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				Rules of Engagement

				‘Bet you don’t dare sit next to him,’ said Sally.

				As best friends go, Sally is probably no more annoying than most, but on this occasion she really deserved the icy glare I gave her. The train was full of people we knew, and I hardly wanted them to notice how I’d been staring at an empty seat – or rather, at the person sitting next to it.

				That person was Mark, who was looking at his haughty best (haughty is my new favourite word) – rather cool in a standoffish way, but tousled, curly-haired, and with what I think you might call darkly brooding good looks. He had a reputation for being scarily brilliant as well as brooding, but I was convinced that the very attractive dimple in his left cheek meant that deep down he had a great sense of humour.

				I went back to staring at the empty seat, imagining myself in it, making bright conversation and astonishing Mark with the breadth of my knowledge and the depth of my reading (or do I mean the other way round?). Just as I was getting to the bit where he was laughing fondly at my jokes and finding me utterly charming, Maggie sat in the seat.

				Maggie. Arch Queen Beeeeeyatch, the one with the four-inch wedges (to disguise her height. Or lack of), and the one who could make your life a misery if she chose to, which she frequently did.

				On this Friday morning she sat there – in the seat that surely destiny had meant for me – looking straight ahead, and looking like butter wouldn’t melt. But Mark was gazing out of the window, earphones dangling from his perfectly formed ears. I held my breath; only one more stop. With any luck there won’t be time for QB Maggie to try to work her twisted charms.

				Distracted by a crinkly noise by my side I saw that Sally was offering me her last crisp. I guess it must have been that obvious that I needed cheering up. As the train drew into the station, Mark got up and off without making eye contact with the evil one. I lived to breathe another day.

				There are in fact three boys in Year Eleven at St Thomas’s called Mark. But this one, who’d been sitting in the seat by the window, is by far the most fascinating. His full name is Mark Anderson, but I like to call him Mark A-Star. Obviously I don’t call him that to his face. In fact, I don’t call him anything to his face. He and his friend Charlie are way too grand to chat with the likes of us.

				St Thomas’s, being the only boys’ school for miles around, has been the focus of our attention for as long as I can remember – not all day and every day, of course, because quite a lot of time has to be spent listening to people try to teach us things as well as coping with our various weird families, but it’s certainly right up there at the top of the List of Things We Talk About.

				Because we’re young and curious and female, and our school, Queen Mary’s, is an all-girls school, our thoughts quite often turn to Boys. I don’t think this makes us in any way vacuous (an excellent word. Just to use it means you can’t possibly be it); on the contrary, we can only learn about the unknown by watching. And we do like to learn. Boy Watching is probably our second favourite hobby after…well, it’s probably our favourite hobby actually.

				I guess I should explain who ‘we’ are before I start elaborating on the watching, and the weird bits and the sad bits and the happy bits. (I have to do all the elaborating, plus some observing and reflecting, because my big ambition is to be a prize-winning writer, and you have to practise elaborating, observing and reflecting for that.)

				So, I am Chloe, best friend of Sally, and also friend of Amy and Gemma. Chloe Bennet is not my real name. Well, the Chloe bit is, but the Bennet part is made up – to protect the innocent, and confuse the guilty. Plus it’s an homage to my favourite heroine, Elizabeth Bennet, whose wit, wisdom – and boyfriend – are a constant source of inspiration.

				I will start with Sally. Sally is my best friend and I try not to hear a word against her, but if there’s a stick with a wrong end to get hold of, or an ‘it’ to put her foot in…she will. But she means well, even if she does tend to engage mouth before brain, as the old saying goes. This sometimes makes her seem rather foolish, but fortunately she very rarely notices that, so mostly she’s happy. This is extra great because she has two younger twin brothers who would try the patience of a saint, plus a mother, Liv, who, as another old saying goes, is often out to lunch. Literally and metaphorically. Usually literally.

