
  [image: cover]

  


      [image: ]

  


Other teen novels by Sophie McKenzie

 

Girl, Missing

Sister, Missing

Missing Me

 

Blood Ties

Blood Ransom

 

THE MEDUSA PROJECT

The Set-up

The Hostage

The Rescue

Hunted

Double-Cross

Hit Squad

 

LUKE AND EVE SERIES

Six Steps to a Girl

Three’s a Crowd

The One and Only

 

THE FLYNN SERIES

Falling Fast

Burning Bright

Casting Shadows

 

 

For older readers

 

Close My Eyes

  
      [image: ]

  
      This ebook collection first published in the UK in 2013 by Simon & Schuster UK Ltd

	  A CBS company

      Six Steps to a Girl Copyright © 2007 by Sophie McKenzie

	  Threes a Crowd Copyright © 2008 by Sophie McKenzie

	  The One and Only Copyright © 2009 Sophie McKenzie

	  These titles were originally published individually.

	  This book is copyright under the Berne Convention.

		No reproduction without permission.

		All rights reserved.

		The right of Sophie McKenzie to be identified as author of this work has been asserted in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.

		Simon & Schuster UK Ltd

		1st Floor, 222 Gray’s Inn Road

		London WC1X 8HB

		www.simonandschuster.co.uk

		Simon & Schuster Australia, Sydney

		Simon & Schuster India, New Delhi

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

		E-Book ISBN 978-1-4711-2160-9

		Printed and bound by CPI Group (UK) Ltd, Croydon, CR0 4YY

		This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either a product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual people living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.

  
      [image: ]

  
    
       
    

    For my brother, Roger.

     And for Maggie,

     for opening all the doors.

  
    
       
    

    Contents

    1 My girl

    2 The records

    3 Meeting

    4 The party

    5 First steps

    6 Collage materials

    7 Humiliation

    8 Staying late

    9 Listening

    10 The gallery

    11 Lunch party

    12 Lessons in love

    13 Busted

    14 Perfect imperfect

    15 Beaten

    16 Lies

    17 Tempted

    18 Other girls

    19 Discovery

    20 Twisted

    21 Home

    22 Free

    
      ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

    

  
    
       
    

    1

    My girl

    
      
        
          
            
              For what is a brat, what has he got

              When he finds out that he cannot

              Say the things he truly thinks

              But only words, not what he feels

              ‘My Way’

               Sex Pistols

            

          

        

      

    

    The first time I saw her was at my dad’s funeral.

    I know what you’re thinking – his dad dies of cancer and a few days later he’s eyeing up some girl.

    It wasn’t like that.

    Well. It was. But it’s not like I was on the pull or anything. And it wasn’t as if I could see much of her, either. She was wearing an enormous overcoat. Just a flash of blonde hair showing over the top.

    I didn’t notice her at first.

    I was sitting there, front row of the crematorium, between Mum and Chloe. I knew the place was packed – I’d turned round a few times and had a look. Lots of black clothes and pale faces. It was January – dead cold, with ice on the roads, so Mum was worried people wouldn’t turn up. But they did – masses of them. All Dad’s family. Friends. Even a couple of ex-girlfriends who made a big show of coming up to Mum, arms outstretched, trying to hug her.

    Mum was hating it. I could hear her teeth grinding. And she was gripping my arm tight with her fingers.

    Then Uncle Matt stepped up to the front. He’s not my real uncle, just Dad’s best mate. The crematorium went quiet.

    Uncle Matt talked about Dad – how he’d known him since they were at school. How my dad was this great guy. Loved punk music. Played the guitar when he was younger. Always in trouble as a kid. Blah, blah. Loads of laughs. Blah, blah. Spirit of adventure.

    I’d heard it all before and it still didn’t make sense. I mean, Uncle Matt was making out like Dad was this real rebel when he was young. But real rebels don’t give it all up for a nine-to-five job and a mortgage.

    No way.

    Not that Dad couldn’t be a laugh sometimes. But he was ordinary. Just an ordinary, middle-aged guy with an ordinary, boring, office job.

    “But in those last few weeks,” Uncle Matt went on, “what he told me he would miss most of all was the chance to see his children grow up.”

    Mum’s grip on my arm tightened even further. I could hear lots of sniffing behind me. I glanced sideways at Chloe. Tears were streaming down her face. She was always closer to Dad than me. I mean, it’s not like Dad and I had lots of rows or anything. But he’d been ill for so long. And we’d never had much in common. I don’t think he had any idea who I was.

    Maybe that’s why I didn’t feel like crying. Maybe that’s why his dying didn’t feel real.

    Uncle Matt sat down and a couple more people stood up. Someone read a poem. After that Chloe started bawling loudly and Mum leaned right across me to hold her hand. I wanted to get up and switch seats but it would have been too embarrassing. So we all stayed there, in what must have looked like this massive, miserable cuddle.

    At last it was over. At the end they played “My Way”. Not the classic Frank Sinatra everyone’s heard of – but this punk version. Apparently Uncle Matt reckoned my dad would’ve loved it.

    It just sounded stupid.

    Getting out of the crematorium building took ages. Mum was still clutching my arm, stopping as person after person came up to her.

    “. . . so sorry . . .”

    “. . . a release . . .”

    “. . . miss him so much . . .”

    As we reached the door I caught sight of Chloe. She was standing near all the flowers laid out on the ground, surrounded by girls from her class.

    I recognised most of her friends. Chloe’s a year older than me but we get on quite well. So long as I stay out of her room she’s pretty cool. Anyway, right now she and her friends were all crying their eyes out. The other girls were hugging her and patting her on the shoulder, each of them jostling for the position of Most Important Friend at the Funeral.

    All except her. The girl in the enormous overcoat.

    She was standing slightly on the edge of the group. I was sure I hadn’t seen her before, even though at that point I could only see her big coat and the back of her head. I stared at the way her smooth blonde hair curled onto her back.

    And then she turned round.

    I couldn’t move. I couldn’t breathe. I just stood, transfixed by her face.

    She was beautiful.

    Not attractive. Not pretty.

    Massively, awesomely beautiful. Like a model or a film star. Heart-shaped face. Big eyes. And these incredibly sexy, pouty lips.

    I’d never seen a real person who looked that good.

    “Luke,” Mum hissed.

    “What?” I said.

    “Uncle Matt was just speaking to you. Why didn’t you say something?”

    I shook my head. I was dying to look at the girl again. I hadn’t even heard Uncle Matt.

    “Can I go and see if my mates are here?” I said.

    Mum sighed. “Of course,” she said. “But don’t go far away. I . . . I . . .” Her voice cracked and she looked down.

    I felt a stab of guilt as she let go of my arm. But Uncle Matt was instantly at her side, taking her hand and drawing her over to talk to some other people. I sighed with relief. Then turned round to look for the girl.

    She was still there. I wanted to see what she looked like under that huge black overcoat. It was way, way too big for her. The shoulders hung halfway down her arms and the sleeves dangled below her hands.

    With a jolt I realised it was a man’s coat. It was January. It was cold. Somebody must’ve lent it to her to keep her warm. Let it be her father, I prayed. Or her brother. Please.

    One of Mum’s friends came up to me, clucking about how sad it was that Dad had died, asking how I was coping. I answered in grunts, hoping she’d get the message and leave me alone. I still hadn’t seen anyone from my class. I knew some of them were here. They were probably too embarrassed to come and speak to me after all Chloe’s noisy crying in the service.

    Chloe was blowing her nose now. The skin around her eyes was red and streaks of make-up were smeared down her cheeks. She was talking to the girl in the big overcoat. My girl.

    I was thinking about going a bit closer. Chloe was my sister, after all – surely it wouldn’t look too obvious?

    And then this guy wandered over to them. He was tall. Older. I vaguely recognised him as a sixth-former from school. He said something to Chloe, then slipped his arm round the girl. My heart beat faster. I mentally measured the overcoat against his broad shoulders. Bastard. It was his coat. Had to be. Please let him be her brother.

