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For my dearest great granny, Mary Margurite Gibson (née Wild), and her son, my beloved grandad Papa, Philip Graham Gibson




I don’t realize I’m trembling until he looks at me. His eyes are so beautiful, pale grey irises speckled with flecks of green. He gazes down at me, smiles, and I feel my whole body melt.


‘Here – this is how you do it.’ He takes the handle of the rowing machine and expertly pulls it back. The muscles in his arm ripple. I look away, and my cheeks grow uncomfortably hot.


‘Now you try.’


I do, but my hands are still shaking, and I can’t quite pull it right. I yank the handle, and it makes a loud, jarring screech.


I can feel the heat everywhere now. On my face, my head, my neck.


But when I look up, he’s laughing. He takes the handle from me gently, resting a hand on my shoulder. My stomach gives a weird lurch at his touch. His beautiful eyes look down at me, teasing, as though we share a secret.




CHAPTER 1


Amber


There’s not just one picture of his face – there are hundreds. Scattered around the screen like smiling confetti, lighting up the dark. Football matches, blurred screenshots of drunken, well-thumbed photos. Gently I drag each image into a folder.


As I work, the clock on my bedroom wall gives a low rhythmic tick, but I don’t register the sound. It’s like the room around me is out of focus. All I can see is his face.


Instagram. Twitter. Facebook. There’s also a page on the new ‘Trainee Personal Trainers’ on the Ferrington gym website. The third one down says Ren Moore, and beside a brief description there’s a small, blurry image of him. He is seventeen, as I thought, and the description says he’s only been training as a personal trainer with the local college for the last month.


I right-click save and drag that photo into the folder too.


My laptop has linked up a slideshow of the images, which I thought would be cringey, but it’s actually OK.


Is this confidence-building?


Maybe if I look at him enough, here in my bedroom, I’ll stop choking up when I actually see him.


Even thinking about the last time I was at the gym makes my cheeks warm.


For the millionth time, I conjure up the way he gazed at me, his hand gently brushing my shoulder. The tingling feeling that swept through my body.


Did he feel it too?


I’ve replayed that moment so many times, it feels like it should be worn out – but each time I remember it, the memory gets brighter, more vivid.


The photos are playing on a loop, flicking through what looks like his entire life: a school Paris trip; training at the gym; that house party he live-streamed.


My eyes slide across to my own Instagram profile. There isn’t really much there to be honest – but then again, I’m not very snap-happy. When I go out . . . Oh, who I am kidding? I have nothing to take photos of.


My twin brother Seb’s Instagram page is the polar opposite. There isn’t a single of photo of him where he isn’t surrounded by friends. We’ve both only been at this school for six months, but it took him about three seconds to slot into his new surroundings.


But it’s OK. We’ve always been different.


When I scroll back to the slideshow, I’m struck by the curve of his face. His flushed cheeks, beautiful speckled eyes, and that look he gets when he’s explaining something and his lips drop open slightly.


If he were right in front of me now, how would I feel?


The slideshow stops on one image. It’s of him, topless, posing in the mirror, and it makes me feel incredibly small. There’s dark shadows accentuating the curves of his muscles. The angle of his sharp face, highlighting his cheekbones, and he’s jutting out his lower lip.


OK, I know it’s a bit try-hard. It’s actually an incredibly vain photo, and if I knew him better, I’d probably tease him about it . . . But if I can speak to him topless and not completely burn up, maybe I can speak to him properly next time I’m in the gym.


I purse my lips into a funny little smile and whisper, ‘Hey.’


I swallow and try again.


‘Hey.’


I tilt my head and give my hair a little flick.


‘What are you doing here—’


At that moment, a flood of light illuminates the room. My eyes snap open, taking a moment to focus on the lanky frame of Seb, who is bounding through my bedroom door.


I slam my laptop shut, my heart thudding.


‘Get out!’ I hiss.


‘Yo, sis! Guess what Bill and me just saw on—’


He’s already heading towards me, laughing, arm outstretched with his phone.


‘Get out!’ I say, louder this time.