				Sally has red hair (which looks great and which she loves) and braces (which don’t look great and which she hates). She adores Harry of 1D with a passion bordering on the unhealthy, and she could also get excessively attached to Justin Bieber if we let her. She is definitely and umbilically attached to her phone.

				Amy has wavy brown hair and almost always looks lovely. She is the sweet one of us. She looks sweet, she is sweet and she just is one of those people who never have a vile word to say about anyone. (Unlike, for instance, and just as a matter of record, the above-mentioned Maggie. Maggie is not known as the Queen Beeyatch for nothing. She is incapable of having the slightest hint of a kind thought. In fact, she probably wouldn’t recognise a kind thought if you slapped her in the mouth with it. I think if you climbed inside her head all you would see would be rottenness and rust. But I digress…) So, Amy. She is lovely, her parents are lovely, plus she is very good at playing the guitar (see below for more about this).

				And finally we come to Gemma. Gemma is a bit of an enigma. She has the longest legs, the straightest hair (sooo envious, mine never looks like that even with the help of all the latest electrical equipment), the best clothes and the coolest manner of us all. She’s done most of the things we haven’t – and shouldn’t. She has a rich and famously rude and boring father, who nobody – least of all Gemma – likes, and a missing mother who she hasn’t seen for eight years. I like to think she’s fond of all of us, but mostly she seems to dote on a Scottish boy called Jezza, who plays the guitar. And the field.

				We are all in a band. It’s called Overgrown Throttle and the Tempted Obscurity. OTTO. Me on vocals and keyboard, Sally on the drums (it suits her being at the back, as she can be a bit shy, probably something to do with the braces). And then there’s Amy on guitar. Amy is actually incredibly good at playing the guitar, not that she’d ever tell you that, and she’s the one who keeps us all together. Then there’s Gemma on bass guitar. We are still not sure whether Gemma can actually play the guitar, but she’s got a brilliant sense of rhythm and when she swings all that straight hair of hers all over the place she looks great.

				The day I’m writing about, being a Friday, was band practice day. This was always a good end to the week, plus it was Art in the afternoon, which could be almost as amusing.

				One of the Art projects for that Friday was photographing an inanimate object against a contrasting background. I thought of photographing Sally against a beautiful painting (which I thought should be amusing enough), but I was foiled by there being no beautiful paintings in the Art room.

				So in a moment of inspiration, I photographed a huge bee which had met a sticky end on the window sill. I blew it up and shot it (how violent photography can be) against the background of a pair of denim shorts. Rather arty, I thought.

				Our Art teacher, Mr Pampledousse (he is Greek, and incredibly hairy) professed himself pleased with me. Sometimes it is a bit hard to tell what Mr Pampledousse (who of course we called Mr Pimplemouse) was professing, because his accent is so thick you could almost imagine he was speaking in the original Greek.

				‘This is bitter, Chloe, you are engage with shape,’ he said to me. ‘You are seeing with your eye more.’ He nodded approvingly, and moved on to Julie Duxworth’s model of her mother’s head. (Julie’s mother was an actress and very beautiful, but you certainly couldn’t tell that from Julie’s sculpture.) I wanted to ask Mr Pampledousse what else you could be expected to see with other than your eye, but the moment had passed.

				Sally had made a collage of an iPhone out of bits of her mother’s oven gloves. I told Sally I thought this was brilliant: a statement of how a woman’s place has changed in the world – the old nurturing/caring/cooking image of a woman cut up and made into characterless technology. She looked at me like I was a little bit mad. Sometimes I think my insights are wasted on my friends.

				Then the bell went, and freedom and the weekend beckoned. Sally and I set off down the studio stairs to wait for Amy and Gemma, who had to get their guitars out of the music room.

				This was the bit of the week where you could do the best Boy Watching. It was when the Year Elevens from St Thomas’s came to the gates to meet our Year Elevens (we’re Year Nine, so we didn’t really get noticed. Or not yet…). If you lurked by the side entrance to the school you could observe, assess, dismiss or generally wonder at the golden creatures waiting outside the gates.

