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      Chapter One

      
      “Well? What do you think?”
      

      
      Sarah walked all round Lianne. Twice. The new top matched the grey-blue of her eyes exactly and the jeans were a perfect fit.
         Her fine brown hair was lifted off her face and held back with sparkly clips. The make-up was brilliant, too – very subtle.
         Now Lianne looked as if she had flawless skin, huge eyes, long eyelashes and full lips. The transformation was incredible.
         “Brilliant!”
      

      
      “Isn’t it amazing?” Lianne did a twirl. “The makeover people were just so cool, Sarah,” she said as they went upstairs to
         her bedroom. “I had the best time. It’s the most expensive salon in Cobford. You should have been there.” She had the grace
         to give Sarah a rueful grin.
      

      
      “Yeah, right. Like you were so quick to invite me along,” Sarah said in mock anger. She’d entered Lianne for a magazine’s
         “Best Mates Makeover” feature on the assumption that Lianne would do the same for her. Somehow Lianne had not only won the
         makeover, but also forgotten her part of the deal. That was typical of Lianne – so it was lucky that Sarah was easy-going.
         It rarely occurred to her to mind the high-handed way Lianne behaved. And, she had to admit, she was knocked out by the result.
      

      
      Lianne Bartlett and Sarah Gray, more often known as the single item Lianne-and-Sarah, were definitely the coolest girls in
         their year at King Edward’s. That didn’t mean they were the nicest. But it meant they had the edge. Lianne was sharp and mouthy,
         quick off the mark. She somehow always looked right – even before the makeover. Sarah was the stunning one (though she never
         seemed aware of it), and Lianne needed her, needed to be part of a good-looking pair. Always a laugh, Lianne worked hard at
         being popular, gaining respect. Sarah simply went along with it. They’d been best friends for ever. Everybody looked up to
         them.
      

      
      Sarah followed Lianne up the stairs. “And it’s given me an idea …” Lianne carried on, opening the door of her bedroom. Lianne’s
         room was kind of chintzy, with tied-back floral curtains and rose-pink, deep-pile carpet (the sort that gets hoovered every
         day). The room was large, with a big dressing-table in the corner. “Ta-da! Check this out, Sarah,” Lianne said. “I’ve been
         doing it ever since I got home from the salon.”
      

      
      Sarah found herself looking at several sheets of paper covered with pictures cut from their favourite magazine – the one that
         had given Lianne the makeover. Most were ‘before and after’ pictures. Others were fashion shots, where Lianne had added pencilled
         notes, such as ‘suits sallow skin’, or ‘adds height’. Sarah was none the wiser. “So? What is the brilliant idea, Lianne?”
      

      
      “We’re going to start our own makeover business!” said Lianne, tapping on the pictures with her long nails.

      
      “What do you mean, start our own makeover business? Who do we make over? When? How?”

      
      “It’s such a great idea,” said Lianne, warming to her subject. “We advertise and people come to us whenever they want and we do their hair and make them up and they look fantastic and they pay us loads of money. I know exactly how to do
         it, now.”
      

      
      It was always Lianne who had these money-making schemes – setting up a ‘craft’ stall (painted stones, mostly) by Sarah’s house,
         singing carols outside the pub, selling bunches of daffodils door-to-door. And it was always Sarah who had to be practical
         – washing the stones before they painted them, picking the daffodils from her family’s garden at five o’clock in the morning,
         calming the parents when they discovered their precious darlings taking money off Christmas pub-goers.
      

      
      “Whoa, steady on!” said Sarah. “We can’t possibly do just anyone, any time. We want to be in control.” She chewed on her nails for a few minutes. “I’ve got it! I’ve got it!” she announced. “We
         do makeovers for kids – you know, seven and eight-year-olds – and we do it like entertainers at birthday parties.”
      

      
      “And we can charge per head and it doesn’t matter if it doesn’t look very good, because they’re only kids …” said Lianne.

      
      “It’ll have to look good or we won’t get asked a second time. But if the kids look fab – which they will – we can do several
         parties every weekend and we’ll be coining it in no time!”
      

      
      “Wicked! What a team we make. We’ll have to invest in new make-up and hair-styling stuff and accessories and things …”

      
      “I’ve got a bit of money left over from my birthday …”

      
      “Let’s go out now.”