He blinks. ‘Whoa – what’s wrong with—’


‘Just leave me alone! OK? Leave me alone!’ I’m shouting now, my face burning.


I’m not sure why my voice is so high, but Seb doesn’t need telling twice. He rolls his eyes to the ceiling, muttering, ‘Christ,’ before doing a loop of my bed and slamming the door shut behind him.


Once he’s left, the room falls dark again.


When I open up the laptop, my hands are shaking.


I look down at the hundreds of pictures of Ren, and suddenly I’m struck by the ridiculousness of what I’m doing. I snap the laptop shut and lie back in bed, staring at the ceiling.


Ren is gone. Seb is gone.


My eyes rest on the outline of my hands in the dark.


Alone.




CHAPTER 2


Chloe


After school, Louise, Rachel and Ameerah are screaming so loudly, I can’t even make out what they’re saying.


‘This, Chloe – get this!’


Rachel’s hands are clutching silky red fabric – a sequinned devil costume that glimmers in the light as she tugs it off the hanger.


I tilt my head to one side. ‘It’s a little . . . much, wouldn’t you say?’


Rachel drops it like it’s burning her fingertips. ‘Ugh, yeah – way too much.’


I turn away, not really paying attention. My eyes have already focused on my phone, which is buzzing incessantly with notifications. In a group chat, a couple of the guys are posting memes about my ex-boyfriend Tom’s Halloween party on Thursday, in just over a week’s time, and a few more people have commented on my Instagram posts.


I click on the latest photo: me in the mirror, my lips red and slightly parted, body tilted forward, a low-cut grey dress clinging to my waist.


It took me about three hundred photos to get that pose right, to look both thin and curvy, and I’m still not happy with it. My hips jut out too much on one side, and my eyeliner is definitely wonky. Ugh.


There are five new messages, almost all from guys at school. One of them, Sven, I don’t know, but I’m pretty sure it’s this guy who works in the corner shop near my house. He’s been commenting on every photo I post, things like beautiful and stunning. This time, he hasn’t written any words – just posted a mouth-open, shocked-face emoji.


‘Chloe! What do you think of this?’


Louise is walking over, brandishing a deep-green slip of velvet. It dips down at the front and is decorated with beaded feathers across the hem. I stroke the material.


‘Nice,’ I say, taking it off her.


Louise smirks at Rachel and goes back to rifling through the hangers.


I can see myself in this, dressed as a peacock, with shimmery make-up across my face and feathers in my hair. I imagine stepping into Tom’s familiar beamed house, passing through that staircase with the crooked bannister. Him glancing at me as I walk in.


Thinking of Tom makes me gnaw the inside of my lip. I’m not angry with him any more – I just feel kind of hollow. I can’t stop thinking about the last time I saw him: his ashen face, lower lip sticking out; the way his eyes hardened when I threw my arms in the air and said, ‘Maybe we should take a break.’ He seemed to have already made up his mind.


And I felt so dizzyingly angry then, I wanted to scream at the top of my lungs. Tell him to stop messaging other girls and that he clearly didn’t care about me. But I didn’t. Instead I rolled my eyes and left. When I said the word break, he jolted as though I’d hit him, and I can still remember the weird metallic taste in the back of my mouth as I walked away.


My phone buzzes again, snapping me out of it. I have over a thousand followers now, and pretty much every day there’s a new guy who comments on my photos or slides into my DMs.


Sometimes a guy will start following me and then comment or like every single one of my 200 photos, which I find a bit creepy.


But I’m not paying attention to my profile; I’m on Tom’s. Skimming image after image that I’ve seen a million times before (he doesn’t post very often). Underneath his most recent post – a photo of him laughing with a couple of friends at the local bar, Playshack – there is something new.


A comment from another Year Eleven girl, Jasmin Reid, who’s in my form at school.


jaz_R Looking good 




I stare at it for several seconds.


Christ. What is she playing at? Has he been messaging with her too? We’ve only been split up for a few weeks – he’s just trying to upset me! I click through to Jasmin’s page and see Tom has posted a wink emoji on one of her recent photos.


