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      “So! What’s happening at the weekend?”

      
      It was Friday afternoon and I was wandering down the road to the bus stop with Chloe, who is my best friend at school. My
         best friends out of school are Lily and Keri and Frizz, cos we were all at juniors together. I do think it creates a special bond when you
         have known each other since Reception, though me and Chloe are really good mates. We met when we were sitting the entrance
         exam for the High School, and I was so relieved to see her on my first day. You need a familiar face when all your friends have gone to different places.
      

      
      “Got any plans?” Chloe nudged me. “Seeing anyone?”

She was in one of her chirpy moods. She had been fizzing and bubbling all
         day. Normally we’d have fizzed and bubbled together, cos when Chloe’s in a chirpy mood it’s really catching; and usually,
         on a Friday, I’m feeling pretty chirpy myself. I mean, I like school and all that, but weekends are special. Today, for some reason, I was feeling like I’d stepped into a pile of sludge and couldn’t get out of
         it.
      

      
      “Well?” She nudged me again. “Seeing Rees?”
      

      
      “Yup.” I nodded.

      
      “Doing anything exciting?”

      
      “Not really.” I stifled a sigh. “Just taking the dogs to their obedience class.”

      
      Chloe giggled. “Whatever turns you on!”

      
      Rather crossly – since taking Bundle to an obedience class was not honestly my idea of fun – I said, “He’s got to learn.”

      
      “Who? Rees?”

      
      “No, you idiot! Bundle. He has no manners. He jumps up at people and he chases next door’s cat and he won’t always come when
         you call. He’s a yob.”
      

      
      That’s what Mrs Chesham had said: Bundle was a canine yob. “An amiable yob, I grant you. But he definitely needs to have some
         discipline instilled.”
      

      
      Mrs Chesham was the training woman; me and Bundle didn’t like her. She barked all the time, and that made Bundle bark, and
         then he got silly and overexcited and set all the other dogs off, and everyone would be glaring at me like it was my fault.
         I always ended up feeling all hot and bothered.
      

      
      “Poor you!” said Chloe. “What a way to spend the weekend. Glad I don’t have to.”

      
      
      There was a pause; then she said, “I’m going to a party!”
      

      
      She’d obviously been longing to tell me. I knew it was mean not to have asked, cos she is my very best friend at school, and
         it’s only right to feel happy when your friends are happy. It wasn’t her fault I had a dog that was a yob. I gave myself a
         mental thump.
      

      
      “Whose party?” I said, trying to sound all bright and cheery.

      
      “This girl that’s in my reading group. Carin Saunders? One I told you about?”

      
      I couldn’t remember. I was a bit envious of Chloe and her reading group. We don’t have one at my local library and hers was
         way too far for me to get to, so I expect the truth was I was probably crazed with jealousy.
      

      
      “She’s got this brother? Chad?” It all came pouring out, the words tumbling over themselves in their eagerness. Chloe’s face
         had gone a happy pink. “He’s, like, fifteen and he’s going to be there, cos she says he really wants to meet me. Like normally
         he mightn’t bother. Like if you had a party, I don’t s’ppose Craig’d go, unless you were inviting someone he really, really
         fancied.”
      

      
      Was she saying this boy really fancied her? I gazed at her, doubtfully. Chloe is what my mum calls a “live wire”, meaning
         she is always on the go, always darting here, there and everywhere, but she is not especially pretty, I don’t think. She is
         very tiny and spidery with mad spiky hair and sticking-out teeth. Not, I hasten to add, that I am anything to boast about, being rather short and dumpy with a
         stupid round face like a currant bun. It’s just I didn’t think either of us were the sort that a boy would really, really
         fancy unless he got to know us and fell in love with our sparkly personalities. Hah hah!
      

      
      Of course, Chloe really did have a sparkly personality; but had this boy ever actually met her? Had she ever actually met
         him?
      

      
      The answer, in both cases, was no.

      
      “But I’ve seen his photo and he’s like really—” Chloe went into a mock swoon. “Gorgeous!”