    It was my one remaining hope. Then the girl looked up, gave him this dead sexy grin, and my hope was dashed.
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    The records

    
      
        
          
            
              Is she really going out with him?

              Is she really gonna take him home tonight?

              Is she really going out with him?

              ’Cause if my eyes don’t deceive me

              There’s something going wrong around here.

              ‘Is She Really Going Out With Him?’

              Joe Jackson

            

          

        

      

    

    The girl didn’t come back to our house. Neither did her boyfriend. I tried not to imagine what they might be doing instead.

    The house was full of the family and friends who’d been at the funeral. The women brought food and laid it out on the kitchen table. The men produced bottles of whisky and made whisky sours. I hovered, hoping one of them would offer me a glass.

    They didn’t.

    Mum and Chloe stood in the living room, surrounded by people. I kept looking at the armchair Dad used to sit in all day before he had to go into the hospice. It felt odd seeing other people sprawled all over it.

    None of my mates had made it back from the crematorium. I guessed they’d gone off to the park to play football. I didn’t blame them really. In fact I was pulling on my trainers in order to join them, when Uncle Matt cornered me in the hall.

    “Where’re you going?” he said. I could smell the faint tang of whisky on his breath.

    “Just out.” I stood up.

    Uncle Matt put his beefy hand on my shoulder. “Look, son,” he said. “I know this is hard on you, but how’s your mum going to feel if you piss off now?”

    I gritted my teeth. “I’m not your son,” I muttered.

    Uncle Matt’s already flushed cheeks reddened further. His hand dropped from my shoulder. “No, I didn’t mean . . .”

    “Luke?” Mum appeared behind him. She was smiling, but her eyes had this awful, dead look about them. “Are you feeling all right?” she said.

    “I just want to be on my own for a while.” I looked at the hall carpet.

    “Course,” she said. “You go out, get some air.”

    I came back an hour later. I hadn’t gone to the park in the end, just walked around a bit. When it came down to it, I couldn’t face seeing my friends. Since Dad had got ill, they’d all been a bit weird with me – like they didn’t know what to say to me anymore.

    I didn’t need that – especially today.

    The house was virtually empty now. A couple of Mum’s friends were still there, collecting up empty bottles and sweeping plastic cups and bits of sandwich crust into black bin bags. They told me Mum was upstairs, lying down.

    But it wasn’t Mum I wanted to see. While I’d been out walking I couldn’t stop thinking about the girl from the funeral. I kept looking out, hoping I’d bump into her. But, of course, I didn’t.

    I had to know who she was. I went upstairs and knocked on Chloe’s bedroom door – she’s liable to go mental if you don’t knock and wait for a reply.

    “Go away,” said a teary voice.

    I pushed the door open a fraction. Chloe was sitting on her bed, surrounded by photographs. She looked up at me, wiping her face and scowling. “What d’you want?”

    I hesitated. In this mood, Chloe was unlikely to tell me anything. I’d probably be better off waiting until later.

    “Just wanted to see if you were OK,” I lied.

    Chloe narrowed her eyes. “Yeah, right,” she said. “By the way, thanks for pissing off earlier and leaving me to cope with Mum on my own.”

    It was clearly hopeless. I closed the door and turned away, but to my surprise Chloe called after me. “Hey, Luke, come back.”

    I opened the door again. Chloe stared at me for a second, then beckoned me over to the bed.

    “D’you wanna look at these old photos of Dad?” She pointed to the snaps spread out on the duvet in front of her.

    Not for the first time I marvelled at how quickly her moods could change. I tried not to step on any of the clothes and magazines littering Chloe’s carpet as I crossed the room. I knelt down beside the bed and bent over the pictures.

    Most were of Dad on his own, but there were some with Chloe in as well. She pointed to one where Dad was giving her a piggyback ride. She looked about six or seven. They were both laughing.

    “So how was it for you?” I said. “The funeral and stuff?”

    Chloe made a face. “Gross.”

    “At least all your friends turned up,” I said, hoping my attempt to edge the conversation to the girl wouldn’t look too obvious.

    “Yeah but half of them were only there ’cause they got the morning off school,” Chloe said. She picked up the picture of her and Dad and stared at it.

    I seized my opportunity.

    “Yeah, like, there was one girl I’ve never even seen before,” I said. “Blonde. Wearing this outsize overcoat?”

    Chloe put down the photo. “You mean Eve? She’s OK, actually. Only started this term.”

    “In your class?” I said, casually.

    Chloe nodded.

    That meant Eve must be sixteen, or nearly sixteen. Whichever – she was a whole school year above me.

    “She was dead sweet when she found out about Dad,” Chloe went on, “though I wouldn’t have asked her to the funeral if I’d known she was going to bring her boyfriend.”

    “Oh?” I said innocently. “She’s got a boyfriend already?”

    “Only the hottest guy in his year. Ben – he plays for City Juniors.”

    “Oh.”

    There was a knock at the door. Without waiting for Chloe to reply, Mum walked in, carrying a cardboard box. A large, bulky envelope was balanced on top of the box.

    “Oh good, you’re both here,” Mum said, sitting down on the end of the bed.

    I glanced at Chloe, wondering if she was going to flip into a mood at Mum for barging in like that. But Chloe was staring at the box and the envelope. “What are they?” she said.

    Mum pressed her lips together. Long pause. I started thinking about the girl again. Eve. It was the perfect name for her. Simple and sexy. The overcoat she’d been wearing kept pushing its way into my mind’s eye. Her supposedly “hot” boyfriend’s coat. How come he got to have her? Sometimes life really sucked.

    “Luke?”

    I focused on Mum. She was frowning gently at me.

    I felt myself going red. “Sorry,” I muttered. “What did you say?”

    Mum sighed. I was suddenly aware of how tired she looked. “Dad left this for you.” She pushed the cardboard box she’d been holding across the bed to me. I stared down at it, blinking hard.

    “For me?” I said.

    “Yeah, doof brain. For you.” Chloe was next to me, the bulky envelope that Mum had been carrying in her lap. She pointed to it. “I got a letter.”

    “Dad started trying to write to you too, Luke,” Mum said quickly. She tapped the lid of the box. “But in the end he thought what’s in there might be more meaningful right now.” She paused. “Everything you need for them is up in the loft. If you can’t set it up, Uncle Matt said he’d do it for you.”

    “I’m sure I’ll be able to manage.” I stood up. I had no idea what was inside the box, but the last thing I wanted was Uncle Matt muscling in with his now, son, do it like this routine.

    I carried the box back to my bedroom and pushed open the door with my feet.

    I sat down on the bed, the cardboard box on my lap. What on earth was inside that Dad thought was so meaningful?

    I lifted the lid. Inside the box was a row of twenty or so paper envelopes with black discs inside. I pulled one out. Then another. They were vinyl records. Old ones. The paper sleeves were all scuffed and dirty. I recognised less than half of the bands. Not surprising. The tracks were all dated from ages ago – the late Seventies and early Eighties.

    These were Dad’s old singles. Records from when he was a teenager. My heart beat faster, and for the first time that day a huge sob rose up in my throat.

    Was that all he thought of me?

    Chloe gets a massive letter and I get palmed off with a bunch of ancient, crappy records. I pushed down the sob. Dad wasn’t worth crying over. I just had to accept it. He had no idea about my life.

    No idea about me.

    I put the box down on the floor and walked over to my window.

    I wondered where Eve was. And what she was doing.
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    Meeting

    
      
        
          
            
              Ever fallen in love with someone

              Ever fallen in love

              In love with someone

              Ever fallen in love

              In love with someone

              You shouldn’t’ve fallen in love with?

              ‘Ever Fallen In Love?’

              Buzzcocks

            

          

        

      

    

    I couldn’t wait to get back to school.

    The funeral was on a Thursday, and Mum’d said Chloe and I could both have the next day at home if we wanted. She was surprised when I told her I’d rather be at school. Normally I’m up for any chance to get a day off.