I jut out my chin. Well, two can play at that game. I skim through my recent notifications, trying to find someone Tom doesn’t know who has started commenting on my selfies.


There’s this Sven. About a week ago, he sent me a DM – you’re the most stunning girl I’ve ever seen – though maybe he was drunk, as it was followed by a mishmash of letters. And his Instagram page is odd: mainly photos of him by himself, biking or playing football.


Oh, who cares? He’ll do.


On one of his most painstakingly posed photos (one arm outstretched behind his head so you can see the muscle of his arm), I click like and type a comment.


Chlo03 Bold ;)




My phone almost instantly lights up with two new DMs.


‘Tom will like that dress,’ says Louise, suddenly at my side. I lock the screen of my phone. She nods at the material I’m holding. ‘Wasn’t his favourite colour green?’


At the mention of Tom, all the other girls look at me.


I wrinkle my nose as though trying to remember something.


‘Tom? Oh God, that feels like a lifetime ago.’ I snort a laugh. ‘Who cares what he thinks?’




CHAPTER 3


Amber


The floor-to-ceiling gym mirrors light up every imperfection on my face. There are dark purple rings under my eyes, a sheen of grease across my forehead, and a huge whitehead on the tip of my nose. My fingertips shake slightly as I swing myself onto the exercise bike.


I grimace at my reflection. Oh God – I wish I’d had more sleep. I wish I hadn’t stayed up until 2 a.m. obsessing about this very moment: being at the gym attached to our school before lessons; the chance of seeing Him again.


What if I mess it up?


What if I say something stupid? Or my voice starts quivering in a dumb, nervous way? Worse: I could try to speak to him, and he could just ignore me completely.


My whole body is trembling now. Little goosebumps are travelling up my arm, and there’s a buzzing feeling tickling my skin. I clamp my teeth shut so they don’t chatter.


Enough. He’s not here yet. I need to stop this.


I tug my jumper over my fingertips and start stabbing at the buttons. An ear-splitting beep makes me jump back as the machine turns on.


Did anyone see that? I dare a glance across the room, but no one is paying attention. The man closest to me has headphones in, and the woman lifting weights in the corner is looking directly in the mirror.


I gently start to pedal.


The wheels are spinning, faster and faster. Blood rushes to my face. Ren could walk in. Any minute now.


There’s a soft tearing sound and a tug at the bottom of my trousers.


What the—


One of the pedals has got caught on a loose thread at the hem of my jogging bottoms. I lift my feet up, but the pedal keeps spinning for a few seconds, winding tighter and tighter against the fabric.


It starts to pull my jogging bottoms down on one side. Glancing round, I yank my trousers up, but they get tugged down again.


I try to manoeuvre my leg away from the machine, but the thread is wound so tightly round the pedal that I’m either going to fall flat on my face or pull my entire jogging bottoms down over my bum.


My cheeks start to prickle.


Oh God. I’m stuck.


Out of the corner of my eye, I see a tall guy with a flash of dark hair in one of the royal-blue personal trainer tops. Please, please tell me it’s not Ren. Don’t let him come over.


I try to bend down so I can untangle the thread, but I can’t. I’m not flexible enough, and if I bend any further, my trousers are going to come right down.


Tears of humiliation begin to burn my eyes.


This was so pathetic, coming here. Thinking me and Ren would actually speak to each other. Making a slideshow of photos. Now this is what’s really going to happen: I’ll get stuck on this machine for the entire morning and eventually have to rip my trousers off in order to even make it into school.


Oh God – and I’m not even wearing nice underwear.


They’re white – and baggy. The first thing I grabbed when I got dressed this morning, half asleep.


I blink several times, sniffing back tears.


At that moment, a girl appears beside me. She’s tall and thin with wavy thick red hair tied up into a topknot. She’s wearing the same royal-blue personal trainer top as Ren’s.


‘I’m Iulia, one of the trainees here – do you need some help?’ She glances down at my snagged trouser leg, then lowers her voice. ‘I saw you struggling. Don’t worry – I can get it.’


In a matter of seconds, she’s kneeling down, deftly unwinding the thread from the machine. At one point, she leans almost to the ground and uses her teeth to snap a dangling thread, setting me free.