				They were ‘golden’ because they had a sort of dark yellow uniform. They were ‘creatures’ because, well, because I think the word ‘creature’ is just about right. It could conjure up something fabulous, like from a fable, something spellbinding and attractive: a ‘magical creature’. Or it could be some enigmatic, puzzling thing: a ‘mystical creature’. Or it could be something smelly and horrible: a ‘creature from the deep’.

				On this occasion they looked to be none of the above. In fact, I’d have said the only thing they looked like was show-offs. They all had their ties artfully twisted halfway round their necks, they all chewed gum in the same too-cool-for-my-trainers way, and they all looked at their phones like they’d never seen them before.

				Mark A* wasn’t there but his friend Charlie was. Charlie – tall and gangly with fluffy hair – was bouncing around in a well-meaning-looking way. He was always ready with a smile, especially for girls, a bit like a Labrador with an out-of-control labido. I think I mean libido.

				We were well placed for Boy Watching, but Sally suddenly announced that we had to go because her braces had slipped and she had to take them out and she didn’t dare smile. We were a martyr to Sally’s braces. They never seemed to fit properly, and whenever she found them uncomfortable we all had to stop what we were doing so she could hide, take them out or rearrange them.

				‘Good practice for when you’re old, I suppose,’ I said unkindly. ‘You’ll be the go-to old person in the care home for Denture Management Advice.’

				Amy and Gemma now came out of the door with their guitars. Gemma was swinging her long straight hair in what I thought was a rather artificial fashion, but I could see some of the golden creatures looking her way. Amy, with her curly dark hair and sweet smile, seemed blissfully unaware of the creatures. Although one of them, Charlie, was looking at her as if he wanted to practise smiling at her. I wondered what that was about. I decided to think about it later.

				We headed off to Gemma’s house.

				Gemma lives in an increeeeeedible modern house behind some tall and slightly sinister electric gates. Her dad is richer than any of ours because he invented a TV game show format that had sold all over the world. None of us know which one it is, and he’s very secretive about it. We think that is probably because it is either very stupid or very smutty.

				But it did pay for a great big garage which was perfect for band rehearsals, even though we had to squeeze the keyboard in between the Harley-Davidson bike and the Suzuki jeep thing, and the drums behind the exercise bike. (Unused, if the size of Gemma’s dad is anything to go by.)

				‘Hence the term Garage Music,’ my Ghastly Stepdad, Ralph, had said when he first heard about us. He’d looked up expectantly when he said it. If he was expecting gales of laughter he was sorely disappointed.

				By this time Sally had adjusted her braces, and was putting on her best drummer expression. This is where you look vacantly into the distance because you’re so brilliant you don’t actually have to concentrate. The trick is not to change your expression at all if you do happen to go wrong. Sally was very good at all this, especially the going wrong bit.

				I switched on the electric keyboard and played a chord. I had at least ten chords in my repertoire, but if I was singing that turned into about two. There are only so many things you can do at once, after all.

				For some reason nothing seemed to sound any good that day. Sally’s drums always seemed to come in in the wrong place, I forgot half the words, and Gemma pretty much forgot to play at all.

				I think she was depressed. You could always tell when Gemma was depressed by the way she chewed her lower lip, and said nothing rather aggressively. (I think you can say nothing aggressively, there’s something about the silence.)

				Part of the problem was that she had heard the St Thomas’s band, Shedz, playing the week before. Which meant she’d seen Jezza. Jezza is the tall, stick-thin Scottish boy who leads the band. He’s got wristbands right up to his elbow, long, greasy, blonde hair and jeans so artfully ripped that he flaps in the wind. Despite all this ventilation, he always seems to be covered in a thin sheen of sweat – which I don’t think is very attractive. But whenever he’s on stage you can see all the girls (except me) gawping. Absolutely gawping. Especially Gemma. (I often think it’s just as well we don’t all like the same boys. How awkward would that be?) But the thing that had made her depressed was QB Maggie being in the front row. Gemma was convinced there was something serious going on between her and Jezza.

