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    New Arrival




    ‘I wonder who it is,’ I said to Pia, as we stood huddled in our coats and scarves round the back of Number 1, Porchester Park and watched a ton of gilt furniture being carried to the lift inside. We’d just returned from school and when we saw the trucks, we thought we’d go round and have a nose about instead of heading straight home. It was a cold February afternoon and a new resident was moving in. All very hush hush. I’d tried to get it out of Dad. He’d know exactly who it was, seeing as he was general manager of the place, but, as usual, when it came to the residents, he was giving nothing away.




    ‘They’ve got exotic taste, that’s for sure,’ said Pia, as the removal men carried a velvet leopard print chaise longue past while other men struggled by with a giant marble pillar. ‘Footballers’ Wives meets Hollywood. Very Hello magazine. You must have some idea, Jess.’




    I shook my head. ‘Nada. Honest. I’m not sure that Dad trusts me not to blab to someone I shouldn’t.’




    ‘Text Alisha. She might know.’




    ‘Good idea,’ I said. I got out my phone and sent a message. Alisha is the daughter of Afro-American actor, Jefferson Lewis. She lives in one of the penthouse suites at the top of Porchester Park and is our mate.




    She replied instantly: Come up.




    She’s home-schooled so is often longing for a bit of company around this time of day.




    ‘Did your dad tell you anything?’ asked Pia as we made our way back to the staff area then headed into the residents’ part, where we stood for a moment to let the security camera scan our irises before the door opened to let us through. The type of people who live here are hot on security, so the whole system was designed by the SAS – bulletproof windows and all.




    ‘You know what Dad’s like. I just overheard the end of a conversation and he was saying we could expect the paparazzi to be camped outside for a while when she arrives.’




    ‘Ah. So we know the new resident is a she!’ said Pia.




    ‘That’s true. No doubt we’ll find out who soon enough.’




    We crossed the marble-floored reception and gave Grace at the desk a wave. She nodded back. She never questioned where we were going any more. Everyone who worked at Number 1 knew that Pia and I were friends with Alisha. As Pia pressed the lift button, I had a look at the flower display on the centre table today. Tall white orchids. Very elegant and, as always, the air smelt perfumed from the Jo Malone wild fig and cassis candles that were constantly burning there.




    The lift doors swished open to let us into the mirrored interior. Pia grimaced at her reflection as we stepped inside and pressed the button for the penthouse suite.




    ‘I look so pale,’ she said. ‘I think I’ll get a spray tan.’




    ‘Me too. Whiter than white,’ I said. It wasn’t surprising. The temperature outside was below zero and had been for some days. It had even snowed yesterday.




    I pulled out my plait so my hair was loose and Pia applied some berry lipgloss. We always feel we need to make an effort when we go up to the Lewises’. It’s so glamorous up there: the family, the apartment, the air. I’m not kidding, even the air smells expensive. I find it hard sometimes, the ‘us and them’ situation, upstairs-downstairs. The type of people who live in the apartments are seriously rich. They have to be as the apartments start at nineteen million pounds and go up to a hundred and fifty. I live with my dad, my brother Charlie and my cat Dave in one of the five mews houses for staff, which are sited round the back. They’re nothing special. Modern houses, clean and light with Ikea furniture. Pia lives in one of them too – her mum runs the spa at Porchester Park. We’ve made the most of our rooms; mine’s turquoise and deep lavender and Pia’s is done in Indian colours – bright pink, orange and red – but they’re nothing compared to the apartments upstairs, where they don’t have art prints framed on the wall, they have original paintings by grand masters and the decorators’ bills alone could buy our mews house about ten times over. Our lifestyles are so different. Like Pia and I get fifteen quid pocket money a week, while Alisha has three credit cards and permission to spend. She dresses in Tommy Hilfiger and Prada, while Pia and I can barely afford Topshop. Alisha has her curly shoulder-length hair blow-dried to a shiny gloss every day. Pia and I sometimes have to cut each other’s hair because we’re so broke. We travel on the bus, Alisha goes by limo. We get on, though. We do. Even though she’s from a rich family, mates are very important to her. Just some days it gets to me – the A-lister lifestyle and all that goes with it seems way out of my league and my life so ordinary in comparison.




    ‘What’s up?’ asked Pia.




    ‘Nothing. Why?’




    ‘You’ve got that look on your face, like you’re worried about something.’




