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CHAPTER ONE


‘Like a Virgin’ – Madonna


‘What’s taking you so long?’ Abi calls from outside the changing-room door.


I’d bet all the coins in my pocket that Abi’s never got stuck in a dress at Topshop. Or maybe this is a thing that happens to really thin people too. I wouldn’t know.


‘Oh, nothing. I was just texting my dad, and I’m only just trying the dress on now.’ I do my best to keep the laughter out of my voice, hoping someday soon I’ll be able to wriggle out of this lilac polyester number. No matter how hard I pull, no matter how much I try to flatten my boobs, this dress is going nowhere.


‘OK, bud – I’ll go and look at shoes till you’re done. The skirt was too big for me anyway,’ she says.


Insult to injury.


I hear her clatter out of the changing room, and I’m alone, dripping with sweat, feeling ridiculous, trying to figure out how I got the dress over my shoulders and boobs in the first place. Surely science dictates that what goes on must come off again? Whatever the science, in this scenario, there’s only one thing for it. I must take decisive and dramatic action.


Carefully, slowly, imperceptibly I push the door open and peek outside. The changing room is still unattended, and in an empty changing room, no one can hear you pull a dress so hard over your head that you rip the seams.


So I do it.


The dress deserves it. The dress is now my arch-nemesis and needs to be punished. Jesus, what a close call. My arms are shaking from being stuck upright in the air for several minutes. I need a lie down. No more trying on clothes that will clearly never fit me.


I step back into my decidedly plus-size jeans (black, tight and artfully ripped), button up my leopard-print shirt, and slip on my sandals, before fleeing my minor crime scene and going to rejoin Abi and the others. Abi is eyeing up the highest heels on the shelf, picking them up and turning them over to check the price. Ella is trying on some holographic trainers, and Sophia, Ella’s girlfriend, is holding her bag while closely examining the skin around her nails, apparently looking for the next finger to nibble on.


‘No joy?’ Abi asks.


‘No – it was a bit too short,’ I lie.


Abi shrugs as if to say, It happens to us all.


If Camila were here, I would probably confess my crime to her in exchange for some sympathy, but she’s still visiting her grandparents in Sweden. She’d understand, not just because she’s the only other fat girl in my year at school, but also because she’s my best friend. She gets me. She’ll be home on Sunday, ready to start the new term, and I cannot wait to see her.


‘Someone tell me I do not need holographic platform trainers,’ says Ella, ‘or I’ll end up buying these, and Sophia will have to go without a birthday present.’


‘No chance,’ Sophia says, handing Ella’s bag back, snaking an arm around her waist and kissing her.


They’re completely obsessed with each other, and it’s kind of perfect. Their relationship feels like looking into another world to me – a landscape I’ve never even set foot in. I am a seventeen-year-old romance-free zone. It just hasn’t happened for me yet, and it’s starting to worry me.


‘Can we get out of here?’ I’m still a little light-headed from overheating inside that too-tight dress and need to breathe the sweet Croydon air.


‘Where to?’ asks Abi.


‘I’m in the mood for a milkshake,’ says Sophia.


It’s a foregone conclusion: we’re already walking in that direction.


The four of us head up the escalator to Milkbar, Ella and Sophia blocking the way by refusing to let go of each other, Abi furiously messaging, and me just trying to cool the hell down. When we arrive, we realize we are in luck: Priyanka is at work today. And Priyanka working at Milkbar means upgraded milkshakes.


‘Priyanka, my sweet princess, love of my life, angel of my dreams!’ says Abi, blowing kisses over the counter.


‘Yes, you can have some free shit,’ says Priyanka, clearly overjoyed to see us after a day of frazzled summer-holiday parents and their over-sugared children. She gets started on our usual orders.


Priyanka should not be left unattended; she’s probably skimmed hundreds of pounds’ worth of Jaffa Cakes, Maltesers, Oreos and chocolate flakes off the top of Milkbar’s stock over the summer she’s worked here – and that’s just for us.


It’s late August, all our summer obligations are over, and we’ve really run out of things to do: traipsing around the Whitgift Centre, trying on clothes we can’t afford (or in my case, fit into), drinking milkshakes, lying on the grass in front of the civic centre. Croydon has limited options in terms of how to spend your summer holiday. And this is the last one that will end with a return to school. The last one with comfort and familiarity on the horizon. After this year, we’ll all be going off to university, off to . . . well, who knows what?