    It wasn’t that I was hoping to see Eve. Well. Only a bit. Being at home was just too depressing. Mum cried all the time. Not loudly. Never even openly, but she wandered around looking so sad it made me feel terrible. I tried to give her a hug a couple of times. But that just made her cry more. She always ended up pushing me away, saying something like: “I won’t lay all this on you, Luke, it’s not fair.”

    I wanted to say none of it was frigging fair. But I didn’t know how to say it. And I felt guilty that she was so unhappy and I hardly thought about Dad at all.

    I hadn’t played any of his old records. Mum had given me Dad’s old-style record player out of the loft. I don’t know why she’d thought I might need Uncle Matt’s help to set it up. The thing was out of the dark ages, technology-wise – a switch for the record setting (45, 33 or 78), an on/off button and a volume knob.

    I plugged it into the socket in the corner of my room, then covered it over with a towel. When Mum asked if I’d listened to any of Dad’s records yet, I just said I wasn’t ready and she let me alone.

    In the end, being back at school wasn’t much better than being at home. My friends were all dead weird with me. It was like they didn’t know what to say to me about Dad, so they’d decided it was easier not to say anything. It’s hard to explain. They talked and joked like always and we played football just as before, but there was this way they had of looking at me, like I came from another planet and might mutate into a bloodsucking alien at any minute.

    I wasn’t Luke anymore. I was the bloke with the Dead Dad.

    And then there was Eve. Or, rather, there wasn’t. That first day I looked out for her all the way to school, then again when I was leaving. No sign. I even walked past Chloe’s classroom once – but it was empty.

    That was Friday. The weekend passed slowly. By Monday I’d almost convinced myself I’d imagined her. Certainly I must have imagined how beautiful her face was. And I hadn’t even seen the rest of her.

    Chloe and I hardly ever walked to school together, but we sometimes met up to come home. That Monday afternoon I was hanging about by the wall near the entrance gates, half waiting for her. It was in the back of my mind that when Chloe came out with the rest of her class, Eve might be there too. But I wasn’t really thinking about it.

    I looked up. There was Chloe, surrounded by her friends as usual. They were giggling. Looking at their mobiles. A few of them wandered off. The rest shuffled round.

    And I saw her.

    She was smiling, listening to someone. My mouth fell open. She was even hotter than I’d remembered. I stared, trying to take all of her in at once. Long, slim legs. Curves everywhere. Sleek blonde hair falling dead straight onto her shoulders. And that face. Jesus. Even the way she stood was sexy. Her head to one side. Her hand, pushing back her jacket, resting on her hip.

    The other girls drifted away. It was just her and Chloe now. Then they started walking across the tarmac. Except Eve didn’t walk. The way she moved was more like gliding. Like a cat – smooth and fluid and unbelievably sure of herself.

    Oh crap. They were coming towards me. They were wrapped up in their conversation, not looking at me, but they were definitely heading in my direction. Getting closer and closer. In a minute she was going to be standing right next to me. My heart pummelled against my ribs.

    Seconds pulsed by. I stared down at the ground. And then she was here. Close enough to touch.

    “Luke?” Chloe sounded impatient.

    I looked up at my sister, catching Eve out of the corner of my eye. My throat was dry. Lust rocketed through me. There was nothing about her that wasn’t perfect. The way her upper lip dipped into a V in the middle. The way her jumper clung to her . . .

    “What the hell is wrong with you?” Chloe said.

    I shook my head. “Nothing,” I blurted out.

    Stop. You’re behaving like a total nutter. Calm down.

    I looked down at the tarmac again. There was this tightness in my chest. It crossed my mind that I might be having a heart attack. I stood there, concentrating on breathing. Eve dragged one of her feet seductively across the tarmac. She was wearing black shoes with thin, pointy heels.

    Chloe had clearly decided to ignore my peculiar behaviour. “So where’re you meeting Ben?” she said to Eve.

    “The Bell.”

    Oh God. Even her voice was sexy – all low and raspy.

    “Ben’s done me this new, totally brilliant fake I.D.,” Eve said. “We’re meeting for cocktails at happy hour.”

    Chloe giggled. “Oooh. Cocktails,” she said.

    “Yeah.” I could hear the grin in Eve’s voice. “Guess what his favourite is?” She leaned over and whispered something in Chloe’s ear.

    Chloe squealed. “No way. I can’t believe they’re even allowed to print that on a menu.”

    “They’re not – but Ben knows the barman. They make it up for him specially.”

    I decided that I hated Ben.

    “Anyway, I’d better go home and get ready,” Eve said. “Bye, Chloe.” She turned slightly sideways. I could tell she was looking at me. “Bye,” she said.

    I had to say something. I might not get this close to her again for days. I looked up. Eve was smiling at me, her lips slightly parted.

    I stared at her mouth, feeling my face redden. “Bye,” I squeaked.

    For God’s sake, look at her properly.

    I forced myself to look her straight in the eyes. They were almond-shaped, the palest blue I’d ever seen. But I could tell she wasn’t really seeing me. Like, she was right there, looking in my direction, but not . . . not noticing me.

    And then she was gone. As she glided through the school gates, Chloe swung her bag over her shoulder.

    “Did you have to behave like that?” she snapped.

    I swallowed. How much had she noticed? “What d’you mean?”

    “Hardly looking up at Eve, like that. Not saying anything. It was really rude.”

    My mouth fell open, but Chloe had already stomped off towards the gates.

    Over the next few days I seemed to see Eve everywhere – wandering down the corridor, chatting with her friends in the cafeteria, smiling mysteriously on her mobile.

    I dreamed of going up to her, but I didn’t have the nerve. Even if Eve didn’t think I was rude – or a complete retard – I had no idea what to say to her. So I watched her from a distance.

    If you’re thinking that seeing her must have got easier, let me tell you – it didn’t. Every time was like the first time.

    A slap in the face. A punch in the stomach. A kick in the head.

    She was the hottest person I’d ever met. But she had a boyfriend. And, even if she didn’t, what chance would I have had with her? No girl I knew had ever gone out with a boy in a lower year.

    I talked to other girls. I did my homework. I played football. I even spent a couple of hours looking through Dad’s singles collection, though I didn’t actually play any of the records. Part of me wanted to, but it was like, if I listened to them, I’d be saying everything between me and Dad was OK. That I forgave him for leaving me such a useless, heartless pile of crap.

    Nothing took my mind off Eve.

    February began. It was a cold day – exactly a month since Dad died, or so Mum said. Still dark when I got home from school. I’d been in my room. Then I got hungry and came down to the kitchen. As I reached the door, I overheard Mum on the phone.

    “It’s just so hard to tell,” she was saying. “He’s so withdrawn, just stays in his room all the time. Only comes out for meals.”

    Was she talking about me?

    “OK, OK, I’ll ask them,” Mum said. “I’ll let you know.”

    She hung up the phone, then called me and Chloe into the kitchen.

    We sat down at the table. Chloe’s face was covered in green gunk – some kind of face mask. A few weeks ago I would have made some jokey comment about how hideous she looked – or at least tried to make her laugh so that the dried mask cracked. But now, I couldn’t be bothered. My head was too full of Eve.

    “A group of us – girlfriends – want me to go away with them to this spa,” Mum said nervously. “Just for one night. A week on Saturday. I said I would ask you, see what you both thought.”

    I tried to look interested.

    Chloe’s eyes widened. “You mean leave us on our own?”

    Mum bit her lip. “I thought maybe you could both organise sleepovers but if—”

    “No way.” Chloe thumped her fist on the table. “I’m sixteen! I’m perfectly capable of staying here overnight by myself. Send Luke off to a friend, but I won’t go.”

    “Hey,” I said indignantly. “If she’s staying, so am I.”

    Mum looked at us both as if she was trying to make up her mind.

    “You should go, Mum.” Chloe’s voice was suddenly soft and gentle. “You deserve a break. And you don’t need to worry about us. I’ll look after Luke.”