    ‘No. OK, yes. OK, I don’t know.’




    Pia laughed. ‘So that’s clear, then.’




    I could never keep anything hidden from Pia, partly because I’m one of those unlucky people who doesn’t seem able to disguise what I’m feeling – everything shows on my face – but Pia can also read me. We’ve been friends so long we can finish each other’s sentences and often know what the other is thinking.




    ‘Is it JJ?’ Pia asked. ‘Or Alexei, or Tom?’




    The boys in my life.




    JJ is Alisha’s older, well fit, handsome, lovely brother. A Hunky McDunky. I used to think I was in with a chance with him but lately I’m not sure. As I’ve got to know him and the whole Lewis family better, I’ve had more chances to observe him and I can see that he’s charming to everyone. We swim together two nights a week in the spa and I’d been hoping that something might happen, but when we’ve done our lengths, he leaves me to go and shower upstairs. Probably a good thing because wet hair dripping down my back is not my best look.




    Alexei is new to Porchester Park. His family moved in a few weeks ago. He’s heart-stoppingly beautiful, blond and perfect. He’s cool, too. He wants to meet people his own age so asked me if I could introduce him to my friends. I’m not sure how I feel about him yet. Star-struck, mainly, as he really is gorgeous and although he’s not a star, he has the charisma of one. I’ve spoken to him a few times and, like JJ, he’s very charming and polite. I’m not sure he’s the One for me, though, as I don’t get the same rush when he looks into my eyes as I do when JJ does, but I’ve not ruled him out because sometimes love grows.




    And, lastly, Tom. He’s in the Sixth Form and is the school babe magnet. He’s about as opposite as you could get in looks to JJ, who always looks neat, like he’s just stepped out of a shower, his hair short, his dress style casual but preppy smart. Tom’s look is dishevelled with unkempt longish hair like he’s just rolled out of bed – and he dresses like he’s picked his clothes up off the floor – but he’s sexy as hell. He could have anyone he wanted and he knows it – he loves to flirt and doesn’t do commitment. After a few close encounters of the snogging kind, he’s doing my head in. Lately, due to my confidence collapse (only a quarter of which I’d confessed to Pia, in case I got a lecture), I felt it was never going to happen with him. It seems to be going that way with everyone I like. I’m sure it’s because I’m ordinary, ordinary, ordinary, bland, bland, bland, boring, boring. I even bore myself some days.




    ‘I guess,’ I replied. ‘I mean, look at me, Pia. Why would boys like JJ or Alexei even give me a second chance?’




    ‘Because you’re fun to hang out with and you’re stunning.’




    I glanced at my reflection as the lift reached the Lewises’ floor. I saw a tall girl with chestnut-brown hair and blue eyes. Average build, average looks. Ordinary. Not stunning.




    ‘No, I’m not. You’re the pretty one.’




    Pia slapped me lightly on the arm. ‘You’re so down on yourself. Stop it!’




    ‘Bleurgh,’ I groaned and pulled my tongue out at myself as we stepped out of the lift.




    Pia missed the self-doubt gene when they were handing out personalities, whereas I got a double helping. She always gives me a telling-off if I’m negative about myself but I’m right about one thing, she is the pretty one – small, curvy, with dark hair and a face that’s full of life and mischief. She has a great sense of style too – a bit vintage, with strong colours and big accessories that I’d never wear – like the huge amber fly ring she’s wearing today. All my friends have their own style: Flo is willowy and tall, a romantic dreamer who dresses in soft pastels and floaty clothes, like a Pre-Raphaelite princess, and Meg always wears great tailored clothes with a military slant. I’m the ordinary one. I dress in jeans and T-shirts – all perfectly acceptable but I don’t have my own look that stands out from the crowd like they all do.




    Alisha was waiting for us when we got up to the penthouse. She looked fabulous in perfect-fitting jeans, a red top and red Converse. Even she had her own look, although her clothes weren’t that different from mine, they just fitted better and were in the best fabrics – cashmere or silk – so looked expensive.




    ‘Hey, peeps,’ she said, as she closed the door behind us.