‘Voila,’ says Priyanka, handing us our orders and ringing up a nominal amount on the till. ‘Guess who was in here earlier?’


‘We could be here a while,’ I reply. ‘Just tell us.’


‘Ben,’ she says, smiling and adjusting her uniform baseball cap.


‘Was he alone or are the lads out and about?’ Abi asks, twisting her braids into a bun on top of her head, trying to act like she doesn’t care what the answer is.


‘Yeah, a few of them were out, including Oliver – I know that’s what you’re actually asking – but I didn’t really chat much to them. Ben was looking A plus plus, and that’s all that matters.’


‘You have to step it up,’ says Abi. ‘You literally have one year left to convert this crush into a reality before we all disappear for uni, and he is gone forever! Step on it!’


Abi is always passionately encouraging people to get it on. It’s one of her talents.


‘But I would literally cringe myself to death if I put myself out there, and he wasn’t into me.’ Priyanka is clearly in need of a pep talk.


‘You already know, pretty much for definite, that he’s into you,’ I say. ‘I think if any of us thought there was a chance he wasn’t interested, we wouldn’t be telling you to go for it.’


‘You’re right. You’re always right. Less making milkshakes – more making out.’ Priyanka nods sagely. Her face suddenly breaks into a big grin, and she twirls on the spot, too full of enthusiasm over the promise of Ben to stay still.


For someone with little (read zero) experience in matters of the heart (and the bedroom), it’s surprising how often I’m called upon to bring a sense of rationality to a situation. But I really can’t imagine being certain that someone was definitely into me. Bless Camila for being as useless as I am. We’re sisters in arms in the barren land of No Romance. I miss her a lot. Two months is a long time to be apart from your best friend, and to make matters worse, she’s in an internet-free zone. Turns out old Swedish people who live on tiny islands aren’t that bothered about Wi-Fi.


Abi’s right though: one year left until we’re spat out into the real world, jumbled up with a new mix of people who don’t know us. Do I really want to leave for uni without ever having so much as kissed anyone? Maybe I need to step on it too? Maybe now actually is the time?


‘Guys . . . I know it’s an integral part of my personal brand, but I’m bored of nothing ever happening for me,’ I say.


‘Happening like how?’ asks Abi.


‘Happening, like, with guys, I guess,’ I reply, casting my eyes downwards into the chocolatey mess of my milkshake. I’m suddenly embarrassed, like this isn’t me – this isn’t my stuff.


‘Mate, it’s fine. Don’t worry about it – you have loads of time! Life is long, isn’t it? You don’t have to do everything right now,’ Ella offers encouragingly.


‘It’s not about everything; it’s about anything. I feel so far behind. And why would it ever change? If it hasn’t happened by now, maybe it’ll never happen.’ I know I sound sulky, but it’s a source of ever-increasing frustration to me. It doesn’t make sense – I’m objectively a catch. I’m cute and fun and funny, I wear good clothes, and I feel like I’ve got pretty damn good at make-up after watching a thousand YouTube tutorials. What’s going wrong?


‘Honestly, you just have to go for it. You never put yourself out there. You never act like you’re interested in anyone. Make it happen,’ says Abi.


‘Easy for you to say – guys literally trip over themselves trying to get with you,’ I say. And I’m happy for her, but we are fundamentally different beasts. Abi is tall and slim, with long limbs always moisturized to perfection, long braids in an ever-rotating array of colours, and enormous brown eyes. She’s a babe.


‘I have to make an effort too,’ Abi says, looking at me earnestly. ‘I have to show I’m interested – give them a bit of encouragement, right? It doesn’t just happen out of nowhere; it needs a bit of give and take. Just pick someone at Ben’s party tomorrow night, make him your target, and see where you get. You’re cute. No, you’re really cute, you’re fun, you’re super clever, you’re nice, and anyone would be lucky to get with you.’


‘Word! I’d date you,’ Ella says with a wink.


‘You’re all far too kind, but I’m going to choose to believe you on this occasion,’ I say. I like me, my friends like me, how hard can it possibly be to get guys to like me?


We slurp in silence for a few moments. Relative silence. Milkbar’s stereo is blasting the sound of the summer, the song we’ve heard in every shop and every cafe and coming out of every car radio at every set of traffic lights since at least May.