      
      This was what Sarah liked about Lianne. She didn’t hang about.

      
      *
      

      
      A few weeks later, Lianne was leaning over Sarah’s shoulder as she pulled the finished leaflet from the printer. “Are we cool,
         or what, Sarah?”
      

      
      “Pretty cool.”

      
      “We’re cool and we’re going to be rich,” said Lianne. “Just wait till we get these babies pinned up in all the right places.”
      

      
      The two of them admired their handiwork. Sarah had scanned in photos from magazines and Lianne had written the words. It was
         a sophisticated job. No spelling mistakes. The leaflet read:
      

      
      Make your party over to

      
      Miracle Makeovers.

      
      Lianne and Sarah will make you up, style your hair and let you try out the latest in fashion.
      

      
      Parties of up to ten girls, age 7-11.

      
      Call us weekdays after 4.30 and weekends.

      
      And then they gave Lianne’s mobile number.

      
      The clothes had been Lianne’s mum’s idea. She owned Little Tigers, a children’s clothes shop in Cobford, so it made sense
         to let the girls have a few outfits that could be tried out. A businesswoman through and through, she made them put down a
         deposit on them first. Lianne had helped out almost full-time in the shop over the summer holidays and Sarah had made and
         sold lots of pairs of bead earrings to earn the money. Now they were ready to roll. The autumn term was less than a week away and the party season was about to take off.
      

      
      “Stay and eat with us?” Sarah asked. There was no one at Lianne’s house on a Thursday night. It was late-night shopping at
         Little Tigers and her dad was abroad on business.
      

      
      “It depends what you’re having,” said Lianne, as she did every Thursday night when she stayed for supper.

      
      “I don’t know. I’ll ask Mum. Or I could cook. Whatever you want, probably. We did a big Tesco’s shop yesterday.”

      
      “Oh, all right then. I’ll stay.” Sarah couldn’t remember a time when Lianne had decided not to stay. Thursday nights were
         part and parcel of their friendship and always had been.
      

      
      The two girls walked up the long, straggly garden from the converted coach house where they’d been working. Sarah knocked
         on the door of the annexe where her granny lived as they passed. She pushed open the door and a small hairy dog dashed out
         under her feet. “Are you eating with us tonight, Granny?” she called, patting the dog.
      

      
      “Millie! Bad dog! Come here!” Sarah’s granny shouted after the little dog as she came to the door, a piece of sewing in her hand. “What was that, pet?”
      

      
      “Supper! Are you eating with us or has Mum done you something frozen?”

      
      “It depends what you’re having, pet.”

      
      (Not you as well, thought Sarah.) “If I did some pasta, would you like that?”

      
      “Yes please, pet. I’m always telling your mother what a good little cook you are.”

      
      Sarah looked at her watch. “OK then, Granny. Half-past seven. I’ll send Lianne out to get you.”

      
      Lianne made a face and Sarah made one back.
      

      
      “Make sure it’s not spaghetti,” said Lianne as they pushed past the Michaelmas daisies and marigolds overhanging the brick
         path. “I don’t think I can cope with your granny eating spaghetti.”
      

      
      Sarah sighed. “I’ll make sure it’s not spaghetti,” she said comfortably. Nothing ever changed. She knew how much Lianne liked
         eating meals round at her house. Almost anything was better than yet another microwave meal in front of the telly while her
         parents worked till all hours.
      


      Ruth

      
         Mum’s still not eating, so she’s sending me away. It’s all settled. I’m moving to Cobford and I’m starting at a school there
               called King Edward’s. Mum didn’t give me any option. She says she’s only got enough strength to look after herself and the
               best thing for me is to go and live with Dad and Angela and her children. At least I’ll get ‘a proper home life and decent
               meals’. More importantly, I won’t feel obliged to look after her.

         If I sound hacked off, it’s because I am. Most teenage girls have issues with their mothers, I know, but believe me, it’s
               a hundred times worse when your mother is sick. Just when you feel the limelight should be on you, it isn’t. It’s on this
               needy, wheedling invalid – an invalid who should be your strong, supportive, caring mother. I knew Mum couldn’t help it. I
               saw depression and then anorexia taking her over with my own eyes. But I just wanted her to snap out of it. To smile. To eat,
               for God’s sake. To be there for me.