    ‘Hey, peeps,’ we replied in fake American accents. She laughed and led us towards the kitchen where their housekeeper, Marguerite, was preparing mango smoothies. She knew they were our favourite. I settled myself on a stool at the black granite breakfast bar. The Lewises’ kitchen is as big as the ground floor of our house with an amazing view of Hyde Park through floor-to-ceiling windows. Everything in there is scaled up: a huge American fridge with a range of fresh juices from cranberry to elderflower, a cooker big enough to cook for an army on, a long glass dining table that could seat twelve and sofas round a coffee table with an enormous TV screen in the wall at the far end. The first time I saw it, I was awestruck, but now I feel quite at home. I like the whole apartment. No doubt the décor is all mega expensive but it’s homely too and there’s always something yummy-smelling baking. I’ve seen a few of the other apartments at Porchester Park and some of them have an unlived-in feel, all cold marble and empty gleaming surfaces, but the Lewis style is chic and comfy, with cushions, books, artefacts, big abstract paintings and rugs everywhere.




    Once the drinks were in front of us, the housekeeper made herself scarce and we could talk.




    ‘So, what’s new, guys?’ Alisha asked. ‘What’s the goss from school?’




    Pia shrugged. ‘Same ole from the teachers: boring. Boring. Important year. Exams. Work harder. Tons of homework. Yada yada yada.’




    ‘Any sign of Tom?’ asked Alisha.




    I shook my head. ‘I see him around but he’s keeping himself distant.’




    ‘Ah, the dance,’ said Alisha.




    ‘What dance?’




    ‘You show you’re interested in a boy, he steps back. You cool off like you don’t care, he steps forward.’




    ‘Sounds about right. Time to dance backwards.’ I got off the stool and did a backwards moonwalk and almost fell over the coffee table. Alisha and Pia laughed. ‘Seriously, though, I think that if I’m to be in with a chance with any boy I like then I need to do something to stand out from the crowd.’




    Pia drained her drink. ‘You do stand out,’ she said. Ever my champion. ‘Doesn’t she, Alisha?’




    Alisha looked doubtful.




    ‘See, even Alisha agrees with me,’ I said.




    ‘No, I don’t,’ said Alisha, ‘but I see where you’re coming from. You’re good-looking, yeah, but sometimes that’s not enough for a boy.’




    ‘Make ‘em laugh, that’s what I say,’ said Pia.




    ‘Yeah but with you, not at you,’ I said.




    ‘Basically it’s chemistry, I reckon,’ said Alisha. ‘The spark’s either there or not.’




    I’m not so sure. There’s a spark there with Tom. Definitely. I know he’s felt it too. He just doesn’t want a relationship. I’ve felt a spark with JJ too but, so far, he’s made no move to take it further. And Alexei’s hard to read. There’s not exactly a spark with him but he’s the one who seems the most interested and acts like he wants to see more of me. Thing is, he always asks about my friends and says how he’d like to meet them. I’m not sure if I’m just a ticket to meet other girls and that’s why he’s being nice. I know from Alisha that it can be hard for the teen residents at Porchester Park to meet people. Like her and JJ, many of them are home-schooled, and don’t get the interaction that Pia and I do. So, there they are. JJ. Tom. Alexei. Three high-flyers in their own ways. And then there’s me. Jess Hall. An ordinary teen. A schoolgirl and swimming champion, but that doesn’t exactly make me hot. I often ask myself why I can’t fall for one of the ordinary boys at school, maybe one of my classmates or a boy in the next year up. They’re not out of my league. I’ve seen a few of them checking me out, like Adrian Neilson in Year Eleven. Why can’t I fall for him? Because he smells of stale socks and old cheese, that’s why. No. My love arrow seems to be aiming high and I need to do something to raise myself out of the realms of the average.




    ‘And, anyway, I thought you liked my brother,’ said Alisha.




    ‘I do but—’




    ‘Hey, Alisha, do you know who’s moving in yet?’ asked Pia, as she finished her drink. I think she sensed we were getting into a sensitive area, because with JJ being so close to Alisha, I hadn’t told her the full story about how I really felt – not that I was totally clear about it myself!




    ‘I do,’ Alisha replied.




    ‘And?’




    Alisha grinned. ‘Guess.’




    Pia sighed impatiently. ‘I don’t know. The Queen. Madonna. Posh Spice. It’s Posh, isn’t it?’




    Alisha looked at me. ‘You want to guess?’




    ‘Er . . . a woman?’




    Alisha nodded.




    ‘An actress?’




    ‘Maybe. I think she’s done a bit of acting as well as other things.’




    ‘Oh just tell us, Alisha,’ said Pia. ‘Stop doing the X Factor judge act on us.’