I gingerly lift my foot off the pedal. There’s no tug. The hem of my jogging bottoms is slightly frayed, but I just feel an overwhelming sense of relief that I’m not going to be glued to the pedal all morning.


‘If you need anything else, don’t hesitate to ask!’ says Iulia, smiling broadly, and I realize with a jolt that she’s the first person from school to smile at me all week.


I open my mouth. I want to say something to thank her for getting me out of this, but before I get a chance, she’s already leaped off to give a man advice about his squatting technique.


Now my legs are free, I don’t want to take any chances. I jump off the machine, gather up my water bottle, and scuttle back to the changing rooms.


Ren is nowhere to be seen.


How could I have been so pathetic? Getting up early and coming here just in case he was working. All the trainee personal trainers are at college and just do placements at our town gym in the leisure centre; they’re not even here every day. I’m pretty sure Ren finished school last year, so he’s just a year older than me. But maybe he still thinks I’m some stupid little kid, coming in here from the school gates next door, changing into my PE gear.


In a way, maybe it’s good he’s at college today. What would have happened if Iulia hadn’t freed me? I could have ended up showing my bum to the entire gym.


I almost feel like crying again as I pull my school jumper roughly over my gym shirt. I’m an idiot, aren’t I? That smile he gave me obviously meant nothing to him. I shouldn’t have come back here. It was completely and utterly stupid.


At the main entrance to the leisure centre, two receptionists have their heads together and are whispering. I don’t pay them much attention; my mind is circling with horrible thoughts about what Ren thinks of me. Thoughts like glue that stick to my mind and won’t budge, no matter how hard I try to shift them.


‘I can’t believe it about Ren!’ hisses the male receptionist.


My feet suddenly stop working. I pretend to find something in my gym bag.


‘That manager always had it in for him.’


I drop my bag. The two receptionists glance over at me.


Did they hear me?


‘Do you need any help, sweetie?’ says the woman, leaning over the desk.


I snatch up my bag. ‘Um, no, I’m fine,’ I say, then hurry out of the double doors.


The cool wind hits my cheeks, but I ignore it.


Ren? In trouble?


I remember the way he smiled at me. His kind eyes. How he helped me use the machine the first time I went to the gym, when I was so unbelievably stupid.


I nibble on the inner corner of my lip.


He wasn’t at the gym today. Now I think about it, he’s always at the gym when I come on a Wednesday morning.


Something’s definitely not right.


What’s going on?


Absently, I open up my phone on Ren’s social media pages and refresh them a couple of times, but quickly close it again. There’s no new posts.




CHAPTER 4


Chloe


 Later that afternoon I wander into the kitchen clutching the sequinned green dress. Mum is standing with her back to me, facing the mirror. She’s wearing a little denim skirt, which would probably be too small for me, and a skin-tight leopard-print top. As she dabs her lips with an Yves Saint Laurent lipstick, her gold bracelets clatter on her scented wrists.


I clear my throat, but Mum doesn’t react.


I dump my dress on the island in the centre of the kitchen and get some orange juice from the fridge. As I pour myself some, a droplet spills on the worktop.


‘For goodness’ sake!’ Mum’s piercing voice is high and makes me jump.


‘What?’ I say.


She’s facing me now, hands on her hips.


‘Do you have any idea how much these marble worktops cost?’ she says.


‘Sorry,’ I mutter, grabbing the tea towel and mopping it up.


But Mum has stopped talking and is staring at my face with a frown. ‘Come here.’ She tries to grab my cheek.


‘What? No!’ I duck away from her.


Mum’s brows knit together. ‘Is that a spot on your chin?’


‘No, Mum. I don’t know, OK?’


She pulls up a chair, sits down, and sighs. ‘Oh, maybe it’s just a scar from you picking at your face.’


‘I don’t pick—’


Mum cuts me off. ‘Your father has been a nightmare today.’


I stop myself rolling my eyes (because I know Mum will start shrieking about wrinkles) and suppress a sigh.


‘Why? What’s he done?’