				But I digress again. (I get a lot of low marks in English because of digression. Our fierce English language teacher, Miss Brewer, is quite strict about it, but personally I think digression is a sign of a lively mind.)

				We decided we’d better stop our band practice before we really depressed ourselves, and we went into the house to strategise.

				Going into the house takes some time as there’s a series of codes and outer doors that Gemma has to negotiate before we can get in.

				Eventually we found ourselves in a huge sitting room with one wall entirely devoted to a big black screen. It looks kind of threatening, but I expect that’s just because we’re all busy imagining the dodgy movies that Merv (that’s what Gemma’s dad is called. Really.) watches on it in the middle of the night.

				We went through into the kitchen, where all the pizza and Coke is. There’s a state-of-the-art microwave in the corner that Gemma fills with many pizzas. We sat down on the bar stools (Of course Merv has to have bar stools, I thought) and cracked open the Cokes. Fortunately Merv himself was upstairs, or somewhere else, anyway. The main thing was that he wasn’t in the kitchen telling us how great he was.

				We started to talk, as we always seemed to do these days, about What Happened Last Summer.
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				What Happened Last Summer

				It all started off normally enough. Well, normally for us. It was last summer and the day of our first Snog Fest or, as the teachers prefer to call it, the St Thomas’s and Queen Mary’s Annual School Dance. We had got together at my place in the afternoon To Prepare. This meant taking over the bathroom for at least five hours. (Although that would be high speed for Sally, who’s been known to take whole days getting ready to go out. I exaggerate. To make a point.)

				Between us we had enough product to stock a small branch of Boots. By the time we’d built up a vitamin-cream base, dabbed on tinted moisturiser, compared mascaras, rubbed off the blusher (we can blush fine by ourselves, we decided), swapped eyeliners and put a hint of a tint of lip gloss on, we were starting to feel quite pleased with our faces. Although then of course we had to address the burning issue of The Eyebrows. Mine needed a lot of attention with the tweezer and the gritted teeth. Eeech. After that we wore out Mum’s hair straighteners and practically burnt out her styling dryer (Mum’s a professional hairdresser, so she’s got all the kit) but by that stage we were almost pleased with our hair.

				Gemma was wearing a red wraparound dress that made her look taller and cooler than ever, Sally was wearing a cute blue skater dress, Amy her familiar green dress (we’d seen it before about seven times – I guessed Amy just liked to go with what she knew) but with a new sparkly belt, and I’d gone the skinny jeans and sparkly top route. I thought we all looked pretty presentable, and we went off to the bus stop in high spirits.
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				We arrived at the venue, a huge hall on the high street, which, when it wasn’t doing gigs, housed everything from bingo, am. dram. Shakespeare performances, and Merv’s swanky New Year parties (featuring 500 of his closest friends/AKA anyone who fancied a free drink).

				It was off-the-scale noisy, which I found faintly depressing. I realised that my mordant (‘mordant’ is good, I think it’s going to be a new favourite) wit would be drowned out, and I’d have to depend entirely on the eyeliner, the newly straightened hair and the sparkly top to attract attention. But I regretted the pumps. I really regretted the pumps. Even though I’m quite tall, I looked borderline short compared to everyone else, who seemed to be wearing stilts. (I took some comfort in knowing that they could barely walk in them, let alone dance.)

				All around us were groups of boys, and a few groups of boys with girls in them. Everyone was dancing, or sort of dancing, drinking things and generally looking cool.

				The four of us headed over to a trestle table and each took a glass of a liquid that looked either dark yellow or bright orange, depending on how it caught the strobe light. Whether you drank it at a yellow moment or an orange moment it still tasted unusually disgusting.

				We took our glasses over to a corner of the hall that was a bit emptier than the other corners.