‘Maybe it would help if you came to my dance class with me?’ Ella ventures, out of nowhere.


I keep slurping. It’s only when no one replies that I look up to see who she was talking to.


Everyone’s looking at me.


‘Oh, me? What? Why?’ I look shiftily around the group, and then I realize why. ‘Oh . . . you mean like a . . . like a weight-loss thing?’


Ella goes red and immediately starts babbling. ‘No, no – I didn’t mean . . . I just thought . . . maybe that was what you wanted? Like maybe that’s what you were saying?’


‘Ah, Jesus,’ I say, shaking my head and grimacing. ‘Let’s never speak of this again.’ I am not getting into a whole weight loss discussion thing today. And besides, that’s not the problem . . . is it?


‘No, no – you’re right. It’s cool. Sorry. I have every faith in your current project,’ Ella says, reaching out a small, perfectly tanned hand and resting the back of it against my cheek for a second. It’s a gentle act, and I feel it.


We chat as we finish our milkshakes, but I kind of zone out. I don’t think I’m a lost cause; I just haven’t tried hard enough. The more I think about it, the better I feel. Now is my time to shine, to take control of my own destiny. But as I sip my Malteser milkshake through the candy-striped straw, I struggle to think of a deserving target. I mentally go through a list of the boys I know: Abi is hooking up with Oliver; Priyanka has her eye on Ben; I think Fred is pretty cute, but mostly just really nice; Cameron likes football too much; Kenji is way too good-looking for me (or, it seems, anyone); and Tommy is permanently stoned, which is really not my scene.


It’s not like they’re the only guys in our year at Alexander Hall, or the only guys in Croydon, or the only guys in the world, but realistically, they’re the ones we see the most. Maybe I need to broaden my horizons and actually talk to some people I don’t know at Ben’s party tomorrow night. Surely that’s the very best possible place to start this mission . . .


I feel energized! Fizzing with possibilities. Furiously jubilant! I’m already excited for my future self, whenever she decides to make an appearance.




CHAPTER TWO


‘Don’t Make Me Over’ – Julia Holter


At home that night, I set my mind to the important task of figuring out what to wear to Ben’s party.


My bedroom isn’t the ideal place for me to figure out anything, really. I like having stuff. I find it comforting never getting rid of things, finding more and more nooks and crannies to push any new stuff into, which means my bedroom is always a bit of a bomb site. I have nothing else to spend my babysitting money on but clothes, so clothes are what I spend it on.


I pick my way across the floor, better known as the floordrobe, stripping down to my underwear in readiness to start trying on everything in my search for the ideal look. I toss my clothes on my bed and pick up the framed photo of Camila and me that lives on my bedside table. Two cute, smiling girls look back at me: one pale and freckly (that’s me); the other sleek and tanned (that’s her); both fat.


Camila’s always been very open about wanting a boyfriend, wanting romance, wanting that kind of love. She’s kind of a romantic – or at least, she’s less of a cynic than I am. Come to think of it, we don’t have that much in common. I’m loud; she’s quiet. I’m abrasive; she’s mild. I’m always leaving things to the last minute; she’s a diligent planner. I’m into fashion; she doesn’t care what she wears as long as it doesn’t draw attention to her. We’ve been friends for a really long time, but lately I’ve been wondering if the main thing that bonds us is our bodies. It’s hardly surprising though: that’s a pretty powerful bond when you’re the only fat girls in your year. Who cares if you’re different in pretty much every other way.


Before I muster the strength to pore through my piles of clothes, I check myself out. I do this on a semi-regular basis: stand in front of my full-length mirror and survey my body. Not looking for faults or flaws or things to get hung up on – just to look. I stand in a series of natural and unnatural poses, looking at my body from every angle so I can see it as other people see it. Standing in my perfectly high-waisted Marks and Spencer black knickers and my T-shirt bra, I see cute freckles over my face, light brown hair dangling to my chest that’s gorgeous and thick (so I can tolerate the frizziness), pale blue eyes that don’t even need accentuating with brown eyeshadow (like they tell you to do on YouTube – but that doesn’t stop me anyway!), slightly overlapping front teeth . . . and fat.


There’s a lot of fat.