         Of course, as I told my best friend, Emily, it was all to do with my parents splitting up. My mum and dad had been together
               since they were teenagers. Then, about three years ago, Dad got completely stressed out at work and started coming home later and later, boozing till all hours with his mates, sleeping
               over at the office. After it had gone on for a long time, Mum finally cracked and told him he was a waste of space, totally
               unreliable at home, no use as a husband, father, etc. etc. and he might as well leave. Well, I didn’t agree with the useless
               father bit, but then I didn’t have any say in the matter, did I? Never mind that it tore me apart when he left and everything
               changed.

         Mum always believed Dad loved her enough to come back. But he didn’t. He stayed away. And then he met someone else, who didn’t
               think he was useless and unreliable. Mum has her pride. She told me calmly that she’d probably married him too young. These
               things happen. People move on.

         I go to stay with Dad and Angela at weekends quite often. He comes to pick me up. Sometimes he even fixes a few things around
               the house while he’s here. Mum pretends that’s normal. Or she used to. Before she stopped going to work. Before she stopped
               eating.

         Well, I love my dad. I can’t help it if he doesn’t love Mum any more, or if she’s basically been falling apart ever since
               he left. So I said, OK, I’ll go and live with Dad and Angela. It couldn’t be worse than this.

         I guess I wanted to hurt her a bit. But I wasn’t even going to start on the rest, like: excuse me, but where do I fit into
               all this? Why should I have to leave my school, leave Emily – my best friend? Move away from London, my LIFE? Live with a
               woman I hardly know, not to mention her son and her daughter? They’d better not mess with me at the new school, is all I can
               say. They’ll have to take me as I am. It’s not as if I want to be there. It’s not as if I’d ever choose to go to a school
               where they wear a uniform – a stupid green uniform at that.

         Dad’s just arrived to pick me up. To be honest, it feels like any other time I’ve been to stay with him – I just have more
               luggage than usual. Mum handed me a big bag of clothes she’d promised me ages ago – cool eighties stuff of hers that she’d
               managed (I don’t know how) to bring down from the attic. She hugged me harder than usual, and I felt how tiny she’d become,
               how like a bird.

      

   
      
      Chapter Two

      
      High clouds rode in a summer-blue sky; the first fallen leaves lay on the pavement, waiting to be scrunched underfoot. It
         was a typical first day of the new school year. Sarah watched the hordes of green-uniformed kids tramping past her house on
         the way to King Edward’s as she waited for Lianne to pick her up. She spotted nervous Year Sevens in their over-large blazers,
         clutching brand new sports bags. Confident Year Eights, raucous as magpies, threw sticks up into the horse chestnut tree on
         the corner to knock down the conkers that weren’t quite ready to fall.
      

      
      Lianne had the knack of looking good in school uniform, with a whiter-than-white shirt and plenty of touches that told the
         world she’d look even better after four o’clock. Though Sarah looked great in anything, even a green blazer and skirt, she
         was usually less neat and tidy than Lianne. Today she’d been up since six-thirty straight-drying her fair hair to stop it
         going curly at the ends. She carried a bundle of the new flyers to drop off at a couple of shops on the way to school and
         to hand out to people with younger sisters.
      

      
      As they turned the corner, King Edward’s School – and with it the whole prospect of life as Year Nines – came into view. “Look,
         there’s Claire!” said Lianne excitedly. “She’s dyed her hair! I told her she should go blonde.” Lianne loved telling people how to make the best of themselves.
      

      
      “I know – doesn’t it look great? Have you seen Ellie, though? She’s got a terrific suntan. And she’s lost weight. You said
         she should go on a diet, didn’t you?”
      

      
      “God, there’s Josie. She’s grosser than ever. Hide! I don’t want to have to talk to her. We might be forced to listen to the
         next exciting instalment in the saga of her stupid swimming pool.”
      

      
      A group of boys a year older hung around by the gate. One of them stood slightly apart from the others. Sarah nudged Lianne
         and blushed. “It’s Matt Johnson,” she whispered.
      