‘I bloody asked him to sort out the curtains in the living room. People were meant to come today to hang them up – but did they arrive? No! Did he sort it out? No! He should bloody well put his money where his mouth is. How am I meant to have my girls over when the living room looks so cheap?’


I mumble something in reply and, after a couple of minutes of listening to Mum complain, manage to slip out by saying I’ve got homework to do.


As I go up the stairs, I catch sight of myself in the floor-length hall mirror (our house is literally covered in mirrors. I counted them once: twenty-two) and am struck by how different I look at home versus school or out. My shoulders are hunched, my eyes are downcast. It’s like without other people, I just wither away. I hate being by myself, being at home. I need my friends to bring me to life.


When I get to my room, I peel off my school clothes and hang them up in my wardrobe. Sitting on my bed, I open YouTube and start watching the best ways to stop under-eye concealer creasing.


As I’m watching, my phone lights up. For a split second, my heart leaps – could it be Tom?


But it’s not. It’s just some random creepy guy commenting on my Instagram again.


I don’t even open the app. I just tap straight through to mine and Tom’s old WhatsApp thread.


The last messages from him are angry, and they immediately make me frown, but I don’t want to see those. I tap search and try a few phrases, looking for the very first messages sent between us from around six months ago, when we first started dating. It takes me almost five minutes of searching the chat to find them, but eventually I do.


I scroll through, remembering how much I agonized over every text. The excitement I felt when I read his sweet words for the first time. I reread the first few, one at a time, then skip to the messages after our first kiss, and the first time he said I looked beautiful.


Tears spill down my cheeks.


It wasn’t my fault. It was him. Not me. Him.


That’s what everyone said. That’s right, isn’t it?


I sniff, scrolling all the way down to our final messages. The pain almost radiates out from the screen. Once again, I think back to his hardened face when I told him it was over.


I did the right thing.


Did I do the right thing?


I catch sight of myself in my table mirror. Black tears have melted my make-up over half my face. I know I look disgusting. There’s not a person alive who would say I look attractive right now.


My phone buzzes again angrily. I swipe the message open.


Sven_247 You’ve probably got way better things to do right now, but fancy a WhatsApp call?


I stare at his profile icon. He’s bent over, tensing, and you can see the dark outline of his biceps.


He’s a massive try-hard, obviously. He’s also not Tom.


But I need to be brought back to life again – I need to stop feeling like this. I dab my eyes with my fingertips and start typing.


Chlo03 Sure, why not.




CHAPTER 5


Amber


It’s Saturday afternoon, and while everyone else my age is either out with their friends or having a lie-in, my parents are forcing me to go round a garden centre with them.


This morning, Mum started becoming obsessed with taking me out somewhere. Seb is staying away all weekend at a football training session and match with his local club, and when he left to get the minibus, Mum just kept watching me sitting on the sofa refreshing my phone screen, until eventually she yanked on my arm and said, ‘Right! We’re all going out.’


Of course, I didn’t want to go anywhere. Actually, the last thing I want to be doing on a Saturday is traipsing around a garden centre with my parents, but I didn’t want to make her upset, so here I am, skimming through plants with big, waxy leaves that droop almost to the floor.


It’s not like Dad wants to be here either. Right now, he’s walking along next to me, hands in his pockets, shoulders slumped, head down. In fact, if he wasn’t a fifty-year-old man and I wasn’t a sixteen-year-old girl, we’d probably look more like twins than me and Seb.


Dad sees me glancing at him and gives me a small smile. I smile back before looking away.


Mum is out in front, whizzing around, her dark hair flicking from side to side as she holds up pots and plants, shouting at both of us.


‘Robert! Amber! What do you think?’


She’s balancing the plants on either side of her hips with a quizzical expression, biting one side of her lip.


‘Would this suit the front room? Or would this?’


She’s talking so fast that I don’t catch most of what she’s saying, and from Dad’s blank expression, I don’t think he did either.


‘You two! Come over here! I want to show you . . .’


As Mum keeps talking, I mutter something about wanting to look at some plants for my bedroom and then slink off in the opposite direction.