    I opened my mouth to protest that I didn’t need looking after, but Chloe glared at me. I shut up. Whatever. What did it matter really?

    I would have taken a lot more interest if I’d known what Chloe was planning – and where it would lead.
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    The party

    
      
        
          
            
              I said ‘I’ll see you later’

              and I give her some old chat.

              But it’s not like that on the TV when it’s

              cool for cats.

              ‘Cool For Cats’

              Squeeze

            

          

        

      

    

    Mum ran through the arrangements for what felt like the millionth time. “Uncle Matt’s going to stop by at nine – just to make sure you’re OK. Then I’ll call before I go to bed – probably about eleven. Any problems call Matt or go down to the Wilsons at number forty-five. And for God’s sake, Chloe, remember to lock up at night. Two twists on the Chubb and don’t open the door unless you’re sure who it is.”

    I glanced at Chloe. She was taking all the fuss remarkably well, considering how moody she normally was. I guess she didn’t want any last-minute arguments stopping Mum from going.

    Mum picked up her overnight bag and took two steps closer to the front door.

    “Now, Luke, Chloe’s in charge for tonight. Whatever she tells you to do, you do.”

    I shrugged. “Sure.” Well that should get me nicely off the hook if Mum ever finds out about tonight.

    Mum took another step across the hall, then clutched her forehead. “Oh no.” She dropped her bag.

    “What?” Chloe said, with just the barest trace of impatience.

    “I haven’t shown you where the stopcock for the water is. Or the fuse box.”

    “ ’S’OK, Mum,” I said. “I know. Dad showed me.”

    She smiled sadly at me, then picked up her bag. “Are you really sure about this, you two?”

    “Yes.”

    “Course, Mum.” I leaned forwards and kissed her on the cheek. “Have a good time.”

    As the door closed behind her, Chloe punched the air.

    “Yesss!” she hissed. “Now, come on. We haven’t got long to get ready.”

    Chloe had worked on Mum for two days to convince her we’d be all right on our own. The reason was obvious – but Mum never guessed. We were going to have a party.

    It was Chloe’s thing really. She’d gone a bit mad since Dad died, going out all the time; pushing it with Mum in a way she never used to. I overheard her talking about the party to one of her friends, saying it was just what she needed to get her mind off Dad.

    Maybe.

    I’d mentioned it to a couple of mates, but to be honest, I wasn’t all that excited about the party itself. Only in whether Eve would turn up.

    My heart raced whenever I thought about it.

    Eve. Here in my house.

    And her boyfriend, said an annoying voice in my head.

    I told it to shut up.

    “Luke, are you listening to me?” Chloe shook my arm.

    “Yeah, right,” I said, quickly. “Tell me again.”

    “I need you down here to open the door when people bring stuff round this afternoon.”

    I screwed up my face. “Where are you going, then?” I said.

    Chloe rolled her eyes. “I told you. I’ve got to get ready.”

    Chloe’s idea of getting ready meant spending three hours on the phone to her friends discussing the clothes they were going to wear and the boys they wanted to get off with – and then soaking in the bath for an hour.

    During the afternoon I let in a number of blokes – most of them from Chloe’s class – each of them delivering a bottle of wine or vodka that they’d nicked out of their parents’ cupboards. They all asked to see Chloe, but with every arrival she’d just drift out into the landing, phone firmly clamped in her hand, wave down at them, then drift away again.

    Three of Chloe’s girlfriends arrived at about six. They were all carrying armfuls of clothes and an assortment of bags and boxes. They vanished into Chloe’s bedroom, where loud squeals soon rose up over the music.

    I stayed downstairs, wondering what the hell they were doing. I’d already cleaned my teeth, dragged a clean T-shirt over my head and used some deodorant. It had taken five minutes. Even allowing for putting on make-up, how much more was there to getting ready than that?

    At half-past eight Chloe appeared in the kitchen.

    I stared at her. She was wearing masses of make-up, an ultra-tight top and a skirt that barely covered her bum. She smiled distractedly at me, then crossed the room to the fridge and pulled open the door.

    “Dad would hate you looking like that.” The words were out of my mouth before I’d even realised I was going to say them.

    Chloe whipped round, whatever she had wanted from the fridge forgotten. “Yeah, well, he’s not here is he?”

    We glared at each other. For a second Chloe’s bottom lip trembled. “You bastard,” she said. She raced out of the room.

    I sat there, feeling uncomfortable. When Chloe’s angry with you, pretty much anything can happen. But to my surprise, when she reappeared fifteen minutes later she was wearing a big cardigan over the tight top, and had wiped some of the make-up off her face. She even had on a slightly longer skirt.

    “This isn’t ’cause of what you said,” she said haughtily. “It’s ’cause Matt’ll be here in a minute.”

    “Right,” I said. But I noticed, after Matt had been and gone, that although Chloe took off the cardigan, she didn’t change back into the shorter skirt. Or, as far as I could tell, put on more make-up.

    Mum phoned in at eleven. Chloe was all prepared for the call. She’d waited in her room for five minutes, telephone in hand.

    When she reappeared to tell me I could stop fending people off the volume dial on her MP3 player she had a broad grin on her face.

    “Nothing to worry about now,” she said, turning the music back up.

    I wasn’t so sure.

    For a start, there were already masses of people in the house. And more kept coming. Not just people from my year and Chloe’s, but quite a lot of the sixth form and a few others I didn’t recognise at all. Older blokes with high-heeled girls hanging off one arm and six-packs of beer in the other.

    Somebody brought in this massive sound system and, minutes later, the deep bass of the music was making the whole house vibrate. It seemed to give the party this new dimension – darker and rougher. By midnight, most of the people from my year had disappeared and I’d lost sight of Chloe completely.

    Eve arrived at eight minutes past midnight. She was wearing jeans with this white top that curled tantalisingly across her belly button. Unlike most of the other girls, she had hardly any make-up on. She didn’t need it. She was better-looking than everyone else at the party put together.

    Her boyfriend had his arm clamped round her waist, as if daring anyone to try and take her away from him. I hadn’t seen him up close since the funeral. He wasn’t that attractive, I decided. His nose looked broken and he had a fat neck.

    Anyway, he and Eve wandered into the living room. I followed. They stood in a corner and started snogging almost immediately.

    I watched, hating it. Hating him. Rage surged up from my stomach, bitter in my mouth. I turned away, so full up with anger I didn’t know what to do with myself. It wasn’t just the stupid boyfriend either. I was furious with Eve for liking him. And with Chloe for letting the party get so out of hand. Who were all these people?

    But, most of all, I was angry with myself for letting it all get to me. This was a party, for God’s sake. Why couldn’t I just chill? Get into the whole thing.

    I looked round. There were loads of girls here on their own. And some of them were really hot. Not Eve-hot. But good enough.

    Gritting my teeth, I marched through the dancing bodies that filled our living room, to a short, pretty girl with dark hair who was standing beside the light switch. I’d noticed her dancing with at least four different guys earlier. Now she looked bored.

    This made me hopeful.

    “Hi,” I said. “What’s your name?”

    She stared at me. “Why?”

    I shrugged, my nerve failing fast. “Wanna dance?”

    The girl gave me a withering look. “With you?” she said.

    I nodded, feeling my face and neck flushing red. The girl stared at me for several, long seconds.

    “You have to be kidding,” she said. Then she stalked off towards the kitchen.

    With a sigh I turned round and leaned against the wall. Humiliation now mingled with my anger. Why was it so hard? How did all these other guys do it?

    I glanced over at Eve and Ben. They were sitting in Dad’s old armchair now, still snogging furiously. As I watched them, despair flooded through me. Ben’s hands were trying to get under Eve’s white top. She was pushing them away, but he got rougher, more insistent.

    Why didn’t she just stop kissing him?

    I clenched my fists and left the room.

    I stomped upstairs. There were couples everywhere. On the steps, on the landing, in the bathroom.

