison Break.

				I went down to the Lido just out of the centre of Madrid, and swam for an hour. As I rubbed myself dry with a towel on the little patch of grass by the pool, I sensed eyes on me. Turning, I saw a group of kids about my age observing me. Apparently without amusement, but interest.

				This will sound sad to those familiar with the thrill of acceptance. But I was quietly thrilled.

				When your mum’s constant refrain is that personality counts for more than good looks, you have to conclude that she means your personality will have to cut it because your face probably won’t. It’s a vicious circle, that kind of thought process and, as much as I love her, I see now that my mum’s ambitions for my future are not mine.

				I don’t know how I am going to shake off the self-deprecating habits of a lifetime, but I want to try.

				All at once it matters that I am attractive to the opposite sex. Just once. Fleetingly. Like Huck. If you put aside the shady use of narcotics and eventual death from what I would bet weren’t entirely natural causes, Huck is the kind of kid any male under the age of eighteen secretly or not aspires to be. Charismatic and articulate and easy with life. No confidence issues with that kid. No self-doubt.

				So here I am at the Lido, on the first day of the rest of my life, and I turn over on my stomach.

				‘Hey, you!’ a husky female voice is calling to me. I turn slowly to see her, surrounded by her mates, grinning in a way I can’t quite decipher.

				I smile back, confidently but a little questioningly. Surely it can’t be this easy? Lose your friends and get a haircut and suddenly you’re in.

				‘Your shorts?’ She points at my swimming trunks, causing the two girls either side of her to dissolve into laughter. I rub at my forehead self-consciously.

				She is on her feet now, advancing towards me, stopping a few metres away.

				‘Your shorts,’ she whispers dramatically. ‘They are . . . how do you say? See through?’

				‘Oh, right.’ I can feel the heat on my face. ‘Thanks. Thanks very much.’

				‘Is no problem,’ she says good-naturedly, then takes another step towards me and whispers again. ‘Is nice, your bum.’

				A mixed day, I muse, as I walk into the centre of town and back to the hostel. Yeah, I got laughed at, but that girl thought I had a nice bum, so it’s a start.

				I have no idea what I’ll do with myself in the few weeks I have left before I start uni, but I kind of want to discover what I’m capable of without surplus baggage weighing me down.

				Alone now, maybe I can finally be who I want to be. The guy who dares to dream. Out here in this beautiful country, where the pace carries you along with it, and people will smile and stop and talk to you if you let them, see you as someone like them. Why not?

				Why not dare to dream?
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				I must have fallen asleep because I’m woken up by the sound of my brother coming in from school. I lever myself up and look at the clock. Ten minutes to four. It doesn’t mean much to me. My sense of time was shot since . . . since that Friday.

				I don’t bother to get up. I find conversation with Jake difficult at the best of times. He’s going through a grunting phase as fifteen-year-olds often do. I know he finds it even more awkward to be around me lately.

				What would I be doing now . . . normally . . . before? I take a breath; this was going to be hard. I would be with him. I would be hanging out at his dad’s studio, drinking contraband beer and watching Carlo create another masterpiece, listening to records – mostly old-school rock – thinking that no one could look better in old jeans and a paint-splattered T-shirt than my Huck. Huck and his dad talked to each other like adults. Being with them was like being on another planet. Carlo had an easy-going attitude to parenting, but he thought the world of Huck. Maybe that was why Huck was so confident. So convinced that the world was at his disposal.

				I breathe out; it helps me feel calm. It stops the tears. It has worked so far . . . I haven’t cried once in two weeks. I know that once I start, I might not stop. And in this house, being out of control like that is simply not an option.

				God forbid I should be ‘animated’, even at a time like this.

				I turn on my side, as another memory threatens to smuggle itself into my thoughts. Huck holding my hand, leaning against me, and then the feel of his lips gently against my forehead.

				Out! I kick my feet under the bedclothes in anger, trying desperately to Mind Wash. I drop my gaze down to the carpet by my bed and stare absently at my phone. It must be dead by now. I haven’t charged it since the day of that last phone call. It’s a Swarovski-encrusted iPhone. Another essential purchase by my mother on my behalf. Right now I hate it more than anything. I pick it up and start frantically gouging at a jewel on the case, which eventually plops satisfyingly on to the floor. I turn over the phone and frown, surprised to see it still on . . . though nearly out of gas. The phone is upside down, but my cover photo is unavoidable. Me and Huck at last year’s Bestival. I’m wearing a straw hat over my tangled bleached hair that Mum would have shrieked at if she’d known about it (which somehow she never did), with one of Huck’s brown arms snaked around my shoulder, nuzzling his head against mine. We’re both smiling – I can see it upside down – and the daggers start stabbing at my heart. We’re smiling, we’re happy. We didn’t know.

				I force myself to turn the phone the right way up.

				I am squinting in the sun, or I must be, because my smile is lopsided, like I am actually grimacing. But all I remember is the sun and the music and Huck’s gregarious, infectious charm. As I recall, we were surrounded by some new friends Huck had made. He made friends easily, wherever we went. But I didn’t mind sharing, as long as I had the biggest piece of him. Huck is smiling at something – at someone? Maybe the one who took the picture? I give my head a little shake. I don’t remember exactly. I linger on the photo for a few more seconds before I slide the bar to access my phone – stuffed with apps and games and videos. The garish colours make my eyes hurt as they roam and then locate the Contacts icon.

				I’m not ready to call my friends. I can see on the Phone icon that I have a lot of missed calls. When I click through I see the usual suspects: Jessica, Destiny, my cousin Lou, Laura, my dad and then, Sarah . . . Natalie. I suck in my breath. Sarah and Nat. I haven’t talked to them for years. It didn’t end badly exactly; they knew the score. Or rather, they knew my mother. They knew what I was up against. But out of all the other names on that list, those two stop me short.

				Why would Sarah and Nat still care about me?

				For a second I have an urge to call them. They didn’t know Huck, they won’t talk about him. It will be safe to call them.

				But really, what would I say? What could I say . . . after I just dumped them for better friends?

				I breathe in now, hard. Another effective technique for dispersing feelings. But I am still holding on to the phone and then I can’t help myself. I scroll down the numbers in my history until I find it. Huck’s number. Or rather the number he has – had – been using since the end of July.

				I stare at that number, wondering whether to delete it. Wondering but not doing anything. It’s all I have to connect me with him.

				Eleven harmless little digits.

				You know those moments when you convince yourself of something, even though logic, and bare facts, tell you that it is impossible. You tell yourself that somehow it is true, that if you believe it, it will be true.

				So I lightly touch that strip containing his number and, with the blood swirling and pumping noisily through my head, I hold the phone to my ear.

				A lifetime goes by and my heart begins to sink before I hear the sound of the connection being made, and then the distinct, international ring tone . . .

				I’m frightened now. Adrenalin is going mad inside my veins. I feel exhilarated too. I feel wide awake, alive. Invincible.

				Then a voice. Just as I’m about to faint, a voice cuts in. But it isn’t Huck’s. It’s a recorded husky Spanish voice, a woman’s, telling me . . .

				‘I know, I know,’ I whisper out loud, as the voice repeats itself over and over.

				I drop the phone on the floor and drag my knees up to my chin, in a kind of protective gesture.

				‘Stupid, stupid, stupid,’ I berate myself, digging my nails into my legs. ‘He’ll never answer the phone. How can he answer the phone?’

				Huck is dead.
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