      
      “Well, hey ding a ding,” I said, which is a completely stupid and meaningless thing to say, only I couldn’t immediately think
         of anything else.
      

      
      “It’s all right for you,” said Chloe. She looked at me, reproachfully. “You’ve already got a boyfriend. I’m still looking!”

      
      I immediately felt bad. I know that boys are not the be all and end all, in other words NOT the most important thing in life,
         but everyone wants a boyfriend or they feel left out. And it was true that Chloe had been trying to find one for simply ages.
         I’d lost count of the number of boys she’d got all worked up about and then it hadn’t come to anything. But she was such a
         bright, funny, bubbly person! She deserved to find someone.
      

      
      “I do hope it works out,” I said.

      
      
      “Me, too,” said Chloe. “Cos I fancy him like crazy!”

      
      “And he has such a nice name,” I said, encouragingly. “Chad… I really like that.”

      
      “I know.” She nodded, blissfully. “I’d be on cloud nine!”

      
      Chloe is always so open. If that had been me, I would probably have made like I didn’t really care; just in case things went
         wrong and then people would feel sorry for me. I can’t stand the thought of people feeling sorry for me! But with Chloe there
         isn’t ever any pretence. I really admire her for that. So when we reached the High Street and prepared to part company, I
         said, “I’ll keep my fingers crossed for you!” I honestly, genuinely meant it. I really did want things to work out.
      

      
      “See you Monday,” said Chloe. She flapped a hand. “Have fun with the dog training!”

      
      Chloe went on her way and I settled down at the bus stop. I was starting to feel disgruntled again. Chloe would have fun:
         I wouldn’t! Trying to make Bundle do things he didn’t want to do was just, like, totally frustrating. Not to mention boring. For me and for poor Bundle. He didn’t see the point of it, any more than I saw the point of learning
         equations and theorems and stuff. He might be a yob, but even Mrs Chesham had said he was an amiable yob. There wasn’t any harm in him!
      

      
      It had been Rees’s idea. Let’s take the dogs to obedience classes. Sometimes it seemed to me that everything we did was Rees’s idea. But then whose fault was that? It obviously just meant that I didn’t have any ideas of my own. I’d once suggested we go to the shopping centre
         together, but it hadn’t really worked. “What do you want to buy?” Rees had kept asking. I hadn’t wanted to buy anything! I’d just wanted to mooch around, looking. He thought it very odd.
         But then he’d tried to teach me to play chess, and that had been like total DISASTER. I don’t have the right sort of brain
         for chess; I’m more like a reading-writing-type person. I think to play chess you need a brain like a computer, which is what
         Rees has. He is just, like, hugely logical and down to earth and full of common sense, whereas I tend to be up in the air
         and all over the place.
      

      
      So going round the shops hadn’t worked, and playing chess hadn’t worked, and once we’d gone to Rees’s school to watch a football
         match and that hadn’t worked, either, not for Rees or for me. We are not terribly into sport – unlike Keri, who is never happier
         than when she is pounding up and down a muddy field, whacking balls about.
      

      
      Thinking of it, as I waited for my bus, I decided rather glumly that the only thing me and Rees really had in common was the
         dogs. His dog Rufus, and my dog Bundle. We were quite happy when we were walking them round the park together. But you can’t
         just walk round the park all the time!
      

      
      Last term we’d taken them on a really long walk, across the Downs. We’d both enjoyed that, until I went and got stung by a wasp and had this huge allergic reaction and practically
         passed out. Rees thought I was having a heart attack. He’d even given me the kiss of life! Unfortunately I hadn’t been properly
         conscious enough to enjoy it, though probably I would just have been embarrassed. Me and Rees weren’t into kissing. I did
         sometimes have this feeling that we ought to be, cos I mean, like, it’s only natural, it’s what having a boyfriend is all
         about. It’s just somehow or other we’d never got round to it.
      

      
      My bus came and I clumped up the stairs. Maybe if we did a bit more of the kissy-cuddly stuff, I thought, all the rest wouldn’t
         matter so much. Like, where to go and what to do. It wouldn’t be that important, we’d be too busy kissing and cuddling.
      