    I sat on the top step of the stairs and put my head in my hands.

    A minute later I felt the step below me creak. For one glorious fantastical moment I imagined it might be Eve. I looked up. Ryan Kennedy – a boy I knew vaguely from the parallel class in my year – was standing in front of me. He had a wide mouth, dark, floppy hair and – I was pretty sure – had arrived at the party with lots of friends of both sexes.

    “Hi.” He smiled.

    “Hi,” I said, grumpily, hoping he would go away.

    “I saw you downstairs,” Ryan said, sitting down next to me. “I know what you want.”

    I stared at him. For a single, horrified second I wondered if he was hitting on me. Then I remembered seeing him earlier, dancing with the short, pretty brunette who’d just blown me off.

    This didn’t make me feel any better.

    “What are you talking about?”

    Ryan lowered his voice, so I could only just hear him above the thump of the music. “Eve. Eve Ripley, the new girl in your sister’s class.”

    I shrugged. “Dunno what you mean.”

    “Yeah, right,” Ryan’s smile broadened.“It’s written all over your face. Like I said, man. I was watching you downstairs.”

    Crap. I glared at him. “Why don’t you piss off?”

    Ryan appeared to take this as an invitation to stretch out his legs. We sat in silence, watching a girl in a pair of high-heeled boots tottering towards us up the stairs. As she pushed her way past, she giggled.

    “Hi, Ry,” she said. “See you later?”

    Ryan grinned up at her. “Maybe.”

    The girl giggled again and stumbled off towards the bathroom.

    I leaned forwards, intending to get up and go and shut myself in my bedroom.

    “Hey.” Ryan’s hand on my shoulder pulled me back. “Don’t you wanna know how I can help you get her?” he said. “Eve, I mean.”

    “No,” I snapped, shaking off his hand. “Funnily enough, I’m not in the mood for a humiliating wind-up.”

    “OK.” He shrugged. “Your choice. But it’s not a wind-up. It really works.”

    I frowned, curious in spite of myself. “What works?”

    Ryan gave me a lazy, lopsided grin. “The Six Steps. They’re these steps you gotta follow. Get you any girl you want.”

    “What?” I said.

    “Six Steps, man. Like a list of things you’ve got to do.”

    He had to be kidding me.

    “What d’you mean?”

    But Ryan was looking down the stairs again, waving.

    A girl in a short skirt with a tumble of red curls was standing on the bottom step, smiling up at us. She was strikingly pretty. Not like Eve, of course. But still . . .

    The girl waved, then tapped her watch. Ryan stood up. “Look, man, I gotta leave now. I’ll tell you about the Six Steps later, OK?”

    I looked up. Ryan’s face was open, his eyes serious. Something told me that he meant what he was saying. That, for some reason, he really wanted to help me.

    “I don’t—?”

    “I’ll talk to you Monday – explain it all then.”

    “Right,” I said, sinking back against the banisters, determined to look uninterested. “Whatever.”

    Ryan grinned, then he slipped down the stairs and took the girl’s hand. I watched them weave their way towards the front door.

    The music was even louder now. The bass pounded up through the floorboards, vibrating against my feet. I got up and wandered across to the landing window that looked over the front of the house.

    Ryan and the girl were disappearing up the road. As they reached the corner Ryan stopped and pulled her into this massive snog.

    I leaned my forehead against the cold window pane. Ryan wasn’t any older or better-looking than me. And yet he had girl after girl practically throwing themselves at him. What did he know that I didn’t?

    I kicked the wall at my foot.

    Without looking up from the girl, Ryan lifted one arm and waved lazily back at the house.
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    First steps

    
      
        
          
            
              ’Cause I’m gonna make you see

              There’s nobody else here.

              No one like me.

              I’m special . . . so special.

              I gotta have some of your attention.

              Give it to me.

              ‘Brass In Pocket’

              Pretenders

            

          

        

      

    

    The living room was a total mess. Torn plastic cups, overflowing ashtrays and empty beer cans lay everywhere. All Mum’s CDs were on the floor. Three cushions were ripped and there were several dark stains on the sofas and carpet.

    “After everything your mum’s been through this year,” Uncle Matt roared. “All she wanted was a little time to herself. And now she’s got to come home to this.”

    “We’ll clear up in the morning,” Chloe slurred.

    She looked totally wrecked. Her make-up was all smeared and her tight top was twisted so far round that it was almost back to front.

    “No way, madam,” Uncle Matt snapped. “You’re clearing up now.”

    It was one a.m. Shortly after Ryan had left, the police had turned up, investigating complaints about noise from the neighbours. When they realised how young Chloe was they turned off the music and made everyone leave.

    They wanted to call Mum, but Chloe begged them not to. In the end they compromised on Uncle Matt, after we explained he was the family friend who’d been left in charge while Mum was away. Matt turned up shortly afterwards – furious with both of us.

    He made us work until three a.m. My job was to go round the house getting all the wine and beer stains off the floor and furniture. I used a whole bottle of stain remover, pretending each dirty mark that I scrubbed was Ben’s face. What a jerk. I couldn’t get the image of him groping Eve on Dad’s armchair out of my head. What the hell did she see in him?

    Matt let us sleep until seven, then woke us again so we could open all the windows and vacuum before Mum got home. I can’t tell you how annoying it was to have him bossing us around in our own house, but we kept our mouths shut – hoping that, if we did everything he told us, he wouldn’t tell Mum what had happened.

    I don’t know what fantasy land we were living in.

    To be fair, Matt played down the whole thing in terms of how trashed the house had been. But for Mum, the very fact that we’d lied to her was the worst thing.

    “I’m so disappointed in you both,” she said. “And Dad would’ve been too.”

    I’d rather she’d shouted at us.

    In the end, Chloe was grounded for a month for organising the party and I was grounded for a week for not grassing her up. Neither of us thought this was particularly fair, and the rest of the weekend passed in an atmosphere of slammed doors and long, dark silences.

    I didn’t see Eve on Monday. But Ryan sauntered up to me while I was choosing a lunchtime sandwich in the school cafeteria.

    “So,” he said, balancing his tray in one hand. “Six Steps. You interested?”

    I glanced round. No one else was within earshot.

    “I don’t get it,” I hissed. “Why d’you want to help me?”

    “Lots of reasons.” Ryan shrugged. “I told you. I’ve been there. Planet Hopeless. I just want to help.”

    I stared at him, still unconvinced.

    “Look, man. I promise you I am not winding you up. Let’s meet after school. I’ll prove it.”

    “Can’t. I’m grounded.” I wasn’t sure whether I felt more relieved or disappointed.

    Ryan didn’t look surprised. “We’ll come to you, then,” he said.

    “We?” I said. “Who’s ‘we’?”

    But Ryan had already darted off into the crowds.

    I felt anxious for the rest of the day. What was Ryan planning? Who was he going to bring with him? I wished I’d told him to piss off, straight out, when I’d had the chance.

    He turned up about an hour after Chloe and I got home from school. My stomach twisted uncomfortably as I opened the door.

    Ryan was with two other boys from his class. A skinny, red-haired geek with glasses known – for some reason – as Numbers, and a lumbering, acne-ridden giant called Tony. They didn’t look like the sort of people Ryan usually hung out with.

    “Hi Luke,” Ryan said cheerily. “I brought a couple of mates with me. Hope that’s OK. These two already know about the Six Steps. Numbers is here to boast. Tones is here ’cause I asked him and he owes me.”

    I could feel my face reddening. He hadn’t said anything to them about me and Eve, had he? “I don’t—”

    “Don’t worry – they don’t know any details,” Ryan said. “So, can we come in?”

    Part of me wanted to shut the door in his face. But, though I hated to admit it, I was curious. I decided I’d listen to whatever Ryan’s six stupid steps were – then chuck him and his loser friends out.

    “OK,” I said. “But I haven’t got much time.”

    I led them into the living room. Ryan immediately sprawled across one of the sofas. “The first thing you should know,” he said, “is that I know what I’m talking about. I’ve had more hot girls than anyone else in our year.”