				‘Stability plum fest,’ Sally yelled into my ear.

				‘What?’ I yelled back.

				‘Plaster mass window stubble,’ she shouted.

				I realised I was right about the mordant wit challenge.

				I think I saw Jezza at exactly the same moment Gemma did. He was gleaming with sweat as he threw QB Maggie round and round on the dance floor. And just as we were looking at them, the music went all slow and they were immediately in what can only be described as a clinch. How QBM could bear all that liquid so close to her face, I don’t know. But she seemed to be loving it just as much as Gemma was hating the sight of her. I never really knew what they meant when they said someone turned ‘ashen’, but I got the picture as I watched Gemma looking at QBM.

				‘He’s only dancing with her ’cos he doesn’t know you’re here yet,’ I yelled, rather hopelessly – in every sense – into Gemma’s ear.

				She looked at me vacantly like she hadn’t heard – which very possibly she hadn’t.

				Seconds later the slow music had stopped and I saw QBM’s vile friends crowd round her. They had their phones in their hands and for a paranoid moment I thought they were turning them towards us.

				I decided to think about that later, because right now we needed a strategy to break into the groups of boys. We’d been standing on our own for long enough.

				‘I’m going to say hello to that boy in blue,’ said Amy during one of the rare gaps in the ear-splitting noise, ‘I’m sure he’s the one who gets the number 9 bus.’

				I didn’t think this was going to be quite a strong enough opening conversational gambit, especially if he wasn’t the one who took the number 9 bus, but I had to admire her courage.

				Still no one was coming anywhere near us, so Sally thought she’d do the same, and headed off towards a boy in a pink T-shirt, who was standing in the corner with a very tall boy dressed all in black. She said she liked the pink of the T-shirt, so decided he must be nice. I wasn’t sure that the two things were necessarily connected, but before I could argue the point she’d headed off.

				I looked around for Gemma, but she seemed to have melted away. I reckoned she’d probably gone in the direction of the toilets, which at least had the advantage of being the other end of the hall from Jezza and QBM’s group.

				So there I was; completely alone in a sea of people, all of whom were having an absolutely fantastic time. Completely short (thanks to the pumps), completely silent (thanks to the noise) and completely having a horrible time.

				Then I thought I could see in the distance that things weren’t going according to plan for Sally. She’d turned a T-shirt shade of pink and seemed to be trying to bat away the six-foot boy dressed in black, who was grabbing her arm and seemed to be trying to pull her off in the direction of one of the exits, presumably to try to put the Snog in Snog Fest. There was no sign of the one in pink. Sally was looking desperate. Then she must have yelled at him – I thought I could make out the words ‘must’ and ‘toilet’ – and she rushed away from him off to the back of the hall.

				Then I saw Amy standing the other side of the hall, surrounded by four boys. They seemed to be taking it in turns to stay stuff to her, and every time one of them said something her lower lip seemed to – there’s no other word for it – tremble. To make matters worse, I could see the cow Maggie looking on with an expression of scorn and amusement on her face.

				I was just about to head over there when, to my shame, I was utterly distracted by this gorgeous, curly-haired skinny boy in a black V neck jumper (I have always loved the V neck jumper) who came over to me.

				‘You here on your own?’ he shouted.

				May every deity ever invented forgive me, but I said, ‘Yes.’

				He gently edged me away from the crowd to a corner where we could hear ourselves speak.

				‘What’s your name?’ he said.

				‘Chloe,’ I said. ‘You’ll find it’s very hard to type. Your fingers always want to type Chole. It’ll be very irritating for my biographer.’

				There was a pause. I could feel the beginnings of a wave of redness coming over me. Here we go, I thought. WHY should he ever want to type my name? WHY did I say that?

				‘Better than actually being called Chole, I’d have thought,’ Handsome Boy said.