Soft, pale thighs, squidgy tummy, deliciously squishy upper arms, round bum . . . not so much in the way of boobs . . . OK – enough posing. This outfit isn’t going to choose itself.


I try on and discard various options: a sequinned top (too heavy for summer); my favourite casual-pretty sundress (needs wash). My denim cut-off shorts (seem like a good option if I’m going to engage in some light flirting but are maybe too short for a garden in Croydon rather than a summer holiday destination). I like the idea of a skirt and bare legs. I start rummaging in one of my ‘to hang’ piles for the skirt I had in mind when I hear the front door open and close (must be my mum, back from work), accompanied by the frenzied yelping of Ted the Yorkshire terrier, oily furball and rubbish guard dog extraordinaire. I quickly wriggle into my potential definite outfit when Mum appears at my bedroom door.


‘What are you up to, sweet pea?’ Mum asks, bangles jangling around her wrists as she pushes my door wide open. She hasn’t knocked, as usual. Her belief that I’m not interesting enough to have anything to hide means she is pretty laissez-faire about personal space. At this point, I’m used to it.


‘Nothing – just trying to decide what I’m going to wear to my friend’s party tomorrow night,’ I reply, as I finish pulling the skirt up to my waist.


Mum’s eyes perceptibly widen in horror. ‘You’re thinking of wearing that? Don’t you think it’s a bit too clingy? Around your middle?’


‘No! If I thought it looked bad, I wouldn’t be wearing it, would I?’


‘All I’m saying is, I wouldn’t wear it.’


‘Well you’re not wearing it, are you?’


‘I just want you to look nice! You have lots of outfits you look nice in, and this isn’t one of them. This doesn’t have to be a huge deal, Emily!’


‘And all I want is to feel comfortable in what I’m wearing, and you seem to make it your sole purpose to make me feel uncomfortable about everything I like!’ I snap.


‘I just don’t want people saying things about you – you know?’


‘The only person who ever says anything bad is you!’


‘Fine! I won’t say a word about your clothes in future.’


She’s lying.


‘Good luck with that,’ I mutter as she pads off to the kitchen.


My mum is totally beautiful, end of story. My sister and I pretty uniformly inherited our dad’s less dramatic looks. Mum, though, is statuesque, with a pixie cut, big eyes and full lips. She’s exactly the kind of person you would find yourself staring at if you saw them on the train or on the street or in the supermarket. There’s something so magnetic about her, so enthralling. But none of this matters to her: if anyone does look at her, she thinks it’s because she’s fat. This fear governs her life and drives her to try anything to control it. If a diet exists, my mum will have tried it, guaranteed: grapefruit, Weight Watchers, cabbage soup, Slim Fast, master cleanse, South Beach, 5:2, paleo, blood type, Atkins, raw vegan, Slimming World, macrobiotic. She’ll buy every exercise DVD going, and none makes it out of the cellophane. All her diets begin well; all end badly.


Me and my mum are fat for the same reason: food is delicious. So, any diet she tries is doomed to fail because it’s depriving her of something she wants. You would have thought after three decades of dieting not working out for her, she would have taken the hint by now. But no – she’s always chasing that impossible dream, always telling herself this time is different. It’s never different.


I throw myself down on my bed in anger, letting out a roar of frustration. There is no one alive who can harsh my buzz quite like my mum. I want her to be on my team. I want her to be rooting for me. I realize that she’s done more than just annoy me; she’s set off a little prickle of fear in me. A little niggling doubt that asks, what if she’s right? What if people do say things? No . . . I can’t go down that route. That’s a slippery slope to grapefruits and a life of woe. I’m Emily Daly, and I literally do not worry about my body. I have never worried about my body and I don’t plan to start now.


Somewhere under a pile of junk, my phone vibrates. As I dig it out from the heap of sequins, Lycra, lurex and wool, I see it’s my sister. If someone’s going to break the social contract and dare to ring me rather than message, I’m glad it’s her.


‘What’s up, nerd,’ I say in greeting as I lie back down on the bed.


‘Hello, little one,’ she replies. I can hear she’s walking fast down a noisy street.


‘How’s la bella Manchester?’


‘Bella as ever – not raining right now. I’m just walking to football practice.’


‘How’s the internship going? They must be releasing you back into the sweet embrace of uni soon, right?’