    “Except me,” Numbers said proudly.

    I stared at him. Numbers was, frankly, scrawny. And he looked about eleven. There was no way he’d ever even held hands with a girl.

    “I don’t think so.” Ryan turned to me. “Unlike Numbers here, I go for quality as well as quantity. Premiership babes only, like Kelly Simmonds and Jade Aziki.”

    My mouth fell open. Kelly and Jade were the best-looking girls in Ryan’s class. No one I knew had come close to even getting a snog off them.

    “Look.” Ryan produced a mobile from his pocket. He handed it to me. “Look at numbers six through to fifteen.”

    I clicked through the pictures. There was Ryan with his arms round a succession of girls. Not just Jade and Kelly, but all sorts of others too. Most of them not even at our school.

    “It’s sort of my business catalogue,” Ryan said, modestly.

    “This doesn’t prove anything,” I said, though privately I was impressed.

    “I’ve snogged seventy-six girls since November third,” Numbers smirked.

    “All thanks to the Six Steps,” Ryan added.

    “ ’S true,” grunted Tony from Dad’s armchair. “I done all the Steps except the last one. ’S changed my life.”

    I stared at him. Tony’s face was like a pizza, so covered in spots there was hardly any clear skin visible underneath. If Ryan’s stupid plan could help Tony get a girl, maybe there was something in it.

    “Numbers. Tones,” Ryan said briskly. “Give us a few minutes, would you?”

    They went out of the room. Ryan leaned forwards, all serious. “OK, those guys couldn’t pull Eve Ripley if they were the last males on earth. But you can, if you listen to me. Now, the first thing I need is a history,” he said. “Who’ve you been out with? How long did it last? How far did you get?”

    “I’m not telling you that.” I could feel myself going red. With anyone else I’d just have exaggerated my experiences. Enjoyed doing it, in fact. But something told me Ryan would know if I lied.

    Ryan sighed. “If you’re not prepared to be open with me, I can’t help you.”

    My temper rose. “Who says I want your help? Coming here with your freak-show friends. I’m doing fine by myself.”

    Ryan leaned back on the sofa. He looked neither upset nor angry at my outburst. After a few moments he shook his head sorrowfully. “You really like her, don’t you?”

    The way he looked at me, it was like he could see right inside my head.

    “Face it, man,” Ryan said. “At the moment you don’t stand a chance. Eve Ripley’s total Premiership. Top of the Premiership, in fact. And she’s already got a boyfriend.”

    “Yeah,” I muttered. “Dunno what she sees in him.”

    “Well, Ben’s a football star.” Ryan pursed his lips, thoughtfully. “Plus he’s older than she is, he’s tall and good-looking and all her friends fancy him.”

    “Right.” I looked down at the carpet.

    “I saw you with that short brunette at your party an’ I gotta tell you, your technique totally sucks. But I reckon with a bit of training you’d be fine. So, stop making out you can do all this alone, and spill.”

    There was a long pause.

    In spite of my irritation there was something about Ryan I liked. He was so direct and he was offering to help me, apparently just because he felt sorry for me. But there was still no way I was going to humiliate myself by telling him the truth about what I suspected was, compared to his, a pretty limited set of experiences.

    Ryan sighed again. “OK, let me guess,” he said. “The longest you’ve ever been out with someone is three weeks. You’ve got off with, say, between twenty and thirty girls – none of them Premiership. And you’ve never gone the whole way. Am I right?”

    I stared at him. “Way off,” I lied.

    “Yeah, right.” Ryan grinned. “This is gonna work, man. I’ve got a good feeling about it.”

    He went to the door and called Tones and Numbers back in. “You don’t mind, do you?” he said. “They could probably both do with a refresher, not that Numbers would ever admit it.”

    I winced. If anyone at school found out I’d been taking dating tips in some kind of girly group session . . .

    “I don’t know,” I said.

    “Will you chill?” Ryan sounded exasperated. “Don’t you think that if either of them were going to say anything to anyone, they’d have already told on each other?”

    I shrugged uneasily, as Numbers and Tones came in and sat down.

    “Step One,” Ryan said. “Look good – Feel good.”

    I stared at him. “What?”

    “The first thing you need is confidence,” Ryan said. “And the easiest part of confidence is making the most of how you look. Tell me, what did you do to get ready for the party?”

    I told him.

    Tones gave a low chuckle.

    “You should’ve ironed the shirt,” Ryan said. “You looked a mess. And not in a good way.”

    “What? No one’s gonna notice if my shirt’s all neat and stuff.”

    “Maybe not, but they’ll notice if you look like an old tramp. And you need a haircut too. Something shorter. It’s all gotta look like you take a pride in your appearance, but you aren’t obsessed with it. Also, more washing and clean clothes and less deodorant. You don’t want to overdo anything – especially deodorant and hair gel. But washing’s cool.”

    “I do wash.” I glared at him.

    “Sure,” Ryan said. “I’m just saying. To be honest I don’t think you’ve got any problems. Is there anything you’d like to change about your appearance? Like being taller, for instance?”

    I thought about Eve’s hulking boyfriend. “Maybe.” I shrugged.

    Numbers snorted. “Join the club.”

    “You’re taller than she is, aren’t you?” Ryan said.

    I nodded. I was, by a few centimetres. But Ben was a whole head and a half taller than me.

    “Well, then,” Ryan went on. “You don’t need to worry. And even if you weren’t taller there are ways round it. Ask Numbers.”

    Numbers grinned. “Ry told me to only ever chat birds up sitting down. Works like a dream. Once they’ve experienced the Numbers magic touch they don’t care how tall I am.”

    I smiled weakly at him.

    “OK. Step Two,” Ryan said. “Noticing. Get her to notice you. Then make sure she knows you’ve noticed her.”

    “How?” I said, meaning: how, without making a total tit of myself like I did last time?

    “Get her on her own. Show her that you’re interested in something she’s interested in. Girls love that sensitive stuff. But don’t go all gushy and girly about it. Just be friendly.”

    “How do I find out what she’s interested in without talking to her?”

    Ryan rolled his eyes. “Look on the noticeboards at school. See if she’s signed up for any after-school stuff. Ask your sister. But be subtle. You’ve gotta make it clear to her you’re interested, but still look cool.”

    “I was stuck on that for weeks,” Tones said glumly. “Ry made me practice on about fifty girls before he said I was ready for . . . for her . . .”

    I wondered who the object of Tones’s desire was and how he had possibly managed to get anywhere near her.

    “Let’s practise,” Ryan said. “Look at me like you’re interested.”

    “What?” I said. “No way.”

    Ryan tutted. “Don’t be so uptight, man. This is where most guys fall down. They either get stuck on being friends or they go way over the top and frighten the girl off. It’s important.”

    “Why do I have to do some stupid ‘look’? Can’t I just go up to her and ask her out?” I said.

    “No,” Ryan said. “It’s gotta be a look first, or you’ve blown it before you’ve begun. Come on. Numbers cracked this first time.”

    Stung, I tried to look at him as if I fancied him. It was impossible. Ryan was studying my face intently, like I was a bug under a microscope. “Give me more,” he said.

    “Jesus,” I muttered. I tried to pretend I was looking at Eve and telling her with my eyes how much I liked her.

    “Whoa.” Ryan drew back in mock-horror. “Psycho alert. If you look at her like that she’ll think you’re some kind of stalker.”

    I felt my whole face flush with humiliation. “Well you do it if you’re so bloody clever,” I said.

    Ryan cocked his head on one side. “OK” He darted out of the living room, then reappeared about a minute later, Chloe’s school bag in his hand. “She’s looking for her homework,” he grinned. “Should be in in a moment.”

    I glared at him. “You’re not practising on my sister.”

    “Chill,” Ryan said. “It’s only a look, remember?”