Walking around the corner of the shop, I find myself standing next to a selection of tiny painted ceramic pots with spiky cactuses and shiny-leaved plants. They look cool. I can almost picture buying these myself. Not being here with my parents, but maybe being with Ren, searching the shelves, choosing our favourites to decorate our new flat.


Maybe we’d argue. Or he’d laugh at me as I picked up that strange little pot painted with cat faces, insisting that we buy it.


Then later, once our tiny home was filled with plants, we’d cosy up on the sofa together and put on the TV. Maybe he’d put his arm around me, lean down to kiss me. Maybe we’d forget about the TV show altogether . . .


I’m so deep in thought that it takes me a few seconds to realize that the person directly in front of me is wearing a royal-blue personal trainer T-shirt striped with orange.


My stomach tightens.


‘Oh, hey again!’


I nearly jump out of my skin at the sound of Iulia’s voice. She’s reaching for one of the tools on the top shelf and smiles at me.


My mouth hangs open for a few seconds. I don’t know what exactly I’m supposed to say. Hello back? It’s too late for that, surely.


Oh God, why aren’t I saying anything?


Say something!


Iulia has turned back again, placing one foot on the bottom shelf so she can reach the gardening fork.


‘ThanksforyourhelpinthegymonWednesday,’ I blurt out so quickly that it sounds like one syllable.


Iulia turns back to me, frowning. ‘Sorry?’ she says, ‘Oh yeah! No worries.’


‘I mean, it was all my fault. I’m so bad at exercise.’


Iulia hops down from the shelves deftly and then looks at me, her head on one side. ‘What kinda exercise do you want to get into?’


My cheeks start heating up. ‘Oh, I don’t know, really . . . I don’t . . .’


‘Have you tried high-intensity interval training?’ Iulia’s eyes light up, and she suddenly starts talking about these different workouts she does each day.


‘Look – I’ve got a clip.’ She passes me her phone, already open on a video where several people are frantically pulling themselves up with their arms.


There’s no way I could ever, ever do that.


Iulia looks like she’s waiting for a response. I don’t know quite what to say to her, so I just stare fixedly at the screen.


There’s a crash from somewhere nearby. Iulia’s eyes fly open. ‘Oh crap! That’s probably my niece. I’m meant to be watching her. Just a sec!’


In lightning speed, she’s dashed off round the corner, and I’m left staring at her unlocked phone.


A creeping thought comes over me.


This is Iulia’s phone. With all Iulia’s contacts in it.


And she works with Ren at the gym; she sees him every day. You usually have the number of the people you work with, don’t you? Particularly if you are on the same training course and go to college together.


If I can get Ren’s number, I’ll be able to see when he’s online on WhatsApp. I’ll be able to add his Snapchat. Maybe I can find out a bit more about why he’s in trouble at the gym . . .


My pulse is speeding up.


Am I actually going to do this?


Without thinking too much about what my fingers are doing, I tap out of the short video on Iulia’s phone and pull up the home screen. With shaking hands, I quickly type Ren Moore into her contact list. His number comes up instantly – the top result.


Looking around, I pull out my own phone and take a photo of the contact number.


Iulia comes round the corner just as I tap back on the video.




CHAPTER 6


Chloe


The soft pink duvet is crumpled like creased paper around me. I grab a handful of the covers and pull them over my mouth as I splutter with laughter.


It’s 2 a.m., and I mustn’t wake Mum or Dad, who are sleeping silently two rooms along.


I feel my cheeks burning from smiling so much as I press my phone to my ear.


‘Stop it!’ I hiss. But I can’t hang up. It’s like we’re tethered by some strange power. It’s almost like this isn’t the first time we’ve spoken.


‘Are you always this giggly?’ says Sven, his voice deep and gravelly down the line.


I try to stop the grin from being obvious in my voice. ‘Are you always this rude?’


Sven’s voice cracks. ‘Me?!’


I giggle and dive once more under the covers.


‘Right. I’m offended! Goodbye!’ he says.


‘OK. Goodbye. I mean . . . you’re not the only guy to call me.’
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