‘Well, it’s good, in that I’m doing a lot and I like the project I’m working on, but also quite rubbish because my boss is an A-plus creep. Today, he said he liked my perfume, then went on to lament the fact his wife never wears perfume, which he’s decided means she never makes an effort for him – boo hoo, Martin. Way to put me off my nice floral Jo Malone.’


Katie is the queen from whom I learned the Art of Not Caring Too Much. She’s very clever and good at everything she does. She’s also super independent, only returning home briefly now and again from her hardworking life studying civil engineering in Manchester so my parents can feel like she still exists.


‘Gross, gross, gross. Do you want me to beat him up for you?’


‘No – I can’t have my baby sister doing my dirty work for me. How are you, anyway? How are Mum and Dad?’


As I open my mouth to answer, I hear a high-pitched whistle like something from a cartoon, then Katie spitting out a gruff ‘Jesus, I’d rather die’.


‘Ooh – aren’t you flavour of the month!’


‘You would think my football kit would put them off, but the shorts seem to be sending the lads wild.’


‘If it’s giving you lots of pent-up anger to release at football, it’s probably a good thing. Anyway . . . in answer to your question, I’m fine mostly, but just before you rang, old Helen was trying to have opinions on my wardrobe again,’ I say.


Instantly I hear Katie sigh. ‘Are you sure she was? Are you sure you’re not just being sensitive?’


‘No! God! She was literally telling me what not to wear because it shows the world I’m fat! That’s exactly what just happened.’


‘But she cares about you – she wouldn’t want to upset you on purpose,’ Katie says, clearly trying to placate me.


Not what I wanted to hear.


‘Sorry, but you never get any of this from her. What makes you so sure that she wasn’t trying to upset me? She thinks if she upsets me enough, I’ll finally cave and eat nothing but salad for the rest of my life.’


It’s amazing how quickly a conversation where Katie and I are on the same side can flip to one where we’re adversaries. Katie has always been athletic, sporty, outdoorsy . . . and thin. Our colouring is the same, our hair the same frizzy thickness. We even have the same smattering of freckles, but our bodies are completely different. So of course she never had to listen to our mum telling her what not to wear, telling her how to make herself disappear, how to ensure she doesn’t catch anyone’s eye.


‘OK, fine – you’re right. But maybe you do wind her up a bit too. It’s like you go out of your way to wear stuff you know she’ll hate.’


‘Nope! Nope, nope, nope. I’m not going to get into this with you. I’m not going to let this become my problem rather than her problem. I love my clothes. I love my style. And that’s not my problem.’ I feel overcome with a wave of bitterness. Of course Katie wouldn’t understand. Of course I would have to defend myself like this.


‘Maybe we shouldn’t talk about this,’ Katie says after going quiet for a moment.


‘No! We! Shouldn’t!’ I say, putting the phone on speaker so I can clap between each word for emphasis, which I know annoys her.


I’m angry that she will never see my side of this. I feel betrayed. I hate arguing with Katie. Being four years apart in age means that we were close enough to be in the same house and the same school at the same time, but not so close that we were expected to come as a pair, to play together, to have things in common. And good job, because largely we don’t. But we do usually get on well. That distance helped us avoid the screaming physical fights that my friends had with their siblings growing up. I could never steal her clothes when she lived here, for example. And we never wanted the same toys at the same time. So when we clash like this, it bothers me.


‘I’m sorry, chicken. I love you. I’m nearly at football now,’ she says in a soothing voice.


In the grand scheme of things, I’m still annoyed, but right now, I don’t have the energy or the inclination to keep this skirmish going. She doesn’t see our mum the way I do. She can’t.


‘I love you too, even though you’re just awful,’ I say, knowing she can hear the smile in my voice. ‘And I hope you score a hat trick at football.’


‘I’m the goalkeeper,’ Katie says drily.


‘Yeah, whatever,’ I say, cackling down the phone. Pretending I don’t know what Katie does when she’s away is my favourite way to annoy her. ‘Love you – bye!’


We hang up, and I stay flopped on my bed. Even though I’ve never wanted to be more like my sister, the way we look still finds a way to get its claws into our relationship. I’ve always known people see her as ‘the pretty one’, as if only one of us is allowed to be pretty, and by default it’s Katie because she’s thin. Then it’s ‘Emily with her great personality’, as if Katie’s a total bore. But that isn’t what people mean. Katie could be the most accomplished, intelligent person in the room, and she would still be defined by the fact that she’s good-looking. I could be the most boring person in the room (not that that would ever happen), and I would still be complimented on my personality rather than my looks. Our appearance, the way we both look on the surface, feels like such a stupid, unnecessary thing to worm its way into our minds, our relationship, our conversations – but there it is. We’re capable of so much better, Katie and I.