    I sat there, feeling uneasy. A few minutes later Chloe barged into the living room. She saw her bag where Ryan had put it, on the table in the corner, and stomped towards it. “What the hell is this doing here?” she muttered.

    As she reached the table, Ryan sprang up and sauntered towards her. “Hi,” he said. “Chloe, isn’t it?”

    Chloe glanced at him. I grinned. She was clearly in a foul mood. And the way she looked at Ryan was exactly the same as the way Eve had looked at me – a sort of looking through you, like you weren’t really there.

    “I’m sorry about your dad,” Ryan said. “My dad died too, well my stepdad. The first few months are really tough.”

    My stomach tightened. Was that true? Ryan hadn’t mentioned a dead stepfather to me. For a second I had this image of Dad standing exactly where Ryan was now, in the middle of the room. Laughing.

    I pushed the memory away. Dad wasn’t here. I didn’t have to think about him.

    Chloe was looking at Ryan properly now. “Oh,” she said. “Er . . . thanks.” She picked up her bag and walked over to the door.

    Ryan jogged round behind her and got there first. He opened the door and pushed it back to let her pass. Now I could see his face, but not Chloe’s. He stared at her as she walked towards him. A deep, flirty, mysterious stare that seemed to shut out everyone else in the room. Chloe stopped. Though I couldn’t see her expression, she was obviously looking back at him. Ryan held her gaze for maybe just a couple of seconds, then smiled and looked away.

    My heart pounded. I was sitting here, watching some stupid bloke hit on my sister for a joke. No. Worse. To teach me how to pull someone else. A wave of anger and humiliation flooded through me as Chloe scuttled out of the room. Ryan closed the door and looked round at me triumphantly. “See?” he said.

    I was across the room in two strides. I grabbed him by the collar and shoved him against the wall.

    “Don’t ever mess with my sister again.”

    Ryan’s eyes widened. “Hey, man, you asked me to show you. But, fine, I won’t go near her ever again. OK?”

    I let go of his collar. My hands were shaking.

    Ryan took a step away from me and smoothed down his clothes. “Anyway,” he said. “The thing is, did you get how it works? The important part is holding that last second or two. If the look’s too short they won’t see it. Too long and you’ll look creepy.”

    “Was any of that true, Ry?” Numbers said. “Bout your stepdad?”

    Ryan grinned. “Well, the last one left two years ago and I haven’t seen him since, so he might as well be dead.” He glanced at me. “No offence, man.”

    I looked away. It didn’t matter to me what Ryan said.

    “ ’S genius,” Tones grunted, mournfully. “Sheer chuffin’ genius.”

    They left soon after. Ryan said two Steps was enough for one day.

    I told him I thought his whole plan sucked, then I went upstairs and practised the “look” in the mirror for the rest of the night.
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    Collage materials

    
      
        
          
            
              Picture this, a sky full of thunder.

              Picture this, my telephone number.

              One and one is what I’m telling you.

              Oh yeah.

              ‘Picture This’

              Blondie

            

          

        

      

    

    “Chloe, where should I get my hair cut?”

    We were walking home from school the next day. Chloe looked at me suspiciously. “I thought you always went to that barber’s in the high street. Where Dad used to go.”

    I shrugged. “Yeah. But it’s full of old men and kids. I’m ready for something that’ll make me look more . . . er . . . more . . .”

    “More like a babe-magnet?” Chloe grinned. “Dream on.”

    I stopped. “If you’re going to—”

    “Hey, I’m just messing with ya,” Chloe said. “Try Leather Stripes on the high street. Or Felloretti’s.”

    “They sound like a strip joint and an ice-cream parlour,” I said suspiciously.

    Chloe laughed. “They’re good places for blokes’ hair. Most of Ben’s year get their hair cut there.”

    “Right. Thanks.” Good. I love the way Ben comes up as a reference point for absolutely frigging everything.

    Chloe teased me a bit more about why I wanted my hair cut. But she promised to cover for me with Mum as I was grounded and therefore supposed to go straight home from school.

    I left her at the corner of the high street then went in search of Leather Stripes. It looked promising. Dark leather seats and wooden floors. And plenty of men inside getting their hair cut.

    Half an hour later I emerged, transformed. The girl who’d done my hair had cut it quite flat on top with a short, spiky fringe. It looked good. I’d even got up the nerve to practise Ryan’s ‘look’ on the hairstylist, though I’m not sure it worked very well. She offered me a glass of water and asked if I was feeling all right.

    Finding out what Eve was interested in had turned out to be much easier than I’d expected. I already knew she was doing Art GCSE from things Chloe had said. And when I checked on the noticeboard her name was listed under the Year Ten and Eleven after-school Art Club, which met between four and five-thirty every Thursday. I signed up straight away.

    Wednesday dragged by, then Thursday sped past like a bullet. Before I knew it, I was standing outside the art room at four p.m., pushing open the door, wondering if Eve was already there.

    She wasn’t. The room was almost empty: just a couple of girls in the corner going through a pile of drawings and the teacher – Ms Patel – a dumpy woman with long black hair down to her waist.

    The art room was large and airy. It covered a quarter of the top floor of the school and had a long window running all the way down one side. There was a big teacher’s desk at one end and four large wooden tables in the middle of the room. My heart leaped. Four tables meant a one-in-four chance Eve and I would sit at the same one.

    The walls were covered with artwork. I wandered round, trying to spot Eve’s name in the corner of any of the pictures.

    “Hi, Luke, is it?” Ms Patel waddled over. “What’s the project you’re working on?”

    My mouth went dry. Stupid stupid stupid. Why hadn’t I realised that if I joined an Art Club I’d have to do some art?

    “Er . . . I don’t have a project,” I said. “I just wanted to try some stuff out.”

    Ms Patel frowned at me. “Well, most students here use the time to work on their GCSE coursework. But I know you’re not taking Art GCSE. Which medium did you want to work in?”

    I’ll do whatever Eve’s doing.

    “Maybe I could just start off with some ordinary drawing,” I stammered. “Then see what grabs me.”

    Ms Patel pursed her lips. “OK.” She pointed to one corner. “Paper and charcoal over there. Watercolours by the sink. But I suggest you begin with pencil. Why don’t you try sketching the vase of flowers on the window ledge.”

    She walked over to the long window, picked up a small white vase filled with some sort of large daisies, and plonked it on a table near the back of the room.

    I gathered a sheet of paper and some satisfyingly sharp pencils and sat down. A few more people had come in by now. Only one boy, though, I noticed. Perhaps I should tell Numbers about Art Club. On second thoughts, I didn’t need any more competition for Eve than I already had.

    She arrived about ten minutes later. My heartbeat accelerated when I saw her. I looked quickly back down at my drawing. So far it looked more like an eggcup with alien heads growing out of it than a vase of flowers.

    Eve sat down at the table at the back next to mine. She started chatting in a low voice to the two girls already sitting there. Out of the corner of my eye I watched a slick of sleek blonde hair fall sexily over her shoulder. It brushed across the edge of the bra strap that was peeking out from under her top. I closed my eyes and imagined rushing over, pushing the hair back and . . .

    When I opened my eyes, her hair was tucked behind her ears and she was concentrating on the piece of paper in front of her. I squinted, trying to make out what she was working on, without staring too obviously.

    It looked like she was sticking down bits and pieces of paper – a collage of some sort.

    “How’s it going, Luke?” Ms Patel’s voice beside me made me jump.

    “Er, not so good, Ms Patel,” I said, honestly. “I don’t think drawing’s really my thing.”

    “Mmmn,” she said. “Well, is there anything else you’d like to try?”

    “I was thinking about doing a collage,” I stammered.

    “What of?”

    Jesus. Ms Patel should get an award for asking difficult questions.

    I stared helplessly round the room. My eyes lit on an old radio on the teacher’s desk. “Music,” I said. “I’d like to find some way of expressing the way music sounds in a picture. That’s why collage is the perfect . . . er . . . er . . . medium.”

    “You mean because the sound is non-linear?” Ms Patel said. I had no idea what she was talking about, but I nodded anyway.