      
      “Didn’t recognise old Zit Johnson from this distance,” Lianne hissed back. “You can’t see the spots from here. What’s he done
         to his hair? Wo-oh, he’s looking in our direction. Just keep walking.” To herself, Lianne thought: so Sarah’s finally let slip that
         she fancies someone. Now there’s a project. This year is getting interesting already.
      

      
      The noise in the corridor was deafening as the torrent of students roared down it. Like royalty, Lianne and Sarah barged confidently
         through the gaggles of younger kids, closely followed by Claire and Ellie and other members of their entourage. Finally the
         whole class burst through the doorway into the form room and scraped and clattered their way to their seats. Mr Booth, their
         form tutor since they’d started secondary school, took note of who was sitting with whom. Lianne-and-Sarah, queen bees as
         usual. Ellie and Claire at the desk next to them. Josie squashed up by the wall where it wasn’t so obvious that she sat alone.
         All the boys at the back.
      

      
      Mr Booth yelled at his class to sit down and be quiet while he took the register, and that was the new school year under way.
         Or so everyone thought. Until he asked Tom Cook to take the register to the secretary’s office, adding that there was a new
         girl waiting there to join the class, so perhaps Tom could collect her at the same time.
      

      
      “New girl, eh?” said Lianne to Sarah. “Perhaps she’ll be cool. Perhaps she’ll live near us.” Making Sarah feel insecure from
         time to time was one of the ways Lianne hung on to her.
      

      
      “She’s probably really boring,” said Sarah, quickly suppressing the unexpected idea that perhaps it would be quite nice to
         have a new friend, possibly one with an incredibly handsome older brother. “We always think new people are going to be cool
         and they never are.” She knew that was what Lianne was really hoping. Lianne didn’t want competition. Anyway, Lianne was her
         best friend. What was she thinking of?
      

      
      Tom Cook flung open the door and made an entrance. The new girl followed him. Her green uniform was clearly brand new. The
         creases were still obvious. She was quite tall, with long legs. Her dark hair hung loose and straggly beyond her shoulders.
         It partly obscured her face, as did her glasses, but everyone could see enough to tell that she was really uncomfortable standing
         there.
      

      
      Mr Booth clocked the empty space next to Josie and shouted, “Quiet!” again before announcing: “I’d like you all to welcome
         Ruth Miller who is joining us this term. I hope you’ll help her to find her way around. Ruth – if you’d like to sit down by
         Josie over there for the moment, she’ll soon make you feel at home. I’m about to give you all your timetable.”
      

      
      Sarah was intrigued. On first sight Ruth seemed OK – if only she didn’t have to look quite so unenthusiastic about joining their class. Sarah watched Lianne sizing up the possible competition, like a snake assessing
         a small furry creature, and waited for the verdict.
      

      
      “She won’t make any friends if she goes round looking like she’s just stepped in a pile of vomit,” said Lianne. “Let’s see
         if she’s as up herself as she looks before we speak to her.”
      

      
      The new girl squeezed in beside Josie. She pulled a pencil case and a notebook from a velvet shoulder bag and waited to take
         down her timetable with the rest of the class. Lianne deliberately made a show of looking to her right before turning back
         to Sarah. “Check out the bag,” she sniggered.
      

      
      Sarah pretended to toss back her hair and checked it out. It was a great bag – quite unlike the sports bags everyone else
         carried and totally incongruous with the green uniform – but Sarah knew that Lianne didn’t rate that sort of style at all.
         ‘Smart’ was Lianne’s style. “See what you mean,” she whispered back.
      

      
      Ruth

      
      
         We didn’t wear uniform at my school in London, so any uniform sucks, but this one is green so it sucks utterly. Angela had
               to help me tie my tie. The other guys seem to have made an art form out of wearing school uniform, as if somewhere, deep down,
               they like it. They all wear their socks a certain length and have the same hairstyle – it just looks sad to me. And make-up!
               Some of them are plastered in it! Who’s to impress at school?

         This is a total nightmare. Matthew, who I suppose is a sort of stepbrother now, set off for King Edward’s with me this morning and I thought, OK, maybe things won’t be so bad. But then he stopped and said, no offence, but he really didn’t want
               me to speak to him at school or let anyone know that I had anything to do with him. He asked me to walk ahead of him two roads
               ago. Can you believe it?