				‘Oh quite,’ I said, starting to get excited that we were actually having A Conversation. ‘But I’d always thought I was more of an Emma, as in Jane Austen’s Emma. Although my real heroine is Lizzy Bennet, who’s actually very wise despite her prejudice, not like Emma who makes mistakes all the time which means you like her all the more. Not that any of that stops them ending up with handsome heroes, although not as handsome as they might have been if they’d been allowed to wear V neck jumpers.’ I paused.

				Handsome Boy had glazed over a bit, but then started to move towards me and to my utter amazement began to lick my ear. Lick. My. Ear. Why would anyone do that? I was rigid with shock and awkwardness. Who knew that talking Jane Austen could make your ears sexy?

				Then I heard a boy’s voice in my other ear. ‘Scored another one, Tim, have you? Come on – I think your girlfriend’s waiting for you. Best get moving.’

				‘Tim’ laughed, and without a backward glance, headed off towards a redhead who looked amazing in leather trousers and fifty-six-inch heels.

				Feeling sick with humiliation and self-loathing, I turned to see Sally coming back from the toilets. Oh god, her skirt was only caught in her knickers. Everyone was looking and laughing like crazy. And the only worse thing that could distract me was the sight of Amy escaping at last from the four bullies and running towards me. At that moment Sally realised what had happened, pulled out her skirt and put on her most determined I-will-not-cry face.

				Amy’s face had given up the fight. She had tears pouring down it. Apparently the tall guy, Brian from Year Ten, had brought his friends over to tease a ‘real-life lesbian’. Utterly random. And not true. And vile to tease her for it anyway, even if it were. But none of that was the point.

				Everyone and everything had got very noisy by now. The good news was that at last no one was looking at us, also that Gemma had appeared from somewhere. But that was all the good news there was.

				We took our sorry selves off to the bus stop and had only one thought between us:

				Boys. Dontcha just hate ’em?

				The next day we could add another thing to the list of things to hate. QBM. As if we didn’t already. Only the Queen Beeyatch could have created the Facebook page called ‘Snog Fest – the Loooooooosers’.

				Under it were seven – seven – pictures of us four looking alone, unhappy, tired, short, fat or ugly. Or all of the above. Maybe we weren’t all fat and ugly. But we sure looked like losers.

				[image: Boywatching_TTP.pdf]

				Since then, I’m happy to say that time has marched on, wounds have healed, and we are now determined to look on the bright side and see the best in people. There. Four clichés in one sentence, but still true.

				Sitting in Gemma’s kitchen that Friday night we talked about the next Snog Fest. I told them, in my Pollyanna way (who was Pollyanna? And why was she so optimistic?) that maybe it wouldn’t be so bad. Maybe some miracle would happen and we’d all have a nice time.

				‘Bums,’ said Sally, who has a rather unimaginative way with words. ‘It’s going to be just as awful as last time. No boy is going to look at us. It’s all going to go wrong again. I haven’t got any clothes I look good in. I’m never going to have a boyfriend. I might as well be dead.’

				I told Sally to look on the bright side. She could actually be dead. Also, she might have a boyfriend she didn’t like.

				‘Imagine. He might be horrible. He might be a humourless bully, who, when he isn’t beating you up, is out with his mates getting arrested. And who keeps starving dogs in the basement that he feeds with torn-up songbirds and bits of pet cat.’

				‘You,’ said Sally, ‘are very sick and need help. And there’s no sign of your miracle judging by last week, when Sunny Side Up tried it on with me in Starbucks.’ (Sunny Side Up was a Year Ten St Thomas’s boy so-called because he has a yellow nose and a smeary face and so looks like an underdone fried egg.) ‘He seemed to think that telling me I had big ears and that he’d scored fifty-nine levels in Angry Birds was going to endear me to him.’

				‘Endear him to you,’ I said pedantically.

				‘OK. Well. There wasn’t any endearing either way round,’ said Sally. ‘I hate Angry Birds, and HIS ears were covered in spots. Can’t believe he thought I’d want to go out with him.’