    “Mmmn.” Ms Patel nodded slowly. “I like it. The expression of the inexpressible. A disjointed refraction of the light within sound.”

    “Exactly,” I said.

    Ms Patel beamed at me.

    “You need to decide on the kind of collage materials you want to use. I’ll ask Eve if she can spare five minutes for a chat with you about the best options. She’s doing a marvellous collage as part of her GCSE coursework.”

    I sat frozen to my seat. Eve was going to talk to me. Me. On my own. About collage materials, whatever they were.

    There was no time to think. I heard Ms Patel talking, then the sound of a chair being scraped backwards across the floor. I looked up.

    Oh God. She was right there. Right beside my table.

    “Hi, I’m Eve.” She slid into the seat next to me. My heart thumped. We were so close. If I moved my hand by a few centimetres it would touch hers.

    “Luke,” I said.

    Eve was staring at my alien-head flowers.

    “Just doodling,” I said, scrunching the paper up in my hand.

    She smiled at me. It was like someone shining a torch directly in my eyes. I had to look away.

    “I remember you,” she said. “You’re Chloe’s brother.”

    Yesss! Suddenly brimful with confidence, I looked back at her.

    “I . . . er . . . I’m sorry about your dad.” Eve blushed.

    “It doesn’t matter.” Shit. “I mean . . . it’s OK. Not him dy . . . I mean . . .” I tailed off.

    Eve smiled again. “I like your music collage idea,” she said. “Ms Patel said you wanted to know about the different materials you could use . . .”

    “Mmmn,” I said, nodding vaguely. “Mmmn.” My eyes travelled slowly down her jumper, then back up to her mouth. I watched her lips, transfixed by the effortlessly sexy way they pouted and curled as she spoke.

    “. . . so paper’s good, but messy. Maybe bottle tops would work – though they’re hard to stick down. Or how about silver foil? That would get across the metallic quality of music, don’t you think?”

    It took me a couple of seconds to realise Eve had stopped talking and was now looking at me. I also realised, a heartbeat too late, that I was still staring at her mouth like some sex-crazed lunatic.

    “Sorry if that was boring.”

    “No, it wasn’t,” I said, too quickly. “It was really helpful.”

    Crap, crap, crap. She thinks I’m being rude again.

    Eve stood up. I stared at the tabletop, praying for inspiration. Something, anything to keep her here a minute longer.

    “How about wood?” I said desperately. “Sorry if I went weird on you back there, but something you said made me think. The quality of music thing. I mean, metal’s good – but so’s wood, isn’t it? After all, loads of instruments are made of wood.”

    I prayed Ms Patel wasn’t about to appear at my shoulder and ask me which ones. At that point I don’t think I could have named a single musical instrument, let alone worked out which ones were wooden.

    Eve nodded. “I like it,” she said. “Hey, why don’t you use wooden buttons. That’ll add to the whole effect by being disc-shaped. You know, like CDs?”

    “That’s brilliant,” I said. “Thanks.”

    Eve looked pleased with herself. She walked back over to her table.

    “OK, time to pack up,” Ms Patel called.

    I checked my watch. Where had the last half-hour gone?

    My heart was racing as I replaced my pencils in the pencil box. Ms Patel cornered me before I could get back across the room. I explained the wooden-button collage idea as quickly as I could. I wanted to have time to say goodbye to Eve before she left.

    “Great, but you’ll have to bring in your own buttons next week,” Ms Patel said. “We don’t have any wooden ones.”

    “Fine.” In the distance I could see Eve disappearing out the door. I almost skidded across the art-room floor to grab my bag, then raced onto the corridor. She was on her own, thank God, just at the top of the stairs.

    “Eve,” I called.

    She looked up and smiled.

    “See you next week,” I said. My eyes lingered on her face. I wasn’t even thinking about making her notice me or trying to look at her in any special way.

    Then it happened. Without warning, this jolt – like an electric shock – shot between us. It was massive. Overpowering. Like . . . like in that instant we were inside each other’s head and the rest of the world had disappeared. A second later it was gone.

    I stared at her, knowing absolutely that she had felt it too.

    Her face reddened. She looked away, clutching the stair rail.

    “Next week,” she said. Then she scurried off down the stairs.

    I leaned against the wall, too turned on – too completely overwhelmed – to move. Then Ms Patel emerged from the art room and I dragged myself downstairs, sending a silent prayer of thanks to whoever, in their utter and total brilliance, had invented the wooden button.
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    Humiliation

    
      
        
          
            
              And I thought I was mistaken

              And I thought I heard you speak

              Tell me how do I feel?

              Tell me now how should I feel?

              Now I stand here waiting.

              ‘Blue Monday’

              New Order

            

          

        

      

    

    Ryan was impressed when I told him. “Fast work, man,” he said. “You’ve cracked Step Two at the first attempt. Plus, that kind of vibe only happens when something real’s going on.”

    We were in the high street, getting a lunchtime burger. It was the day after the after-school Art Club and I was still grinning like an idiot.

    “Don’t tell Numbers about it, though.” Ryan leaned back in his chair and smiled. “He’ll pester you for weeks to explain how you did it.”

    “I didn’t ‘do’ anything,” I said. “It just happened.”

    Ryan took a bite of his burger. “Yeah well, that’s a bit subtle for Numbers. Remember all he wants is to get as far as he can, as quickly as he can, as often as he can. He’s not fussy – he’d snog a lampost if it had tits and moved.”

    I laughed.

    “Still, you gotta hand it to him – Numbers is brilliant at Step Three,” Ryan said enigmatically. “Almost got a sixth sense about it.”

    I opened my mouth to ask what Step Three was, but at that moment the doors of the burger bar flew open and Ben strode in with a couple of his equally beefy, ugly mates. They sprawled across the large booth behind ours and yelled for the waitress. After she’d delivered their menus and they’d refused to move to a smaller table, they began boasting loudly at each other.

    With a horrible, sinking sensation, I realised Ben must be talking about Eve.

    “. . . Yeah, we did that last night. She was all over me.”

    I froze, my burger halfway to my mouth.

    “Stupid cow wouldn’t go any further, though. So I told her I’d wait until she was sixteen for the actual shag.” Ben laughed. “I made out I had no idea when that would be, that it didn’t matter if it was months away, but really I knew and – get this – her birthday’s in three weeks.”

    “Nice one,” one of the other blokes said in a deep, gruff voice.

    “Yeah.” Ben was laughing so much now he was choking. “She was so grateful it was pathetic. All ‘you’re so amazing, Ben’; ‘So sensitive to wait till I’m ready, Ben’.” He said this in a high, silly falsetto as much unlike Eve’s raspy voice as it could be.

    My stomach twisted into this tearing, burning knot.

    “After another fortnight she’ll be gagging for it,” Ben sneered. “Begging me to do her.”

    I put down my burger and looked up at Ryan. He was staring sympathetically at me.

    His sympathy was the last thing I wanted.

    “I’m not hungry,” I said. I stumbled blindly out of the burger bar. Had I imagined the look that passed between me and Eve? No. And I certainly hadn’t imagined her blushing. But maybe she hadn’t felt it the same way I had. Maybe all I’d done was remind her of how she felt about her stupid thug of a boyfriend.

    I fantasised about going back in the burger bar and punching Ben in the face. But I was too scared. He was much bigger than me. And he was with two friends.

    Humiliated, I stomped off back to school.

    Ryan turned up on the doorstep half an hour after Chloe and I got home that evening. “Hey, Luke, man . . .” He gave me a pitying smile.

    “Forget it.” I started shutting the door in his face, hating that he felt sorry for me. “I’m not interested anymore.”

    Ryan shoved his foot in the gap and pushed against me. “Don’t be so lame,” he said. “You should be more determined than ever now.”

    “Oh yeah? How d’you work that out?”

    “Because Ben’s handed you Step Three on a plate, you idiot.”

    I opened the door. “What d’you mean?”
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