We deserve so much better.


I channel Katie and decide not to escalate the situation with my mum over dinner. Also I can’t be bothered to rehash it all in front of my dad, who will feel like he has to referee it. I notice Mum doesn’t bring it up either.


After dinner, I deposit myself in the armchair and get started reading Great Expectations for next term’s English classes, while my parents watch TV on the sofa. I’d only been planning to skim-read it with half an eye on whatever’s on TV, but I find myself completely absorbed, and it’s only when my dad announces that he’s going to bed that I realize how late it is.


I’m about to say I’ll do the same when my mum pipes up.


‘Emily, do you want to . . . ?’ she begins.


She doesn’t need to say any more. I know what she’s asking. My dad and my sister are early-to-bed, early-to-rise types, whereas my mum and I have always been night owls. The only time we really spend one-on-one is when we watch old films together when everyone else is asleep. It started when I was kind of young – too young to be staying up until midnight, anyway – but then it just became a question of Mum watching something, and me passively not going to bed, just sitting there and getting sucked into those technicolour worlds. And then over time, it evolved into our little thing – not every night, but sometimes.


Tonight, I’m tired and it’s late, but I know that turning her down would be the wrong thing to do.


So I say yes, and while she’s out in the kitchen making tea and retrieving two fondant fancies from the cupboard (literally my favourite food in the whole world), I hoist myself out of the armchair and move on to the sofa. And together we watch Some Like It Hot, not for the first time or even the second time, and I eat my pink fondant fancy off the little floral plate the way I always do: bite the icing off each side, scrape the fondant off the top with my teeth, and then eat the naked sponge on its own. My mum strokes my hair occasionally, and I don’t bat her hand away like I sometimes want to, and we sit there – not perfect, but peaceful.




CHAPTER THREE


‘Fight for Your Right’ – Beastie Boys


In the end, I decide to make a precisely medium amount of effort for Ben’s party (black leather jacket over a slouchy Breton T-shirt and the offending jersey pencil skirt, accessorized with hoop earrings and red lipstick, naturally), and Abi, who always makes a more-than-medium amount of effort as a matter of principle, looks amazing. A tight dress and high platform sandals, and metallic gold eyeshadow on her lids, which stands out a mile against her dark skin and brings out the brown of her eyes.


Abi and I meet at the bus stop and make our way to Ben’s house. Bottles clink gently in our bags as we head towards the source of a steady thumping noise. I take the screw-top bottle of white wine out of my bag and take a swig from it as we approach the door before offering it to Abi, who drinks daintily from it so as not to disturb her lip gloss.


‘I was thinking about what you said,’ I tell her in a businesslike tone that I hope conceals my nervousness but think probably doesn’t. I want Abi to know my goal for the evening. Saying it out loud means I’m duty-bound to carry it out.


‘I say a lot of things,’ says Abi archly.


‘About getting stuff off the ground, about using tonight as an excuse to do a little flirting, make out with someone down the bottom of the garden, you know,’ I say, wiggling my shoulders suggestively. ‘Become a fully fledged Average Person.’


She squeals with delight. ‘At last! This is the best news! You got this. I really believe in you. Thank you for giving me this excellent gift. Just go for it – what’s the worst that can happen?’


Abi and I hang together for about five minutes at the party before the lure becomes just too great, and she gravitates towards Oliver, to whom she will be surgically attached for at least three hours. Ben, the epitome of hot masculinity, is doing pull-ups on a bar fixed over the living-room door, his afro brushing the ceiling. He and Kenji are taking it in turns to see who can do more in a row. Ella and Sophia are already gamely doing shots of something acid green with a group of girls from our year.


I drift in and out of conversations with a few people I vaguely know. I sip wine and I dance. And then I spy Ryan, and a smile creeps over my face. He has a warm sense of humour, a pretty good sense of style, thick, shiny, chocolate-brown hair, and he’s always nice to me, even though we haven’t spoken that much before. He’s more than six feet tall with really broad shoulders and a kind puppy-dog face. He’s good-looking, but in a sweet, harmless way. This makes perfect sense. Low risk, low emotional investment, potentially the perfect target. Bless you, Ryan Russell. Bless you.