				‘Huh,’ said Amy. ‘That’s nothing compared to Purple Anorak Boy,’ (so-called because, well…you get the idea) ‘on Tuesday. He asked me to go paintballing with him. He got so close to me I could see right up his nostrils. AND he smelled of blocked lavatory.’

				Poor Amy. She is the cleanest person I know. I was torn between feeling sorry for her and rather admiring her use of language. Being Steve’s sister, I knew exactly what a blocked lavatory smelled like. Plus, the last thing someone as gentle as Amy would want to do is fire large lumps of paint at people.

				My own recent encounter with Master Wrong was last month when (Ghastly Stepdad) Ralph’s nephew came to stay with us. He was called George, was sixteen and had a weird obsession with Justin Bieber and Meg, the girl in Family Guy. He kept trying to explain to me – with lots of touchy-feely action – the science of the sports bra. Apparently it was invented in the 1970s by a girl who sewed two jock straps together. (Incredibly, this is true. I looked it up afterwards.) If Ralph thought we were going to get together and unite the family estate (ha) like in Downton Abbey, he was barking up quite the wrong family tree.

				Listening to the others, and thinking – as we so often did – about how it felt to be the school Loooosers, I suddenly had A Moment. I stood up.

				‘Now, look,’ I said, and I think I might even have stamped my foot. ‘I’ve had enough of this. We are not flotsam and jetsam, drifting about in the tide, waiting for disaster to overtake us. We are not little pieces of rubbish on a river rushing headlong into catastrophe and humiliation.’ In the heat of the moment my vocabulary was coming up with some real crackers. Words I hadn’t even known I knew.

				I went on: ‘The Boy is not the enemy determined to humiliate us. Or not necessarily, anyway. If we can only understand The Boy then we can learn how to know which one is the right one to get off with at the Snog Fest.

				‘We do plenty of Boy Watching, but so far it’s just been a hobby. We are now going to take control, and turn Boy Watching into a science, share our observations and properly work out who’s the right one for each of us. And then we can all look forward to the Snog Fest, because we’ll have someone to snog. And we will never, ever be featured on any beeyatch’s list of losers.’

				I was getting a bit out of breath by this stage, and starting to repeat myself, but I knew I was on to something. ‘I can feel a spreadsheet coming on. We’ll be like twitchers.’ I noticed a more than usually blank stare from Sally. ‘Twitchers,’ I said, slowly and slightly witheringly, ‘are bird-watchers. We will be to boys as twitchers are to birds.

				‘We will note down all the positive, nice Boy Things, and the characteristics we’d each most like in a potential boyfriend. We can award points for cuteness or a sense of humour.’

				‘Or not having acne, or having muscly arms,’ said Sally.

				‘Or being able to dance and wash their hair,’ said Amy.

				‘Or looking cute or being kind to children and animals,’ I said.

				‘We could award them points for talking to us rather than texting, and then black marks for gross-out behaviour, or ignoring us,’ said Amy, entering into the spirit.

				‘And then we’ll multiply the square root of their cuteness by their inside leg measurement,’ said Sally, introducing a rather admirable mathematical element.

				‘And when a boy has scored—’ I said.

				‘Well, then it’s game over,’ interrupted Gemma.

				‘No,’ I said patiently. ‘When a boy has scored enough in our categories, then we’ll know he’s The One, and we’ll go off into the sunset and the Snog Fest together.’

				‘You make finding The One for the Snog Fest sound like the ending of a Jane Austen novel,’ said Gemma, who’d never actually read one but she’d seen all the movies.

				‘What’s wrong with that?’ I was a bit belligerent, because my love of Jane Austen was absolute – in fact, you can’t be planning a career writing prize-winning novels, as I am, if you don’t appreciate literature in general and her in particular. Gemma had a large spot coming on her chin, I couldn’t help but notice. I mentally congratulated myself on not pointing it out.