    ‘OK. She arrives this evening. And it’s . . . Tanisha.’




    ‘No way! Tanisha! Tanisha as in the Tanisha?’ I gasped.




    Alisha nodded. ‘Tanisha.’




    Ohmigod! Only the biggest best most famous awesome stunning pop diva in the entire world. I loved her. I loved her music. I’d had posters of her on my wall when I lived at Gran’s. And she was coming to live at Porchester Park! I might get to see her going in and out. I might even get to meet her. Suddenly it didn’t matter about JJ or Tom or Alexei. I was going to be living in close proximity to one of my all-time idols.
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    Blast from the Past




    ‘Two messages,’ I said as I glanced at my Facebook page.




    After Alisha’s, Pia and I had gone back to my house and up to my room to Google Tanisha on my computer. There were millions of pages about her! On-stage, in magazines, at award ceremonies. When we’d finished looking, I’d gone onto Facebook to see if I had any messages. There were two and one friend request. I clicked on the first message.




    

      

        

          Hi Jess. I’m back from Australia. Let’s meet. All feels new here, even though I’ve only been gone four years. Seems a lot has changed plus new school for me. Be good to catch up with someone I used to know. KO X


        


      


    




    K.O. Keira Oakley. I felt cold just seeing her name.




    I quickly clicked on the second message. It was from Alexei. We’d added each other as friends the day after we met.




    

      

        

          Hope to see you soon Jess, and meet your friends, Alexei.


        


      


    




    ‘Ve love your Russian vays and vant to be your friend,’ said Pia in a terrible Russian accent.




    ‘I do,’ I said with a sigh, ‘but it’s as clear as day right there in his message, he doesn’t want to just see me, he vants to meet my friends. Do you fancy him?’




    Pia shook her head. ‘I don’t know. I haven’t met him yet but I have seen him and he’s not my type. I mean, he’s beautiful, yes. Graceful even, like a ballet dancer, but I’m not that mad on blond boys. No, I like my rough, tough, old bruiser boy.’ She meant Henry who, with his dark stocky looks, is more rugby player than ballet dancer. He also lives in the staff area at Porchester Park. His dad looks after the fleet of cars in the basement car park. Pia’s been dating him since she moved in and they’re like an old married couple with their regular dates; hanging out at each other’s houses; daily, sometimes hourly, texts. Pia’s love life has always been uncomplicated. Since she was twelve, she’s had three relationships with three great boys: Jake, Dave and Henry (who she’s with now) who didn’t play games or have issues about commitment. She only broke up with the first two because Jake’s family moved to Canada and she and Dave decided that although they loved each other, they weren’t in love. They’ve stayed good mates, all the same. I haven’t even had one proper boyfriend because I always pick boys who don’t know what they want or don’t want a relationship.




    I messaged back that Alexei should come on Thursday evening as Meg and Flo would be over. I couldn’t refuse to introduce him to them, it would be mean, but I didn’t feel happy about it. When I first saw Alexei, I thought it was love at first sight but really it was awe at first sight. I hadn’t spent long enough with him to know if we would really get on or even if he was fun to be with. It’s too soon to ask the others to steer clear and say he’s MINE, all MINE, but what if one of them falls for him? Or what if we really hit it off and then Tom or JJ suddenly want to be with me? It’s so difficult. Why can’t I be like Pia and have three boyfriends that come along one after the other, I thought, Not three boys who come along all at the same time and leave me not knowing what’s going on with any of them! Whatever the outcome, I’ve decided that I have to be cool with all of them and not let on that I’m interested because boys, especially ones like Tom, like a challenge.




    I went to Keira’s profile but couldn’t see much because I hadn’t added her as a friend yet. Her profile picture was a cartoon fox wearing a tiara so I couldn’t even see what she looked like now.




    Pia squeezed next to me on the chair at my desk. ‘You don’t have to add her as a friend, you know,’ she said, as she glanced at the screen.




    ‘Yes, but she’ll know if I don’t and why shouldn’t I? I mean, I have hundreds of friends on Facebook. Another can’t hurt.’




    ‘Another like Kiera Oakley could,’ said Pia. ‘Don’t you remember what we used to say? KO, the opposite of OK. Anyway, the number of friends you have isn’t a competition.’