I down the last of the wine from my plastic cup and try to saunter over as casually as possible. He’s bent over the laptop that’s controlling the music coming out of the speakers.


‘You reckon some Run DMC?’ he says.


‘I reckon,’ I reply, even though it’s not true. I just don’t want to bruise his ego so early in the night. It’s not the moment for Run DMC – I know that. It’s too late in the night, and people want pure pop bangers. But Ryan’s in charge of the music, and I’m trying to get Ryan onside, not show him up with my sheer musical prowess.


‘With great power comes great responsibility. My power is that people think my taste in music is good enough to sustain a party, which means I’m Playlist Master at every party.’ He sighs with the apparent weight of his responsibility.


OK, so he’s sort of right. His taste is Officially Good Enough To Sustain A Party, but his sense of timing is all off. I bet if they did a blind taste test of Ryan and me at the next party, I would emerge victorious as Playlist Master.


‘Don’t pretend you don’t love it.’ I smile, looking up at him through my heavily mascaraed lashes. It’s part charm and part jealousy that it’s not me in charge of the music.


He laughs. Of course he does. I’m charming him already.


‘I do love it. I really love it. It gives me a sense of purpose, which can often be a major asset at parties. I can give good chat, but I never know how to seek the chat out, you know? Like how do you ever know the right time to slide into a conversation? How do you know when someone wants to talk to you? This is the kind of stuff I lie awake at night wondering about.’


I shrug. ‘I think I just slide so freely into any and all conversations that I don’t really worry about it. Hey, did you have a fun summer?’


‘Yeah, I sure did. I hung out with the guys a bit. I’ve cycled my bike on every single road in the CR0 postcode, because why the hell not. I thrashed my brother on the PlayStation every day. So, all in all, a summer well spent. How about you?’


‘I went away with my parents to Greece. I read about a hundred books. Paced every square inch of both the Whitgift and Centrale shopping centres. I feel like I should have done more with it, but not a lot I can do about that now,’ I say.


We’re getting on well, maintaining a flow back and forth. This is a promising start! For someone I’ve only spoken to a few times before, we seem to have a pretty easy rapport. Maybe this was a good idea.


He takes a sip from his can and grimaces.


‘What?’ I ask.


‘Tastes like piss,’ he says.


‘Did someone piss in it? Jesus, no one’s that drunk, are they?’


‘No, I think it was deliberately made this way. Do you think we’re going to get used to how objectively disgusting alcohol tastes in time, or are all adults just pretending to enjoy it?’ he says.


‘My wine is mostly sugar, I think, and I’m pretty happy with that,’ I say, looking at his lips as he takes another sip. I wonder how I’ll know when the right moment has presented itself to make my move. Maybe I won’t know. Oh no – that means I have to make it the right moment.


I watch him smile to himself as he cues up some tracks.


‘Hey, do you want to go outside to . . .’ I take a deep breath, deciding it’s better if I take charge of the situation rather than waiting for it to appear. I lower my voice faux-suggestively. ‘Get some air?’


As soon as I say it, I regret being so goofy, but thankfully the heavens have smiled on me, and he asks me to repeat myself because the music’s too loud.


‘What?’ He looms closer to me so he can hear.


I should probably get the tone right this time. I mime fanning myself. ‘It’s kind of hot, huh? I’m going outside – do you want to come?’


Much better.


He cues another song before getting up, and we carry on talking as we head outside for some air.


The bench on the patio outside the sliding glass doors is empty, so we sit. This seems a good omen: outdoors equals romance, no? We’re hardly alone though, as it’s a warm night, and people have spilled outside on to the grass beyond the patio, smoking, chatting . . . but no one seems to be paying us any attention.


‘So, are you still playing drums?’ I ask, realizing I’ve retained at least a couple of pieces of information about Ryan over the time he’s been on my radar.


‘Yes, to my parents’ distress. They regret the day they caved and bought me a drum kit,’ he says with a grin.


‘I remember seeing you in that joint concert we did. You were . . . really good. I can’t imagine your parents have anything to complain about. It’s not like you’re sawing away at a violin or something,’ I say.
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