				‘Absolutely nothing,’ said Amy in her calm, let’s-move-on sort of way. ‘But where do we start?’

				‘We start by making the spreadsheet. We’ll start tomorrow.’

				I somehow knew this would work. If we pooled our observations about the ‘creatures’, we would come to a sort of group wisdom that we could all learn from. That way we would have our partner for the Snog Fest, and have the best night of our lives rather than the absolute horriblest.

				‘OK. I’ll start by observing Jezza,’ said Gemma. (Time had eased the pain of seeing Jezza with the Queen Beeyatch, clearly.)

				I wasn’t completely sure that she’d really got the point about this being a group activity, but I was sure we could all learn a lot from observing Jezza, so I let it go.

				We finished the last of the stilton and apricot pizzas – Merv was between wives, and he let the local deli do his shopping for him, which meant that he had the most unnecessarily exotic store cupboard in the whole of the north of England. We decided that we would reconvene the following morning at mine to start work on our plan.

				As it was quite late by then, Gemma went off to find Merv (reluctantly, I think she sort of hated having anything to do with her dad) so he could drive us home. This was a mixed experience. Being in close quarters with Merv – who wore denim from top to toe, and spilled out of every seam – was pretty alarming. He’d always make a point of having his arm round you or on your elbow in a supposedly fatherly, looking-aftery sort of way but was actually just incredibly irritating. But the up side was that the jeep was full of gadgets and still smelt of new car. Which for me, Sally and Amy was a real novelty.

				Merv came downstairs. This evening he was dressed in black denim. I couldn’t decide if the black made the spilling out thing worse or better, so I decided not to think about it and got into the front of the car, with Sally and Amy in the back. Front or back was always a toss-up: in the front you take the hit on being talked at, but you do have the advantage of not feeling car sick, Merv being a jerky driver as well as a jerk.

				He dropped me off first, so that was good. Not so good was that the house was ablaze with light. Ablaze might be a bit of an exaggeration, but there were enough lights on to indicate that Ghastly Stepdad and (not so Ghastly, but still pretty annoying brother) Steve were still up. I unlocked the main front door as quietly as I could so as not to disturb Albert downstairs (very hard to know when Albert was going to bark, he was an unpredictable sort of terrier), and crept up the stairs to our front door. If I could just negotiate the hall there was a good chance that Ralph’s TV—

				‘That you, Chloe?’ came Mum’s voice from the kitchen. I paused only a second to wonder for the five hundredth time who on earth else it could be. Then I told myself not to be pedantic (another good word that really only applies to Ralph) – it was just Mum’s way of saying hello.

				‘Did you have a good practice?’ Mum came out of the kitchen drying her hands on her ‘Keep Calm and Drink Wine’ tea towel.

				‘Better than last time, but not as good as next time.’ I was quite pleased with this response. ‘But now I’m going to bed, Mum. Got an early start tomorrow. Everyone’s coming round at ten o’clock.’

				Avoiding the eye-rolling – for someone who has to go to work at eight in the morning on a Saturday, I guess the idea of an early start at ten is more irritating than amusing – I headed to the bathroom where I’d decided I would achieve at least twenty plucks of the eyebrows. Thirty was my record, but none was my more usual score.

				Tomorrow was another day.
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“I love BOYWATCHING. It's given me plenty
of tips about what to do (and what not to do)
when | am in Year 9!”

EDIE, AGED 11 %

“BOYWATCHING is really good and very
exciting - | can easily relate to all of it. | like
Chloe because she reminds me of me!”
MILLY, AGED 12

“A hilarious book combining the frivolity and
the complications of teenage life.”
HELENA, AGED 14

“l couldn’t put it down. | wish every science was
as fun and enjoyable as BOYWATCHING.”
MATILDA, AGED 15

“BOYWATCHING is a laugh-aloud, gasp-aloud
read, crazily witty and very satisfying.”
ANDY MULLIGAN, author of TRASH
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