    ‘I know.’ I kept meaning to go through my friends on Facebook and take off the people I hardly knew. When I first joined, like everyone else, it was a frenzy to see how many friends I could get up to. Now, a year on, I’m not so sure I want everyone seeing my private photos and status updates. Pia’s been through and thinned hers down to her real friends. As usual, I’m worried about hurting people’s feelings so still have hundreds of friends I hardly know – plus it’s a buzz seeing my list grow. It makes me feel popular. But Keira? I’d always felt uncomfortable around her. We used to hang out because she lived three doors down from where I used to live when Mum was alive and was often round at our house or at my gran’s when I was over there. She might have changed, I told myself. Four years is a long time.




    ‘I remember how I felt when I first came to Porchester Park, Pia. I remember being the outsider. Keira might need friends.’




    Pia pulled a face. ‘Pff,’ she said as I pressed to confirm Keira as a friend and messaged her back.




    

      

        

          Sure we can meet up. Let me know when or where and welcome back to not so sunny England. Jess X


        


      


    




    Pia looked at the screen over my shoulder and grimaced again. ‘I bet she hasn’t asked me to be her friend. She always knew I’d got her measure. You’re too softhearted, Jess.’




    ‘It was years ago. She might have changed,’ I said. Actually, part of me was intrigued by Keira. She had an edge, even felt a bit dangerous. She always used to dare me to do mad things, like one time at a sleep-over when we were about nine, she’d encouraged me to creep downstairs with her after her mum and dad had gone to bed and go and do the Highland fling on the pavement outside. Pia stayed inside but I went. I remember cars going past and drivers looking out at us as if we were bonkers. A neighbour reported us to the police, who turned up and gave us a telling-off, and Mum was well mad, saying anybody could have stopped and picked us up. Keira thought it was hysterical.




    ‘And remember Michael,’ Pia continued.




    I shrugged, but I hadn’t forgotten about Michael. He was my first love and she’d stolen him from me. We were only eleven but even then I knew the rules – that friends came first and that if a friend liked a boy and publicly declared it then it was hands off. Everyone knew I liked Michael Jones. I’d had a crush on him for ages but then one night, I was walking home with Pia from school and there he was, with Keira outside her gate, and she had her arms around his neck. I watched as she kissed him, then glanced over his shoulder at me with a challenging look, like, are you going to make something of it? I felt like someone had slapped me. I didn’t let on, though. Instead I stuffed my rucksack up my dress, staggered over to them and groaned, ‘Michael, how could you do this to me when I’m having your baby?’ They both cracked up. That was me, Jess, the good sport, what a good joke, a laugh. No-one but Pia knew I was gutted and cried for weeks after.




    ‘That was years ago, P,’ I said. ‘We were kids and I wouldn’t go near Michael now if you paid me. He’s so full of himself and not the least bit fanciable any more so really she did me a favour and saved me from a disaster. It can’t do any harm to meet up. Everyone deserves a second chance.’




    ‘Just don’t let her near the big three.’




    ‘The big three?’




    ‘JJ, Alexei or Tom. She’ll try and get off with them just to prove that she can.’




    ‘No reason why she’d meet them. I can go and meet her somewhere like the mall, far away from here. She’s not likely to go to our school and she’s not exactly likely to meet the Porchester Park residents unless I bring her back and that’s not going to happen.’




    Pia raised an eyebrow and gave me a knowing look. ‘Your choice, but I think that girl is, and always was, bad news.’




    A nagging feeling told me that Pia was right. Maybe I should have thought twice about agreeing to meet Keira but, too late, the message had already gone. It’ll be fine, I told myself. We’ll meet, have a catch up, job done.




    The encounter came sooner than I’d reckoned. I was coming out of school the next day and there was Keira standing outside the gate. She looked amazing. She’d grown as tall as me and had great legs shown off by thick tights worn under denim shorts and paired with grey suede Ugg boots. Her dark red hair was cut into glossy layers which fell to her shoulders and showed off her heart-shaped face, great cheekbones and wide mouth that she’d painted a pillar box red. I saw a few guys from the Sixth Form check her out as they came out and I prayed that Tom wouldn’t be one of them. He’d be well interested in her if he saw her. She looked one hundred per cent bad girl – just the sort of challenge he’d love.




    ‘Hey, you,’ she said, as she spotted Pia and me. She flashed a big smile at me and blanked Pia. ‘I remembered where your gran lived, so I called in and she told me which school you went to now.’
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