         Mum rang to wish me luck this morning and I wish she hadn’t. She said Emily had promised to call me tonight. I don’t even
               want to think about how much I miss Emily. Then Angela shooed me and Matthew out of the door, not least because Maisie was
               building up to some sort of strop.

         That’s when Matthew gave me his piece about not talking to him. He just explained he had his image to keep up and he didn’t
               want people discussing his home life, thank you very much. Sorry, and all that.

         Rubbish human being that I am, it’s never occurred to me that Matthew might have any problems, apart from his complexion.
               Nobody starving themselves to death in his house. He’s got my dad, hasn’t he? Maybe that’s one of the problems.

         He’d paused, then, to look in a shop window and do funny things to his hair, and said he’d wait while I went on ahead.

         Nice to feel wanted.

         I suppose all classes are the same in some respects, even on planet Cobford. I knew instantly that Josie was a total loser.
               It’s almost like a scent someone gives off when they’re so deeply unpopular. It’s quite hard to tell people apart when they’re
               all in green, but you can always spot the leaders – here they’re the two girls who sit in the middle, with their hangers-on
               surrounding them. There’s another one with bleached hair who looks quite cool. The boys are even more juvenile than our ones
               were. They just seem to make a lot of noise at the back of class.

         When it was time to move classrooms, Josie hovered around to show me the way. I wasn’t complaining though, because the layout
               of this school really does your head in. Once I spotted Matthew with a group of boys. It was surprisingly comforting to see
               a familiar face in the crowd. I smiled vaguely in his direction, before remembering his instructions, but I needn’t have bothered.
               He blanked me completely.

         I wonder what Emily’s doing now? Having lunch I suppose, like I’m about to. I don’t know who to sit with. Who will Emily be
               with today?

      

      
      By the end of the day Sarah and Lianne had unloaded fifteen flyers: five in local shop windows, four pinned on school noticeboards
         and six handed out to schoolfriends known to have little sisters. The last of these was pressed on Matt Johnson by Lianne.
         (She’d spied Matt outside Little Tigers in the summer, with a woman and a small girl, so she assumed he had a younger sister.)
         She cornered him now, chiefly to wind Sarah up – and succeeded.
      

      
      “Matt?” she called sweetly. He looked at her, looked around to see if anyone was watching, and frowned.

      
      “What?” He kicked at an imaginary stone.

      
      “You’ve got a sister, haven’t you?”

      
      “What if I have?”

      
      “A little sister?”

      
      “Uh huh.”

      
      Lianne had nearly faltered at this point. But only for a beat. Sarah was blushing furiously in the background – Lianne didn’t
         want to give up now. “Here, have one of these leaflets. Your mum might be grateful to you one day.” She handed him the leaflet
         with a smile.
      

      
      Matt stuffed it in his pocket unceremoniously and walked off with a, “Yeah, well,” as Lianne ran giggling back to Sarah, now beetroot beneath her fair hair.
      

      
      “What’d you do that for, Lianne? What if it works and we have to go and do makeovers at his house? I’d die, I really would!”

      
      “You know you’re longing to.”

      
      “I suppose he’d make sure he was out, wouldn’t he?” Sarah tried to console herself. “He’s not the sort to stay around for
         his little sister’s birthday party, is he?”
      

      
      “Exactly. Ooh look, there’s Josie with her new best friend.” It was clear even from this distance that Ruth was trying to
         lose Josie before walking home. “So that’s the new girl fixed up, then.”
      

      
      “Poor her,” said Sarah, but Lianne wasn’t listening.

      
      Ruth

      
      
         Angela was really sweet to me when I got home from school. I still think of her as Dad’s girlfriend, but if Matthew’s a sort
               of stepbrother, that makes her almost a stepmother. (And Maisie my stepsister – not a pleasant thought.) Angela had a pot
               of tea and some brownies waiting. When did Mum ever do that? She even asked if I’d prefer to have it in front of the TV. Matthew
               walked in soon after me. “Don’t expect this every day,” he said, laughing, all normal again as he grabbed a couple of brownies.
               “Thanks, Ma. Ruth can stay!”
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