      
      God! My cheeks had gone bright tomato just at the thought of it. There was obviously something wrong with me! Well, and Rees,
         too. Any normal boy would have got going on the kissing and cuddling ages ago. It’s what boys did. I didn’t see why I should have to take all the blame.
      

      
      My phone rang; it was Frizz. She is like my best and oldest friend of all. It was always Frizz and me, Lily and Keri. The
         four of us had vowed to keep in touch, and we still did, though we didn’t manage to get together as much as we used to. Once
         it had been every weekend; now it was just occasionally. We still spoke lots on the phone, though.
      

      
      Frizz was all happy and bubbling, just as Chloe had been. Full of the joys of the weekend. She asked me what I was doing and
         I told her about the dog training. She didn’t seem to see anything odd about it.
      

      
      “That sounds like fun,” she said. I knew that she meant it: Frizz is never sarcastic.

      
      I made a mumbling sound.

      
      “You’ll have the best behaved dog there ever was,” said Frizz. “Maybe next time I come round he won’t splat muddy paws all
         over me!”
      

      
      I said, “I wouldn’t be so sure about that… I think he’s got attention deficit disorder.”

      
      “He’s not the only one,” giggled Frizz. “Mr Williams told me in maths today I had the attention span of a flea!”

      
      “Oh, well, maths,” I said. “Don’t see you’re likely to need much of that if you’re going to be a chef.”
      

      
      “Except you do have to get your quantities right.”

      
      “I thought all the best chefs did it by instinct?”

      
      “Yes.” She brightened. “That’s true! I can’t remember the last time I followed a recipe… I always just make up my own.”

      
      I, on the other hand, would follow a recipe slavishly; if I ever did any cooking, that is. On the whole, I try not to. Mum asks, what am I going to do when I’m living on my own? “You can’t just exist on convenience foods.” I tell her grandly that I shall live on fruit and nuts and raw vegetables.
         Well, and maybe a few crisps and bars of chocolate, to vary my diet. It’s important to have a varied diet.
      

      
      “Anyway,” I said, remembering my duty as a friend, “what are you doing at the weekend?” Maybe I was half-hoping she’d say
         she wasn’t doing anything and why didn’t we get together, but of course she was seeing Darren. They had become like practically
         inseparable. Last term they’d had a bit of a break-up, cos of Darren kissing that totally unspeakable girl Darcie White, who we all hated. But Frizz had forgiven him (which I’m not sure I would have done) and since then they’d
         been closer than ever.
      

      
      “We’re going up to town,” gurgled Frizz, “to the Food and Cookery Exhibition!”

      
      I pulled a face. But I didn’t say whatever turns you on cos she was obviously looking forward to it, and who was I to be all snooty? I imagined her and Darren walking round, hand
         in hand, collecting samples and testing little bits of this and that, checking out new dishes for when they started their
         own restaurant, and for a moment I felt almost sick with envy.
      

      
      “On Sunday,” announced Frizz, triumphantly, “we’re going to spend the day working on new recipes.”

      
      I said, “Brilliant!”

      
      
      “We’re making a collection…Dawn and Darren’s Cookbook.”
      

      
      I didn’t quite know what to say to this. Lamely I told her that my stop was coming up and I had to go.

      
      “Have a great weekend,” said Frizz.

      
      “And you.”

      
      I wondered what Lily was doing. She is at ballet school and is the most single-minded person I know. Her entire life revolves
         round her dancing. I think it must be so satisfying to have an ambition like Lily has. Something you could work towards and
         get obsessed with, and to simply not be bothered by all the stuff that was going on around you. I guessed that whatever Lily
         was doing this weekend, it would be something connected with dancing.
      

      
      I was right! Just like Chloe and Frizz, she was all bubbling over with enthusiasm cos she was going to the ballet. Something
         I’d never heard of, danced by a woman I’d never heard of, though that is not surprising, considering how little I know about
         ballet.
      

      
      “Who’s Ana Morena?” I said. “Is she someone special?”

      
      “Polleee!” Lily’s voice shrieked down the phone at me. “She’s famous!”
      

      
      “What, like some kind of prima donna ballerina, or something?”

      
      Lily giggled. “You don’t have prima donna ballerinas! Prima donnas are opera. In ballet it’s just prima ballerina.”

      
      “So is that what she is? Prima ballerina?”

      
      
      “Prima ballerina assoluta. And we are just so lucky to have tickets! I can’t believe it! We’re going to wait at the stage door afterwards and see if
         we can get her autograph.”
      

      
      I said, “Who’s we?”

      
      “Me and Joel. Honestly, we’re so excited!”

      
      Joel is just like the most heavenly boy I have ever set eyes on. Being gay, he’s not, strictly speaking, Lily’s boyfriend,
         but they dance together and hang out together and love each other to bits. It’s just like so romantic! Well, I think it is. Keri says Lily is wasting her time and ought to get herself a proper boyfriend. She is certainly pretty enough
         and dainty enough, she wouldn’t have any trouble. She could get any boy she wanted. But she doesn’t want any boy, she wants
         Joel, and I don’t care what Keri says, I think it’s really touching.
      

      
      “What’s Keri up to?” I said. “D’you know?”

      
      “Haven’t spoken to her. Probably going water skiing or hang gliding or jumping out of a hot air balloon.”

      
      She’d be doing something, that was for sure. Keri is always buzzing about. Her life is one round of frantic activity, and
         she is never, ever without a boyfriend. We’ve all given up trying to count the number she’s been through!
      

      
      “I’ll call her,” I said. “Soon as I feel strong enough.”

      
      You have to feel strong to speak to Keri. I waited till I’d got home and had tea and won a fierce battle with Craig over whose
         turn it was to take Bundle out. Craig is my brother and two years older than me, though most of the time he behaves like a drivelling infant – like when it’s his turn to take Bundle out.

      
      “I took him out yesterday!” This is what he always says, whether he did or not.

      
      I point out that last week I took him two days running. Craig shouts that he took him on Sunday when it should have been me.
         I yell that I took him on Wednesday, when Craig stayed late at school. Mum then intervenes to inform us that she is sick to
         death of our constant fighting and why can’t we behave like a normal brother and sister?
      

      
      This goes on all the time. But on this occasion I win cos I’m taking Bundle to his obedience class. So Craig goes grumbling
         off to the park while I pick up the phone and call Keri.
      

      
      “Oh, hi, Polly!” she goes. “Yah!”

      
      I don’t know why she says “yah”. She is always saying it. We chat about Lily going to see the Ana Morena woman with Joel –
         “Time she got a real boyfriend!” – and about Frizz and Darren going to the cookery exhibition. Keri tells me she is spending the weekend with
         a girl at her boarding school who a) has her own pony and b) has a brother. The brother is also at their school. He is called
         Todd and he is in Year 9 and Keri has obviously set her sights on him. It strikes me that brothers (apart from mine) are quite
         useful, and I wonder why none of my friends have one.
      

      
      
      “Yah! Well. How about you?” Keri.

      
      I tell her that I’m seeing Rees; I don’t mention the obedience classes.

      
      “You don’t sound very enthusiastic,” she says.

      
      I sigh. I don’t mean to sigh; I’m obviously in a mood of deep self-pity.

      
      “Dunno why you keep seeing him,” says Keri. “Find someone else. I would!”

      
      It’s not that easy. It might be for someone like Keri; not for ordinary people such as myself. Besides, I wasn’t really sure
         that I wanted to. I liked Rees! I felt comfortable with him. It was just…
      

      
      “Get a bit of excitement in your life,” said Keri. “You don’t want to get stuck in a rut.”

      
      I wonder if this is my problem: I am stuck in a rut. Am I only going out with Rees cos it’s got to be a habit? Or maybe I’m
         scared to break it off in case I can’t find anyone else.
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